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CHAPTER ONE










ATOP THE WHITE Temple of Uruk, Nerguiin lay on her back, facing Nanna as his crescent glowed among the stars. A flute shrilled somewhere far away, the notes muddy and unclear. Outside the temple grounds, people spoke in voices too soft to hear. A goat bleated. A child cried. Uruk and its sixty thousand lives lived.

But the wind was still.

“Anu,” she said.

She fanned her face, waiting. When the wind came from the east, the breeze was sluggish and hot, bereft of relief.

“Look, old man,” she said, speaking in Common Tongue. “Would it be too much to ask to have some rain?”

The wind went on blowing.

She shook her fist at the sky. “I know you’re up there! Give us rain or I’ll make a rude drawing of you!”

The wind went still.

She banged the back of her head against the roof. A few years more without rain and the canals would run dry. For all she cared, the Seeker nonsense she recited before the citizens every day could burn under the scorching sun. Maybe they didn’t deserve to be spared.

An anxious voice came from below, speaking in melodic High Tongue. “Seeress, are you on the roof again?”

She scowled at the stars.

“I heard you speaking,” Head Priestess Temmen said.

Temmen’s braided head poked up from the stairs, although she didn’t dare to risk the gods’ wrath by stepping onto the roof itself. “Seeress, it’s much too dangerous for you to be up here. What if you fall and break your neck?”

“I’d die happy knowing my death was inconvenient for you,” Nerguiin muttered so the woman couldn’t hear her.

“Please, allow me to escort you back down. You must rest before tomorrow’s reading.”

A tingle went up her neck.

“And you will be expected to be there for the goat rentals,” her voice took the tone not unlike one made to wheedle a child into eating one more spoonful. “You do like the goats, do you not?”

“Yes,” Nerguiin said. “And I have not seen a live goat in fifteen years.”

“But you see them every day.”

Nerguiin sighed. There was a world of difference between spying a goat from the walls of the temple and actually touching one. Children sometimes rode on their backs.

“Leave me,” Nerguiin whispered.

Temmen eyed her for a moment longer, but then shook her head and disappeared down below, muttering. Only Anu and Nanna still shared her company. But who was she kidding? The gods didn’t listen to her any more than the priests did. Maybe Inanna had abandoned them precisely because she thought mortals a lost cause.

The crescent moon sailed across the sky, but the wind showed no signs of returning. By now, the temple would be asleep. Nerguiin got to her feet, preparing to enjoy what little personal time she could steal. She hopped perilously close to the roof’s edge, facing Uruk and its ever-drying gardens. Her lapis-adorned skirt hung limp above her bare feet.

The White Temple itself sat atop of the ziggurat, a mudbrick structure at the center of the city with four sloping sides and a flat roof. Some of the tallest cypress trees growing at the bottom of the temple complex reached high enough for their tips to be level with her, their branches a mere dash and a leap away. At the base of the ziggurat, rows of thorned bushes surrounded the square compound on all sides.

And behind them lived the people of Uruk, all free to come and go as they wished. Fires and lamps glowed in the encampment of nomadic people taking temporary refuge at the other side of the walls of the city. She held her gaze on the distant campfires, her heart racing. She could run to the edge, slide down the sloped surface to the ground, and fight her way through the brambles. The fall would hurt and the thorns might wound her, but if she got lucky…

With a sigh, she returned to the staircase leading down from the roof and followed its warm stones around the temple’s exterior walls. As she neared the entrance to her chambers directly above the main ritual altar, voices around the corner brought her to a stop. She leaned against the wall, listening to the whispers coming from her room.

“We’re good,” a man’s voice said in Common Tongue. “The priest’s gone and the guards went down the stairs.”

Nerguiin frowned. These weren’t temple-goers, at least not ones with any business in her bedroom. She peeked around the corner and watched three thieves as they dug through her belongings. One, in clear view by the flame from the oil lamp on the wall, was a handsome man with a priest’s white tunic and an equally priestly braided black beard. Another, a woman dressed in all black with only her eyes visible, stood in the darkest corner. The third, a beautiful woman with two braids of black hair falling to her waist, regarded the relief above Nerguiin’s bed depicting Inanna, the goddess of love.

“Less gaping,” Woman-in-Black snapped, clutching a sack in her hand. “We’re on a time limit here.”

“Hmm,” Braided Woman mused, tilting her head. She, too, wore a priest’s tunic with the petaled design around the waist. “This is a lousy mural.”

“So? We’re not taking it with us. And why do they have an Inanna mural here anyway? Isn’t this a temple of Anu?”

“It used to be both, in better times.”

At the other side of the chamber, the man peered into Nerguiin’s treat jar. He reached a hand inside, drew out a piece of honeyed pastry, and took a bite. He chewed thoughtfully for a moment, then tossed the rest of the treat on the floor, licked his fingers, and turned to rummage through a neatly-arranged basket of clothing. Woman-in-Black inspected the statue of Inanna in the corner, and Nerguiin stifled a snicker as the thief pried a bronze dagger into the lapis lazuli eyes and wiggled them loose.

“This won’t do,” Braided Woman said, observing the chamber with hands on her hips. “The tablets are hidden somewhere else.”

“It’s a big temple,” Handsome Man said. He raised one of Nerguiin’s cyan wool skirts into the torchlight. “We could spend a week and not find the right chamber.”

“I told you,” Woman-in-Black said. “We should have prepared better.”

Nerguiin looked from one face to another, heart racing as the plan formed in her mind. If it failed, the thieves might kill her. But if it worked…

“This chamber is opulent. Luxurious,” Handsome Man said. “Who lives here?”

Stomach tingling, she stepped into the chamber, and as no one noticed her, cleared her throat. The thieves spun, Woman-in-Black with a dagger held high and Handsome Man clutching a skirt to his chest.

“That would be me,” Nerguiin said with the full command and melody of High Tongue backing her words.

Handsome Man observed her with a nervous smile. “I suppose this might seem a tad suspicious,” he said in Common Tongue. “But I assure you, there’s a perfectly good explanation.”

Nerguiin stared at him with the same indifference she used on the priests when they expected her to do something she didn’t want to do.

“Well, all right,” he continued. “We’re robbing you. But we’re doing it for a good reason.”

Woman-in-Black glanced at the entrance behind Nerguiin, then at the other exit at the far end of the chamber. Her grip on the dagger tightened.

Nerguiin shrugged. “Please, proceed. Take anything you want.”

“That’s…most generous of you,” Handsome Man shared a glance with Braided Woman.

“It is,” Nerguiin agreed, her heart racing. “But are you content with these pebbles? There are riches beyond your wildest dreams in the maze below. I can show you where to find them.”

Woman-in-Black frowned, then made a complex gesture with her fingers at Braided Woman. She replied with a shake of her head.

“And in return?” Braided Woman asked.

“You take me with you.”

Braided Woman glanced to the side, a tiny smile on her lips. “Curious.”

As the thieves didn’t say anything more, Nerguiin shifted her weight from one foot to another, waiting. Sweat beaded on her forehead. She swallowed, commanding her feet not to tremble.

“You must be the Seeress,” Braided Woman said. “A child of gods, they say. Supposed to save the city. And you want to come with us, hmm? Perhaps Uruk is as doomed as I thought.”

“If you do what I ask, I’ll provide you with anything you desire.”

“I don’t think so. You’ll alert the priests as soon as we’re lured too far in to escape.”

She thought about this. “You may gag me.”

The Braided Woman blinked. Behind her, Woman-in-Black made frustrated gestures with her fingers, but Braided Woman didn’t pay her any attention. Handsome Man, still grasping the skirt, eyed everyone in turn.

Finally, Braided Woman smiled. “Do you know where we can find the tablets of Ascension?”

“I do.”

“Then it’s a deal.”

Woman-in-Black gave up on the signs. “No! We are not doing this! Let’s get out while we still can.”

Braided Woman held her hands close to her chest, giving her fellow thieves a grin. “But I’ve got a good feeling about her!”

The other two groaned.

“Let me state the agreement,” Nerguiin said. “You will escort me past the guards outside the temple grounds. You’ve entered my personal chambers without being detected, so I trust you have a way to escape as well.”

“We do. But first you show us to the tablets.”

Woman-in-Black knifed the bed sheets, then ripped off a long strip. She approached, holding them toward Nerguiin.

“Oh, silly you,” Braided Woman said. “We aren’t going to gag her. She wouldn’t be able to guide us, now would she?”

Nerguiin let out a breath of relief. “Thank you.”

Muscles tense, she marched through her chamber to the inner exit, eyes nailed to the dagger as she passed Woman-in-Black. She considered her options for a moment, then took a left, going down the empty hallway, the lamps already dark for the night. At this late hour, the only ones awake would be the guards in the main libation chamber below and the ones patrolling outside on the ziggurat.

At the interior staircase heading to the first floor, she looked back. For a moment, she thought one thief might be missing until some shadow displayed the slightest motion it shouldn’t possess, and Woman-in-Black flickered between the dead sconces. The only one making any ruckus was Handsome Man, carrying the heavy sack that chimed with every step.

“Be wary,” Nerguiin whispered as she leaned against the wall in the staircase, peeking out into the night at the first floor entrance behind the main altar. A pair of guards followed the wall of the temple on their patrol, their bronze armor clanking. “We can’t enter the maze from the White Temple itself. We have to reach one of the maze entrances. The nearest one is on the roof of the ziggurat, halfway to the outer edge.”

Braided Woman made a gesture with her left hand, and Woman-in-Black darted past her into the night outside without making the slightest sound. Nerguiin crouched, waiting and holding her breath as two more guards disappeared behind a corner. As soon as they were gone, Woman-in-Black appeared in the door frame, beckoning.

Nerguiin tiptoed outside, leading the thieves across the brown paving bricks. Eyes wide, she searched the open space around them, approaching one of the trapdoors leading into the maze below. The last two times she had come this far across the roof, the guards had been onto her before she got halfway.

It wasn’t going to work this time either. Come morning, she would be reciting the Seeker tenets in Temmen’s study, and the guards would watch over her from dawn till dusk. They would lock her in the maze, or scour her mouth with salt.

The trapdoor approached. The guards were looking elsewhere. The outer edges of the ziggurat were barely a short dash away.

I’m so close!

She reached the trap door and lifted it open, hopping down into its pitch-black depths and landing on the balls of her feet with her knees bent.

“It’s not far,” she whispered above.

The thieves dropped down beside her, and the man eased the hatch shut behind them.

“We need light,” he said somewhere to her right.

“No,” Nerguiin said. “I know the way.”

She hurried along the tunnels by memory. Her fingers slid on the narrow walls, counting the markings etched into their surface. She led them down narrow ramps deeper into the heart of the maze. An earthen smell grew stronger the deeper they crept.

“I don’t like this,” Woman-in-Black said behind her. “She’s leading us into a trap.”

“I told you,” Braided Woman Said, “I’ve got a good feeling.”

“We know your good feelings,” Handsome Man complained.

“We’re passing tons of chambers and vaults,” Woman-in-black said. “All this treasure has got to be guarded well.”

Nerguiin glanced over her shoulder, although she couldn’t see the others. “Most are filled with barley. Only a few hold the kind of wealth you’re looking for.”

“Hide the treasures among the grain,” Handsome Man said. “Clever. But what happens when the city gets hungry?”

“That I do not know. One cannot eat treasure.”

She peeked around one last corner. A solitary sconce burned inside the chamber housing the tablets of Ascension, providing sufficient illumination for the thieves to see the maze and its narrow mudbrick hallways. She stepped aside, pointing at the chamber.

The small vault housed eighteen numbered stone pedestals with rectangular clay tablets resting on them, each a sheet of clay twice the size of one’s hand. Braided Woman lifted one into the light and examined the neatly arranged squares of writing up close.

Nerguiin frowned. “You can read temple script.”

The woman nodded.

“Who are you?”

“Miri. What’s your name?”

“You know my name.”

She turned to her, tablet still in hand. “The Seeress is not a name.”

“I am not permitted to have a name.”

Miri lowered the tablet to its original place. “What did your mother call you?”

“I am not at liberty to say. The priests say the gods will punish me were my name to be spoken aloud.”

Miri smiled. “Do I look like a priest or a god?”

Old lashings burned on her back. Her palms went cold. The words crawled their way up her throat, wanting to fly after being imprisoned for so many years. But as she faced Miri’s eyes, their full attention focused on her, something inside wanted to trust her. Something in the way she spoke assured her that—just this once—she wouldn’t be punished.

“My name is Nerguiin.”

The earth did not swallow her.

“Is it now?” Miri said. “Interesting.”

“How so?” Nerguiin asked.

“Your name is not Sumerian. It’s common in lands far from here, among the nomadic people beyond the Zagros Mountains.” Miri nodded at Woman-in-Black. “By coincidence, you and Sokhatai are kin.”

“How many times do I have to tell you?” Sokhatai said. “No names on jobs.”

“And him?” Nerguiin asked.

The man sighed. “Since we’re—again—breaking the rules, my name’s Zanyar. And no, I don’t come from the other side of Zagros. Born here in Uruk.”

“Are we done here?” Sokhatai asked. “Or shall we make blood bonds while we’re at it?”

Miri turned back to the tablets, running her fingers along their surface. After going through a couple more, she began loading them into the sack Zanyar held open for her, the existing contents complaining with the sound of something expensive squishing under the weight of heavy clay tablets.

“Why do you seek these tablets?” Nerguiin asked.

“Tell me,” Miri said instead of answering the question, “when we’re out of the temple, what do you plan to do?”

Nerguiin shrugged. “Run. And keep running until I’m too far for the temple guard to bother chasing me.”

“And what of that rain you’re supposed to return?”

“I don’t have the power to bring rain.”

Miri threw her arms around Nerguiin’s shoulders, smiling at her up close, the flame from the sconce dancing in her eyes. “Nerguiin, what if I told you we do?”

She stared into Miri’s eyes, and for a brief moment she wanted to believe her.

But not for long.

“Do as you wish,” Nerguiin said. “Take me to the streets outside the temple. That was our agreement.” She switched to Common Tongue. “I don’t give a goat’s shit what you do after that.”

Miri’s eyebrows rose. She observed Nerguiin for a moment longer, then returned back transferring the tablets into Zanyar’s sack, the corners of her mouth twitching slightly. Nerguiin turned to Sokhatai. The narrowed eyes, the only part of her face visible behind the veil, almost made Nerguiin take a step back, but she stayed where she was and returned the scowl with only a glance at the dagger resting in the sheath on Sokhatai’s belt. Like everything else about her, the sheath was wrapped in black cloth.

“That’s all of them!” Miri said, dropping the last crushing tablet in the sack.

Nerguiin nodded. “Good. How do you plan to escape?”

“You and Sokhatai take the loot,” Miri said, grabbing the sack from Zanyar and handing it to Nerguiin. The weight made her stumble forward. “You’ll climb down the northern wall of the ziggurat. Zanyar and I walk out the front gate, like the devout Seeker priests we are.”

Sokhatai narrowed her eyes. “Miri…”

“Let’s get going. Nerguiin, please show us to the trap door. Sokhatai will take good care of you.”

Nerguiin glanced at the dagger, then at Sokhatai’s angry eyes, but it was too late to go back now. Before the fear could grow too strong to bear, she marched back into the narrow hallway. As she walked, she made a point of occasionally making the sack strike her foot, causing it to jangle.

“Give me that,” Sokhatai hissed, reaching past her to grab the sack. “You’ll alert everyone in the temple.”

Nerguiin handed the loot over, happy to have the woman’s hands busy doing something other than grasping the dagger, and guided the thieves through the maze. In Sokhatai’s hands, the sack remained obediently silent.

A moment before they reached the trapdoor at the highest level, she came to a stop, staring at the blackness. The hair on the back of her neck stood up. Something would go wrong. At the last possible moment, the guards would catch her, or this Sokhatai would reach for that dagger of hers and slit her throat. Why would the thieves help her anyway? They had what they wanted.

“Wait here for a moment,” Nerguiin said, continuing for a few steps as the thieves came to a stop. She took a shaking breath and leaned her hand against the guiding etches on the walls.

“Anu,” she whispered softly so the others could not hear. “I know you hold power even here, in a place where wind does not blow. Many a time have I asked for you to let me go. But now I’m done with you. I don’t ask for your favor or your blessings. I don’t ask you to give us wind or rain. I merely ask you to not get in my way.” She pressed her fingers hard against the wall, biting her lip and shooting a fierce look at the darkness above. “And if you dare to stop me, I’ll tear you down from the heavens myself!”

“Why have we stopped?” Sokhatai asked behind her.

“Making sure the way is clear,” Nerguiin whispered. “Come.”

Back at the trap door, she stepped aside and let Sokhatai go first. Sokhatai tossed the sack over her shoulder, then climbed up the ladder with only one hand. After peeking out, she hurried up, beckoning.

“We’ll meet you soon,” Miri whispered beside her. “Go on. You can trust Sokhatai.”

Back on the empty roof, Nerguiin searched for the guards. Clouds veiled Nanna’s crescent and left them in darkness, only the weak torches on the walls of the White Temple providing any light. Sokhatai grabbed her by the arm and pulled her along.

Only a few steps later, a guard strolled out from behind the White Temple’s northern wall. Before Nerguiin could utter a whimper, Sokhatai threw her onto her stomach on the hard stone, then lay down beside her, tossing a cloak over them. They huddled under its cover, holding their breath, waiting.

Footsteps approached. Nerguiin clenched her fists. Sokhatai’s fingers slid down, brushing against her side, heading toward the belt. Panicking, Nerguiin grabbed her wrist, preventing her from pulling the dagger out. The wrist tensed, but stayed put. She squeezed tighter, mostly to keep herself from bolting and making a run for it.

The footsteps sauntered past. Sokhatai raised the cloth a tiny crack, then tossed it off completely, shaking Nerguiin’s hand away.

They jogged to the northern edge of the temple. Someone had hammered a stake into the bricks a few fingers down from the edge, and a rope trailed down the steeply angled walls. Nerguiin stared at the rope, glanced behind her, then turned back to marveling at the city. Blood thrummed in her ears. She was so close!

A burst of hot wind struck her, causing her to stagger. Scowling, she faced the wind. “I’m going,” she whispered to Anu. “And you aren’t stopping me.”

Sokhatai looked around in alarm. “Be quiet! Grab the rope and climb down before they find us.”

She hesitated. The wall ran down in a perilous angle. The fall would be more than enough to break her neck.

“Stay if you want,” Sokhatai hissed. “But make your decision now before you get me killed.”

Nerguiin grabbed the rope, gave the drop one more look, and climbed over the ledge, back facing the city. Her legs banged against the wall, and she lurched down. The rope bit into her fingers. Wincing, she pressed her eyes shut, commanding herself not to cry, and continued sliding down one burning slip at a time.

Her feet hit the ground and she toppled onto her bottom, still clutching the rope. Confused, she eyed the scenery left and right. At the corner of the ziggurat some two hundred feet away, a group of six guards huddled over the royal game at the base of a cypress tree, chatting among themselves, their helmets held against their sides and their eyes fixed on the wooden board and dice.

Nerguiin rolled away, barely avoiding being stomped by Sokhatai’s boots. She raised her shaking hands. Blood dripped from burns and cuts all over them. Sokhatai shifted the loot sack on her left shoulder, then headed to a line of arid bushes to the north, so dense they blocked view of the street at the other side. Nerguiin scurried after her, eyes locked on the guards. One of them rolled the dice, and some of the observers erupted in laughter. One of them smacked another on the shoulder, laughed, and turned to face Nerguiin.

She froze. The guard’s laughter came to a stop. For a moment they merely stared at each other, mouths open.

“The Seeress is being kidnapped!” The guard bellowed.

Sokhatai grabbed Nerguiin by the arm, and before she could understand what was happening, she was flying through the dry bushes, sharp branches and thorns ripping into her flesh. She climbed up, fighting against the twigs in panic, yelping as something sharp pierced her exposed sole.

“Every. Single. Time.” Sokhatai muttered as she came after her, accompanying each word with a slash of her dagger at the bush.

Nerguiin stumbled through the brambles, panicking, tearing her flesh in a mad rush to get away. Then, with a final slice of Sokhatai’s dagger, they broke through to the paved street at the other side. They faced rows of flat-roofed mudbrick houses separated by narrow alleys. To her left, the street continued west to the temple’s main entrance.

She took a running step right, away from the temple.

“No!” Sokhatai hissed.

She stopped, glancing over her shoulder. Sokhatai tossed the loot sack up onto the roof of the nearest building, climbed up after it, then reached a hand down for her. The dry bushes rattled and shook as the guards pushed their way through.

Nerguiin grabbed the hand, wincing as Sokhatai pressed the wounds. With a single strong pull, Sokhatai lifted her onto the roof, whose rough, sand-covered surface was enclosed by a low wall. They lay down, waiting as the guards leaped out from the brambles onto the street below.

“Where did they go?” a guard bellowed.

“You two,” another cried. “Head to the west gate! You, take the northern gate! Tell the Head Priest!”

Their running footsteps faded into the night. Blood dripped on the sand from a cut in Sokhatai’s arm. Frowning, she took out a rope-tied bundle hidden behind a reed basket and undid the knots, revealing a filthy tunic and brown blanket. She tossed the clothing to Nerguiin. “Put that on. It’s made to fit me, but it’ll have to do. They’re looking for a rich priestess and someone in a black uniform.”

Nerguiin nodded, pulling her cyan dress over her head. Sokhatai removed her black garment and flipped it around, revealing it to be brown on the other side, then stuffed the brown blanket into the loot sack so it covered the jewels and tablets. With her face revealed, Nerguiin guessed her to be approaching her middle years. Several old scars crossed her skin and fine lines surrounded her eyes. As Nerguiin pulled the tunic on, Sokhatai gestured at her arm. She followed her gaze to the point slightly above her left wrist where the twenty-year-old temple brand, Anu’s symbol, scarred her skin.

“Hide that,” Sokhatai said.

She nodded and let the sleeves of the over-sized tunic fall over her hands and fingers, then removed a pin from her hair and let her black curls fall down on her shoulders.

“And remove your jewels,” Sokhatai said. “They’ll see you from the other side of the city with those on.”

Nerguiin ripped the blue gemstones pins from her hair and abandoned them on her old dress. She gave them a mournful look, then looked up to see Sokhatai examining her with a frown.

She raised the dagger. Nerguiin’s eyes widened.

Almost too fast to see, Sokhatai grabbed her by the hair and pulled her close. Nerguiin pushed on her arms, trying to wrestle the dagger away. The dagger cut. Pain flared in her scalp. 

Then Sokhatai shoved her away. Eyes watering, Nerguiin raised a hand to her head, but her fingers came off dry, excepting the few thorns still stuck on them. Long curls of black hair fell onto the roof. Her hair came down to her ears, cut jagged and uneven. Picking up on the idea, Nerguiin picked up a handful of sand and rubbed it on her face and tunic.

“Good,” Sokhatai said, returning the dagger in its sheath. “Now they might not recognize you. The easy part is over. Next we need to get through the city gates. Then we’ll disappear into the nomad encampment.”

“Why?” Nerguiin asked. “Our deal was for you to escort me out of the temple. You have fulfilled your promise.”

“Well, I can’t just abandon you here, now can I?”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Really? Well then: what’s your next step, oh Seeress?”

Nerguiin looked away.

“Don’t worry,” Sokhatai said. “We’ll get you out. Miri doesn’t have her ‘good feelings’ often.” She stood up, craning her neck to spy over the railing. “Let’s go. We have a long night ahead of us.”

________




NERGUIIN TRAILED AFTER Sokhatai through the alleys of Uruk, heading to the northern sections of the city terraced below the temple district. As they walked, she tried to look at everything at the same time. A group of silent children prowled under the hide canopy of a hawker’s stand, its merchant and wares long gone for the night. At the corner of a street, a woman with a leathery face scowled at their passage, her rags revealing skeletal limbs. A lone dog trailed after them, but the ravenous look in its eyes made Nerguiin keep a cautious distance. The wind lifted dry sand from the streets into hazy clouds that made her cough and forced her to walk with her eyes squinted. 

At each turn of a corner, she expected to find the joyful children and the fat traders who visited the ziggurat every day, but as the streets grew narrower and the people thinner, her excitement faded. The view up from the White Temple had somehow always managed to veil these parts of the city.

The rhythmic clanking of armor grew closer. Sokhatai sat down abruptly, slumped her shoulders, and lowered her gaze. She dragged Nerguiin down with her and hid the loot sack between their bodies. They waited as a group of guards jogged past on the larger boulevard up ahead, and when they were gone, Sokhatai peeked out from the alley and pulled Nerguiin back to her feet and on the move, continuing at a leisurely pace as though they weren’t in a hurry at all.

The walls of Uruk rose above the flat-roofed houses. Watchmen patrolled their length, many carrying a torch in one hand, a spear in the other. The ziggurat loomed over the city, illuminated by sconces and torches. The facing stone of the temple glowed white, visible from all corners of Uruk.

Sokhatai led her onto the pillared Eanna bridge where brown vines hung limp from a grated scaffolding over the canal. Nerguiin peeked over the railing, but the canal’s waters ran too low to see.

“Stop gawping at everything,” Sokhatai said. “It’s making you look suspicious.”

Nerguiin scowled at Sokhatai, but held her tongue. She didn’t have to tolerate the thief much longer. As soon as she was outside the city gates, she’d be free to do whatever she wished.

The bridge led to the Old Market, with a view of the open northern gate and its dozen watchmen. Somewhere behind it and the nomad encampment, the Buranuna flowed past the city on its way south. If she made her way to the river, she could take one of the boats south, maybe to Ur.

Sokhatai observed the gate for a moment, then settled at the base of a cypress tree a few steps away from the bridge, crossing her arms and lowering her head.

“Why do we stop?” Nerguiin asked. “The exit awaits us right there!”

“I need to think,” Sokhatai said. She rubbed at the fabric over the wet crimson spot on her right arm. From the corners of her eyes, she observed the empty market stands on the plaza.

“Why?” Nerguiin asked. “Didn’t you come here with an escape plan?”

“I did.”

“Well, what purpose is there for waiting? We may walk out the gate. No one will identify us.”

“I said I need to think. And stop speaking in High Tongue.”

Nerguiin frowned. No one ever spoke to her like that. She opened her mouth to protest, but nothing clever came to her mind.

Sokhatai glanced toward a group of thugs further down the canal. Six temple guards with spears walked to them, and lifting the veils that protected them from gusts of blowing sand, inspected the men’s faces.

“My plan—,” Sokhatai said, her attention wandering off to the few citizens crossing Eanna bridge at this hour, “—didn’t include someone who can’t climb over the walls and two hundred angry men looking for me.”

A tension in Nerguiin’s body urged her to do something. Her eyes drifted to the open gate, waiting in plain sight. She sat down and rubbed the many stinging spots on her body, pulling off a blood-stained thorn.

Nanna sank toward the horizon, but Sokhatai refused to move. Her gaze landed on each and every person crossing the bridge, but never stayed on any one of them for long. Nerguiin’s palms smarted. Her stomach grumbled. She ground her teeth and, with an effort, stopped herself from dashing through the gate there and then.

Finally, when Nanna disappeared behind the horizon and a red glow announced Utu’s arrival in the east, Sokhatai grabbed a beautiful jeweled bronze necklace from the loot sack and stood up. Bleary-eyed, Nerguiin searched the dawn for what had caught her attention.

“Wait here,” Sokhatai said.

“What? Why?”

“Be quiet.”

Nerguiin pursed her lips, scowling at her back as the necklace disappeared up Sokhatai’s sleeve and she strolled down the banks of the dried canal toward the Eanna bridge. A woman with a patched flax dress crossed the bridge, a sack tossed over her shoulder. Regardless of the sharp pebbles on the dirt, she walked with bare feet, and filth covered both her skin and tattered clothing. Her face, old before its years, held a resigned kind of tiredness to it, like a home that had withstood one storm too many.

Sokhatai approached her, saying something that made the woman pause and turn to her. She held up an Uruk grain token, and as the woman’s attention shifted to it, Sokhatai’s other hand slipped the jeweled necklace into the woman’s pocket. The flower-decorated bronze chain hung slightly out—the one piece that didn’t belong to her patched rags. After a few more whispers, the woman shook her head and continued on her way.

“What was that about?” Nerguiin asked as Sokhatai returned.

“We’re going,” she said, picking up the loot sack. “Quickly now. Don’t speak to anyone. And keep your head up. We’re just a pair of workers leaving Uruk.”

They followed the woman toward the gate, the many little pebbles on the sand biting into Nerguiin’s bare feet. Her injured foot ached with every step, and as they walked on, she clenched her fists and tried not to limp. In the marketplace, they passed the earliest merchants already preparing their stands. Some of the wealthier ones tended to oxen, but most pulled their own carts. A frying pan sizzled over a fire, the smell of grease making her ravenous. A temple guard spoke with a merchant while another looked under his carriage. The merchant shook his head and gestured as the guard took a clay jug of beer from the kiosk and sipped the merchandise.

“Sokhatai,” Nerguiin whispered. “Why did you give her the necklace?”

“It’ll give the guard something to do. Stay close. This will happen fast.”

Nerguiin glanced at her, then at the woman’s hunched form up ahead. The gate approached, as did its dozen guards. A steady stream of travelers made their way in and out of the gate, some with goats or oxen, others with merchandise. Every now and then the guards stopped someone from leaving, looked at their face up close, and searched their persons.

Nerguiin's hands shook. She glanced behind her. The ziggurat was still visible in the distance. She could run, hide in the city, and wait for a better opportunity. The gate waited, wide open. On the wall above the curved arc, the other guards held their attention on the outside encampment.

“Hold up,” one of the guards said to the poor woman as she was about to leave the city.

“Yes?” The woman turned to the guard.

“You seem like you’re in a hurry,” the guard said. “Where are you headed?”

She stood straighter, her entire body looking like an animal about to pounce. “I live in the encampment outside.”

“And what were you doing in the city?”

Sokhatai nudged Nerguiin forward as the other guards turned their attention to the exchange. Nerguiin’s eyes opened wide and she pressed into her lip as the gate approached.

“I work here,” the woman said, looking around with wide eyes. “I carry water. I have a husband and two children waiting for me outside.”

The guard reached into her pocket and pulled the jeweled necklace out, holding it high in the air for all to see. The woman gasped, looking down at her waist, then back at the jewel again.

“That’s not mine!”

“Clearly,” the guard said. “Where did you get this?”

Sokhatai continued walking, and Nerguiin did everything in her power not to lower her gaze. While the guards were distracted, Nerguiin stepped under the gatehouse.

“Wait up,” a voice said behind them.

Sokhatai stopped, glancing over her shoulder. “Yes?”

“Stay right there.”

Nerguiin froze. She knew that voice. Holding her breath, she turned, looking up at the guard who walked up to Sokhatai. Unlike the others, a series of bronze disks decorated the rim of his helmet, marking him as one of the captains of the temple guard.

“Where are you headed?” he asked.

“To Ur,” Sokhatai said. “There is no work here.”

The captain looked at Nerguiin for a long moment. Sun-burned wrinkles appeared at his brow as he squinted at her. “And what work is that?”

“Bricklaying, canal building…” Sokhatai said. “Whatever needs a pair of skilled hands.”

Next to them, the guards grabbed the beggar woman by the arms. She struggled briefly, then uttered a high-pitched wail and collapsed against them.

“Oi captain!” a guard said. “We got a new volunteer for the mines here!”

“In a moment,” the captain said. He looked back at Nerguiin. “Are you well, Seeress?”

Her stomach somersaulted.

Before Sokhatai could react, Nerguiin pulled the dagger out from its sheath and slit the loot sack open. Jewels piled on the sand, and the tablets of Ascension thudded on top of them, each covered in temple script.

“Those are temple tablets!” another guard said.

“Captain!” Nerguiin said, holding the dagger protective before her with two hands. “This woman has stolen from the temple and coerced me to leave the city! You must aid me!”

The captain turned his attention to Sokhatai, his eyes bulging with rage. Sokhatai’s fist rammed into his helmet, causing him to stagger. Before she could strike him again, Nerguiin kicked Sokhatai in the back of her knee. The leg buckled, and the captain swung the shaft of his spear at Sokhatai’s feet, sweeping them out from under her. As she fell, she grabbed hold of his arm, and they tumbled onto the street in a mess of limbs locked together.

Nerguiin dashed out the gate. Behind her came the sound of fist meeting flesh, Sokhatai cursing, metal ringing against metal, and the beggar screaming. Nerguiin ran, not daring to glance back, expecting hands to grab her at any moment.

Then the mudbrick of the gatehouse became a red-glowing sky. Outside the walls, she jumped behind the first leather tent and kept running.

Sorry Sokhatai, she thought. It was you or me.

She ran through a forest of tents outside the walls of Uruk, pushing past countless people, dashing in a mad frenzy, jumping over campfires and skirting wagons. The feeling of danger remained with her for the first dozen tents she passed, and did not fade until she was past the third dozen. Only when the black slithering mass of the river Buranuna came into her view did she slow down to a walk and stop to bend over, fists on her knees, breathing hard and trembling from excitement.

The gates were far behind. The tents of a hundred thousand nomads surrounded her. Gazing at the sluggish flow of the river, she let out a stunned chuckle, then burst into laughter.

She was free.








CHAPTER TWO










THE MORNING SUN scorched Nerguiin on the banks of Buranuna. Boats crowded the river, its width so shrunken that boatmen carrying goods downstream had to pole their craft away from fishermen headed upstream for livelier waters. They shook fists and shouted curses at one another, mere arm-lengths apart. A few cast and retrieved nets, scraping for any fish that still bothered to swim in these shallow waters. On the bank downstream, a group of slaves hacked into the mud with pickaxes and shovels, working on the beginnings of a new canal. A slave wiped his brow on the sleeve of his rough gray tunic, then returned to his work when the overseer raised a whip in his direction.

Nerguiin’s own tunic was torn and filthy, and dried blood stained it in more than one place. Her hair was ragged and cut uneven, with at least half a mina of sand and dirt clumped in its midst. Yet regardless of her disheveled garments, thousands upon thousands of people passed her without lamenting her appearance or even noticing it. Even if she met someone’s eyes, no recognition crossed their faces, and most hurried on with a wariness in their stride.

With a tired puff, she wiped sweat from her face. She needed something to drink, and since the river was right there, she dropped on her knees on the mud and cupped a handful of water in her mouth. The earthen taste made her grimace, and the stench was quite unlike the starbud-scented water she enjoyed in the temple, but she drank her fill before settling down on the bank, looking at the clear skies. She dug her fingers into the mud, letting some trickle between her fingers. She was out of the temple, free for the first time she could clearly remember. Around her, the whole world waited to be explored. What was she going to do next? 

Her stomach growled.

Well, that settles that, she thought.

By this time of the day, someone would be bringing her breakfast. She searched the beach, distressingly empty of jars of pastries or steaming loaves of bread. She jumped up, patted some of the mud off her tunic, and took a random heading, grinning at everything in turn. The air smelled of people and animals alike struggling to survive on the outskirts of a dying city.

This is so exciting!

The tents were pitched at a distance from the river, but beyond the initial somewhat organized line, they lost any semblance of order. People of all shapes and sizes wandered in the encampment, merchants hawking their wares, women shouting at children, boys leading goats by leashes. A clearing between four tents housed a small cookfire with a pot of bubbling brown goo. Two adults and six children sat around it, their too-large clothes hanging limp. As Nerguiin approached, the man of the family stood up, reaching for a club.

“Daras emeer!” the man growled.

Nerguiin backed away, and the man lowered the club, eyes locked onto her as she retreated. Perhaps she shouldn’t barge in on people’s pots uninvited, at least not without a club of her own.

She went from one tent to the next, but no breakfast made itself available. By the time the sun shone almost directly above her, her stomach, unused to such fasting, complained in constant twists and moans. She crouched on a dirt path between tents, pressing her hands to her abdomen with a grimace as a massive gurgling twist wrenched her gut. If this went on for much longer, she would have to steal. If Sokhatai hadn’t taken the jewels from her hair, she could trade those for food.

From behind her, hands cupped over her eyes. “Guess who?”

She gasped, grabbing the arms and pushing them away as she turned, coming face-to-face with Miri and Zanyar. Miri grinned and gave her a little wave. They still wore their white priest’s tunics.

“How did you find me?” Nerguiin asked.

“Luck,” Miri said. “Or maybe it’s the will of gods?”

“We have concluded our agreement. What else do you desire of me?”

“We’re looking for Sokhatai,” Zanyar said. “How did last night turn out for you two?” He paused, running a hand through his braided beard. “And you might want to drop the High Tongue. I doubt the temple guard can find you here, but no one here speaks that way.”

Nerguiin hesitated for a moment, the memories of a hundred old lashings burning in her mind. She commanded her tongue to move in the ways it did when gods alone kept her company. “We went out through the northern gate and separated. That was the last I saw her.”

“Strange,” Zanyar said. “She should have joined us in our meeting place by now. She’s usually punctual about that sort of thing.”

A loud whine came from Nerguiin’s stomach. Miri glanced at the origin of the sound. “Why don’t you join us for breakfast? You can tell us all about your adventures in Uruk.”

“Sure, why not?” Nerguiin said.

She walked alongside the two thieves, hands on her aching gut. The tents grew like mushrooms, their ropes haphazardly staked, random strips and patches of cloths used to repair holes. Where people spoke, they did so in whispers. As they passed close by the tents, the voices hushed and wary eyes followed them.

Close to the river, Zanyar guided them to an enclosed space between four hide tents where a toothless old man tended to a bubbling pot. As they approached, Zanyar tossed him a clay temple grain token, and the old man nodded, sauntering off.

“It’s not much,” Zanyar said, gesturing at the cleared space between the tents. “But it’s what we call home for now. Please, sit down.”

She planted her rear on the sand by the fire. Zanyar grabbed a ladle and stirred the pot, then whacked a couple of mounds of sticky brown goo into a clay bowl. Nerguiin eyed it up close. Some of the black dots moved.

“Beggar’s gruel,” Zanyar said. “It keeps the hunger away. Try to eat at least a little.”

Nerguiin sunk her fingers into the hot paste and scooped some into her mouth. The first taste made her pause. “Is this what the common folk eat? Where are all the spices?”

“The ones well off,” Zanyar said. “I’ve heard some are desperate enough to eat dirt.”

She transferred the horrid sticky gruel in her mouth. Zanyar frowned at the food as he ate while Miri chewed with her eyes distant.

When Nerguiin was done licking her bowl clean, she offered it to Zanyar. “More.”

Zanyar stared, mouth open. “You want more gruel.”

“Yes!”

He shared a perplexed glance with Miri, but then ladled her another portion. She dug into it, grinning at the gruel. What else was she going to experience outside the walls?

“So,” he asked, planting his bowl on the dirt, “did you have any trouble in the city?”

“Some,” she said, munching. “A few guards spotted us when we climbed down from the ziggurat, but we managed to escape. At the gate we used a beggar as a distraction and made a run for it while the guards were busy.”

“Clever. That’s Sokhatai for you. What happened then?”

Nerguiin glanced at the skies, thinking. “We made it out of the gate, said our farewells, and separated.”

Miri sighed. “Are you absolutely sure that’s everything?”

“Not sure if I remember everything exactly, but yeah, that’s the gist of it. I ran as fast as I could and didn’t look back.”

From behind her, a dagger slid to rest against her throat. A warm breath touched the back of her neck.

“Lesson one,” Sokhatai whispered into her ear. “Always look back.”

Nerguiin’s bowl clattered onto the dry dirt. She took a stiff breath and tried to see behind her while keeping her head absolutely still. The dagger pinched against her neck.

“Strange story, that,” Sokhatai whispered. “You see, I don’t remember events that way at all. But then again, I did take a few punches to the head.”

Zanyar crossed his arms below his braided beard. Miri looked somewhere behind Nerguiin, smiling.

“I…” she stammered. “I didn’t…”

“But you did,” Sokhatai said. “That’s the problem. Do you know what your mistake was? Let me give you a hint: it wasn’t betraying me. You see, when I was a child, my teacher was a very, very stern man. He didn’t like mistakes. When one of his students made a mistake, he would cut off one of their fingers.” Sokhatai’s left hand crossed over Nerguiin’s shoulder, five fingers wide. “I never lost any. Do you know why?”

She tried shaking her head, but the dagger pressed too deep into her flesh.

“Because I don’t leave any loose ends.”

Nerguiin took a single breath, then another. The blade remained pressed into the flesh of her neck. The other two thieves showed no sign of helping her. She trembled, but then commanded herself to be still. Her fingers scrabbled in the dirt and found the bowl.

“It was you or me,” she hissed. “You would have done the same.”

“And here we are.”

Nerguiin swung the clay bowl above her head. Sokhatai’s left hand grabbed it. She threw her head back, but Sokhatai had pressed her chest against her back, giving her no room to move. She got her feet under her, but Sokhatai’s legs entwined around hers, sending both of them toppling to the ground, face pressed into the dirt, the dagger still biting at her throat.

“She’s a fighter,” Miri said. “I give you that.”

“You villains!” Nerguiin shouted. Sand crunched between her teeth. “You only brought me here to get me killed!”

“Well,” Zanyar said. “Miri had a good feeling about you. We wanted to give you one more opportunity to see if that was justified. I suppose we now have our answer.”

“Think positive, girl,” Sokhatai said. “From what I’ve heard, when the rich die, they don’t enter True Death like us common rabble. They get to stay in the Underworld as a shadow of their former selves. Guess that’s something you can look forward to.”

Nerguiin snorted. She wouldn’t be going anywhere, not without the proper rites.

Wait a minute, Nerguiin thought.

“You lost the tablets, didn’t you?” Nerguiin said, spitting sand.

“Thanks to you,” Sokhatai said. “Now the priests know someone wants the tablets, and they’ll guard them more closely than ever.”

“I know them by memory. I can make you copies.”

Sokhatai laughed. “Do you also have a vault of treasures hidden away, maybe guarded by a beast only you can tame?”

“Tablet one, passage one,” Nerguiin hurried. “‘Witness the glory of Ereshkigal’s Golden City, see its shine and luster. Enter the deep dream. Join Seer’s Lichen with the Blue Smoke of Sight, and on the day of burial, the walls will you see.’”

The campfire’s crackle joined the background noises of people going about their business. An elderly man passed by them, looked at the scene, and moved on without helping. She squirmed, but couldn’t get her face up from the ground.

“Give us tablet seven,” Miri said. “Passage three.”

“‘Lament the fallen! Lament them until your voices run dry! Scream, and let them hear you in the depths of Kur.’”

“She’s making it up,” Sokhatai said. “We have no way of knowing what the tablets actually say.”

“I do know that passage, though,” Miri said. “I read it last night when I held the tablets in my hand. She recited it correctly.”

“So we make her copy the tablets for us, and then slit her throat?”

Nerguiin snorted. “No deal. I make the tablets, and you let me go. Without me you won’t get whatever it is you want from them.”

Nerguiin sat up. Sokhatai allowed it but held her in place. She spat more dirt and wiped her mouth on her sleeve.

Miri tapped a finger on her nose. “Sokhatai, you’re the one most hurt by this woman. I leave the decision to you.”

Crap.

“But remember,” Miri continued, “if we don’t get a copy of those tablets, you’ll have to steal them again.”

Sokhatai sighed. “You’re making it sound like it’s not my call at all. Again.”

“But that’s because I’m always right. And I’ve got a good feeling about her.”

“The only feeling I have right now is a bunch of fist-shaped aches all over my face.”

Nerguiin took slow breaths, not daring to resist. Miri smiled at her. Their eyes met, and for a second time, something in her eyes assured Nerguiin that all would work out.

The dagger withdrew.

Sokhatai shoved her back onto her stomach. She rolled over, raising a hand to her neck and dabbing at the shallow scratches Sokhatai’s dagger had made.

Sokhatai stood tall above her, the dagger already restored to its sheath. Her right eye was swollen shut, and a huge bruise covered her cheek. A bloody gash ran down her chin and her upper lip was cracked. Unlike the night before, she wore rags that fully belonged in the nomad settlement. Black, blood-matted hair fell in clumps to her shoulders.

She walked past Nerguiin, mumbling, “Cross me again and I’ll make sure Miri doesn’t stop me.” She sat down by the fire, grabbed some water and a rag, and tended to the blood on her face.

“Well!” Miri said, hands on her hips, “now that we’re all here, I’m sure Nerguiin would like to thank us for getting her out of that awful temple.”

Nerguiin shrugged, eyes still on Sokhatai. “Yeah, thanks, I guess.”

Miri shook her head. “That wasn’t the best you could do. Try again.”

“Thanks.”

Miri gestured high with her arms, her braids bouncing. “Louder!”

She sighed, speaking up. “Thank you.”

“Like you mean it!”

“Thank you!” Nerguiin shouted.

“Thank you for what?”

Frowning, Nerguiin glanced at Zanyar. He gave her a small nod. She took a deep breath and bellowed at the skies, “Thank you for getting me out of that temple, and for the food you gave me, and I’m sorry about abandoning Sokhatai, and whatever else I did!” She looked in Miri’s eyes, blushing. “There, good?”

Miri poked Zanyar on the arm. “See? She can be nice, too.”

“I didn’t doubt you for a second.” He knelt next to Sokhatai and grabbed the wet rag from her, tapping it on the gash on her chin.

Miri nodded at his back a few times, then turned her smile to Nerguiin. “Now that we’re done knifing each other, why don’t we properly introduce our merry crew? Sit down. I promise Sokhatai won’t ambush you again.”

Nerguiin considered her options, but didn’t see any immediate way to escape. She would help these thieves for a while and run when they were too busy to notice.

They settled in a ring around the fire. Sokhatai winced as Zanyar cleaned her wounds.

“So,” Miri said. “I’m the leader of this bunch. I pay these two slackers for their services.”

“You haven’t paid me anything in two months,” Zanyar said.

“And now, Nerguiin, I’ll be paying you as well. After all, copying those tablets will be hard work.”

“Not really,” Nerguiin said. “It will take me a week. Two at most.”

Miri shook her head. “Nope.”

“What?”

“I want you to work for me.”

“No thanks.”

“I decline your refusal.”

Nerguiin blinked, opening and closing her mouth. “But…”

Zanyar gave her a sympathetic look over his shoulder.

“There’s a man in bronze armor after us,” Miri said. “We had a close call with him yesterday. So, just to be safe, we’ll be leaving for Eridu today. And you will come with us.”

“I can’t write anything on the road! I need a workshop, tools, clay…”

“Correct. And it’s about three days to Eridu. So you’ll need to work for me to earn your gruel. Or,” Miri leaned closer, “are you saying you aren’t going to keep your word?”

At loss, Nerguiin raised her hands. “I haven’t agreed to anything!”

“Great! I’m now officially accepting you into my employment. Welcome to the crew!”

“But—”

Miri turned to the other thieves, speaking in a lower voice, “I want her to see the brick.”

Sokhatai pushed Zanyar’s rag off her face. “Miri, are you sure about this? You know what kind of person we’re dealing with. She’s not trustworthy.”

Raising her hand, Miri winked at her and entangled several fingers into a sign.

“See what?” Nerguiin asked. “Look, I’m not going with you.”

In the sky, a single white cloud glided to block Utu, providing them with a brief moment of shade. Miri squinted at the sky, a smile on her face. “Tell me, Nerguiin, what do you know of the Golden City?”

“What? Where does this come from? Look, I’m going to—”

“The Golden City. Humor me.”

“Well,” Nerguiin said. “It’s Ereshkigal’s domain in the Underworld. If we priestesses ingest the Seer’s Lichen, we can guide the dead to the city’s walls. But that’s all it is; just walls on the horizon, like a mirage. No matter how we ourselves try, and believe me, we’ve tried, we can’t enter the city while still alive. The rite of Ascension gives the dead a chance to ascend, reaching the Golden City as a different form of a spirit and staying there for fourteen days instead of dying the True Death.”

Zanyar shared a glance with Miri, who made another sign with her fingers. “And that’s where we’re headed,” he said to Nerguiin. “We’re going to rob Ereshkigal.”

She blinked. “Rob the Goddess of Death?”

“It’ll be the heist of our time,” Zanyar assured her.

Nerguiin laughed. “Good luck! If one could enter the Golden City, it would be by dying. That seems like a small problem with your plan. Go ahead, though; I’m not going to stop you.”

Sokhatai grabbed a filthy sack from one of the tents and pulled out a small rectangular bundle wrapped in cloth and rope. She pressed her lips tight and lowered the brick onto the dirt with a thud, undoing the knot with graceful fingers and revealing a brick of gold etched with temple script.

A radiance like Utu’s light swept over the encampment. Nerguiin glanced up, but Utu was still veiled behind a cloud. The light pulsed, flooding the entire camp with a golden brilliance. From nearby came murmurs of unease, followed by cries of alarm.

She stared at the brick, mouth open. Its worth had to be enough for the thieves to retire for the rest of their lives. If they had something like this, why were they eating gruel on the outskirts of Uruk?

“Where did you get this?” Nerguiin whispered.

“Touch it,” Sokhatai said.

Hand trembling, she reached toward its golden surface. She swallowed, mesmerized by its luster, as its glow waxed and waned. Her finger brushed one of the symbols.

The sky turned black and the camp disappeared.

She scrambled back. She sat in middle of a nighttime city of white stone. Spires rose to heights greater than the White Temple, each decorated with murals of gods and their deeds, of monsters of legend and beasts of the fable. A great boulevard ran half a dana in length, each paving-stone a flawless slab of gold. An enormous wall rose higher than the spires, and a tall gate blocked passage deeper into the city.

And before the gate stood a massive dog-faced gargoyle, four tails of the same stone as its body sweeping the ground. He held a black halberd taller than himself.

Pazuza, Nerguiin thought, the hair on her skin standing up, the king of all udugs and other monsters of chaos. The guardian of the Underworld.

Behind the udug and far in the distance beyond the wall, a black tower rose to the sky: Ereshkigal’s spire.

This can’t be real.

The divine spires turned back into ragged tents and the great wall into scorching skies. In place of the stone udug, only the thieves and their campfire remained. Nerguiin pulled her hand away from the brick as though it had burned her.

“A single brick from the streets of the Golden City,” Miri said. “The Wanderer brought it back when she returned to the mortal world, alive and well.”

Nerguiin stared at the brick with wide eyes as Sokhatai wrapped it back in its cloth and tied the string around it. The skies turned back to blue as Utu revealed himself from behind a cloud.

“We have a way in,” Miri said. “We can enter the Golden City.”

“If we get the tablets of Ascension,” Zanyar added.

“In the city we’ll steal the Celestial Harp,” Miri continued. “The divine instrument Anu himself gifted to Ereshkigal, its tones so pure it brings the heavens to tears.”

Nerguiin glanced down. “Tears…Do you mean…”

“Rain,” Sokhatai said. “With it we can end the drought.”

“From what I gather,” Miri said, “you and the priests in the White Temple have been asking Anu nicely for a good while now. It hasn’t worked, so we’re taking the matter into our own hands. Ereshkigal can get the harp back when we’re done using it.”

From what Nerguiin knew of the gods, Ereshkigal shouldn’t be able to hear a mortal while they still lived, but she still glanced around uneasily. Anu hadn’t listened to her earlier and she doubted the god cared now, but this was the Goddess of Death they were talking about.

“You said the ‘Wanderer’ brought it back,” Nerguiin said.

“We don’t know her real name,” Miri said, “but she spent a long time in Ereshkigal’s city. During her travels, she made extensive notes: customs, religious writings, list of gods living in the city…”

“Maps,” Sokhatai added. “Guard details. Secret passages. Weaknesses.”

“How did she get back?”

“There are many great spirits in the Underworld,” Miri said. “She made a bond with one and used its power to return home. That’s our plan as well.”

“But surely Ereshkigal wouldn’t just let someone go.”

“The Wanderer met Ereshkigal in person. From what we know, though, if one follows the rules of the city, Ereshkigal may permit one to leave her realm unhindered.”

If she hadn’t just seen the vision, Nerguiin would’ve laughed. Now though, she couldn’t offer a single word of protest. The tablets of Ascension spoke of the rites needed to reach the Golden City upon death, but she’d thought they might be some Seeker nonsense to keep the priests obedient.

Yet here was a brick taken from the Golden City. If someone had done it before, it could be done again.

And what other possibilities did the Golden City provide? The goddess ruling it held dominion over life and death. The priests of the White Temple had stolen most of her life and tormented her for twenty long years. What if she could get all that back?

She looked up, grinning. “I’m in.”

Miri smiled. “Welcome to the crew!”

“Glad to have you with us,” Zanyar said. He sounded like he actually meant it.

Sokhatai scowled, her battered face not making her stare any friendlier. After a long moment, she pursed her lips and took an awkward long sniff through her bloodied nose. “Fine. I promise to set aside our differences, but that’s only because Miri says so. I’m making an exception and giving you a second chance. Don’t waste it.”

Based on what she had seen so far, Nerguiin didn’t plan on crossing this woman again. She nodded, holding her eyes on Sokhatai. “A fresh start, then.”

“Great!” Miri said. “Let’s pack and get going. Eridu awaits!”

As she said the words, Nerguiin’s stomach twisted with a sudden fierce intensity. Sweat broke out all over her body. She gasped, hugging her abdomen, and rolled on the ground.

“Nerguiin?” Miri asked.

“Stomach,” she said. “Hurts…”

“Is she poisoned?” Sokhatai asked.

Nerguiin rolled onto her back to see the three thieves staring down at her with worried expressions.

“Uh,” Zanyar said, “what did you eat or drink today?”

“Nothing but water,” Nerguiin said. “And the gruel…”

“Water from where?”

“What do you think, idiot? The river!”

The thieves shared a glance. Zanyar turned back to her. “Are you saying you drank unboiled river water?”

“How else am I supposed to drink it?”

Zanyar sighed. “Maybe before we head to the afterlife, we’ll start by teaching you a few things about this life.”








CHAPTER THREE










AFTER LEARNING ENTIRELY too much about her digestive system and spending three days on the road, Nerguiin wheezed and rasped up a hill directly outside the ancient city of Eridu. Her wooden walking stick produced puffs of dry dust as it dug into the rocky earth. She glanced up at the blue skies, rubbing sweat off her eyes as a hot, lifeless wind blew from the east. The three thieves, each hauling a heavy backpack and dressed in a white ankle-length robe, led the way up the hill. Small brown bushes stubbornly made up their mind to grow across the mounds, but finally yielded at the threshold of a desert that extended all the way to the horizon.

Zanyar’s boot sent a pebble bouncing down the hill. As a few others joined it on its way down, Nerguiin watched them roll past and ultimately crash against the wall of an abandoned hovel. In the city below, a cluster of some two hundred mudbrick houses lay in varying levels of disrepair, some mere piles of stone. Two sand-filled canals curved their way between the buildings, and a few stragglers wandered among the abodes, carrying what they owned. Some hopefuls still huddled in shade under their market stands or workshops in a struggle to survive in a city overtaken by the desert.

Uruk’s future, Nerguiin thought.

“Come, Nerguiin!” Zanyar shouted. “If you can’t manage this, how will you defeat the Underworld?”

Leaning on the stick, she took a trembling step. If her legs had to climb one single hill more, she suspected they would just tear themselves off and settle where they were and tell her body to carry its own bloody weight. And unlike the others, she was carrying the writing supplies, including six mina of clay.

“Eridu used to lie on the border of a swamp,” Zanyar said as she caught up to him and Sokhatai. A hardened leather case hung from his backpack, protecting his precious lyre. “In the time of my great-great-grandfather, many were the songs they composed of this place.”

“It’s a slum now,” Sokhatai said. “I did a few jobs here. Almost got stabbed.”

Nerguiin raised her eyebrows. “With your charming personality?”

Sokhatai elbowed her in the ribs. The blue bruises on her face were shrinking every day.

As Nerguiin wobbled onwards, she found Miri waiting by the entrance to a small ravine that looked like the giant’s ax had split the orange stone in two. In the shade between the walls, a group of three ragged men observed the intruders to their territory. Sokhatai took a step into the ravine and produced her dagger with a single flick of her wrist. The three men vacated the ravine and scampered down the hill toward the city.

The ravine’s walls were smooth, the space barely wide enough for all of them to stand side by side. Arms shaking, Nerguiin uncorked her waterskin and drank the hot water, ready to fall on her knees but knowing she couldn’t stand up again if she did.

“Are you three good on your own?” Zanyar asked, flicking a thumb over his shoulder. “If it’s all right with you, I’ll find out what’s new with the locals.”

“Go ahead,” Miri said. “Be careful.”

Before heading down the hill, he opened his lyre case and withdrew the instrument from inside. He plucked a couple of strings in a dissonant chord and started tugging at the bone yoke bar where the twelve strings connected.

“Still sealed,” Miri said, hands on her hips. “It’s a wonder no one’s broken in yet.”

Nerguiin lowered the hood of her robe. “Broken in where?” 

Miri pointed to a spot directly above Sokhatai’s shoulder. The otherwise perfectly smooth stone had cracked at several points, the faults too regular to be natural. Further to the side where Miri dug through her backpack for a copper pry bar, the markings continued more intact, in clear symbols arranged into squares.

“This is temple script,” Nerguiin said.

“So it is,” Sokhatai said.

Nerguiin tried reading the symbols, but too few of them remained legible. “But that’s impossible. This is old.”

Miri pried the rod into a crack at the base of the stone wall and pressed down on the far end. Part of the stone shook loose. Sokhatai grabbed the smooth orange wall with two hands, her fingers digging into the little holes made by the writing. Groaning, she pulled, and a cubical chunk of stone slid out, scraping the dirt and leaving behind a dark hole large enough to crawl through. Together they toppled the rock aside, and Sokhatai slapped sand off her hands.

“What is this place?” Nerguiin asked.

“Go in,” Sokhatai said. “Quickly now! Before someone notices us. And stay put at the bottom. It’s going to be dark down there.”

Nerguiin ducked onto her knees, the stone hot under her palms, and crawled into the black tunnel. The walls brushed against her shoulders. She followed the passage in the only direction available. As she glanced over her shoulder, she only saw the vague form of Sokhatai crawling behind her as a silhouette against the light. Something like an echoing hum rang in the narrow space.

Dust tickled her nose. She sneezed and banged her head against the low ceiling. The tunnel turned down, and down again. Yelling, she plummeted head first into darkness. Her fall came to a soft stop on something that might have been sand, and as she stood up, she found herself surrounded by darkness.

After blinking a few times, she took a couple of steps forward and fell again, this time splashing into water.

Her knee hit something solid and pain raced up her leg. Gasping, she flailed her arms, searching for something to latch onto. Her head sank. She flailed and twisted, not sure which way was up, the icy water blinding her in blackness as her lungs began to burn.

I’m drowning!

Another water-muffled splash sounded next to her. Nerguiin kicked her feet and sank deeper, the backpack with its wet clay dragging her down. Hands grabbed her. She reached for them, writhing and squirming. As her head broke the surface, she gasped for air and shrieked.

“Calm down!” Sokhatai hissed.

Nerguiin’s hands found solid stone to hold on to. Thrashing, she tried pulling herself up, but her arms and legs were too tired to manage it and she fell back into the water, struggling to clutch onto the slippery stone. Once more, her knees banged against the rock.

“Stop fidgeting,” Sokhatai said. “Kick up with your own feet. The pool’s not deep.”

From behind her, Sokhatai pushed on her rear and lifted her over the pool’s rim. She crawled for a few feet before collapsing onto the ground, panting.

A yellow light appeared nearby, and as Nerguiin’s eyes adjusted, she discovered Sokhatai holding the golden brick. Its pulsing glow revealed a small chamber built around a reservoir of clear water. Nerguiin scrambled away from the pool, slumping down and hugging her knees against the nearest wall.

Miri dropped down from the chute in the ceiling, landing in a crouch in a little mound of sand below it. Sokhatai, standing in waist-high water, examined Nerguiin with a frown. She shook water out of her hair, the wet white robe hanging with a heavy weight.

“Nerguiin?” Miri asked. “What’s wrong?”

Nerguiin stared. Slowly, Miri approached her and knelt before her. Miri took her hand and looked into her eyes. As their eyes met, Nerguiin’s breathing slowed and her legs ceased trembling.

“Can you not swim?” Miri asked.

She shook her head.

Miri nodded. “I suppose you didn’t have many chances for swimming, did you?” She pulled her close, two bodies tangling together. Nerguiin relaxed, chin on Miri’s shoulder. After a few moments, Miri pushed away from her. “Come now. Let’s get you changed. You don’t want to be walking around drenched, now do you?”

“Yeah,” Nerguiin whispered. “No.”

She stood up on shaking legs. Arms numb, she slid the backpack and its wet clay onto the floor. Even without it, she had to lean against the wall for support, and as the panic finally faded, her eyes threatened to droop shut.

Sokhatai frowned at her before getting out of the pool herself and heading off to a pile of sacks lying near a wall. She opened one of them and brought out dry clothing, tossing a tunic to Nerguiin. With the dry clothes in her hands, Nerguiin turned to inspect the chamber in its full detail.

It was as though someone had spent every available finger of space to its full capacity, covering each wall in densely packed temple script. Each symbol was etched to perfection, but still old enough to show signs of wear. The pool, too, angled so it had a shallow and deep end, held writing of its own, even deep underwater where the golden glow from Sokhatai’s brick could barely illuminate it.

Mouth hanging open, she read each wall in turn. There were lists of gods and monsters she had never heard of. Mentions of spirits, all new to her, udugs with names like edimmu and nishakai.

“Put the tunic on,” Sokhatai said.

Nerguiin blinked, looking down. She still held the dry tunic in her hands, a puddle of water by her feet. She removed her boots and turned them upside down, spilling out a mina of water.

“Is this the journal?” Nerguiin asked, eyeing the walls while pulling her boots back on.

“One chamber of it,” Miri said.

“One?”

Miri smiled.

“And the pool? Where does the water come from?”

“Eridu is built around a spring. It’s keeping the city alive, for now.” She nodded at the alcove. “Come. Let’s see the rest.”

Nerguiin slipped the ugly but dry brown tunic over her head. They strolled out to the hallway, illuminated solely by the golden brick in Sokhatai’s hand. The air smelled humid, and their steps echoed in the chambers.

Down the hall, the writing moved from describing monsters to listing legal processes. Nerguiin absorbed it as she walked, barely able to lift her feet. They came to a stop in a much larger chamber, its ceiling four times her own height, the decorated floor spanning the length of a marketplace.

No, not decorated, exactly, Nerguiin thought.

A map of seven nested circles filled the entire floor, so large it would take a hundred footsteps to traverse its full length. Between each circle, neatly written temple script detailed names of individual streets and prominent buildings. She stepped onto the map and crossed the outermost and the largest of the seven rings.

“The Ascended Ring,” Nerguiin read the label. “Guardian: Pazuza, King of Udugs.”

Miri leaned against the entrance, crossing her arms with a smug expression. Sokhatai set the golden brick onto the floor by a metal pole jutting out from the middle of the map with a seashell-shaped oil lamp hanging at its extreme end. She took a skin of olive oil from her backpack and poured some into the bowl, then lit the wick from her clay fire pot where a few embers from their morning campfire still clung to life. The lamp birthed a tall flame and brought light to the details on the floor.

Outside the seven rings, written in more decorative script, a larger label announced the subject of the illustration.

“Ereshkigal’s Golden City in the Underworld,” Nerguiin read. “My pilgrimage through its seven circles.”

She read the other labels: The Forest Ring, the Spirit Ring, the Paradise Ring, the Divine Ring, the Center. Her gaze paused on the innermost ring, the smallest of them all. “Ereshkigal’s Spire. Guardian: Neti the Gatekeeper.” She turned around, meeting Miri’s gaze. “How much more of this is there?”

Miri nodded at the other end of the chamber. “Twenty-one chambers in total, each packed full of writing.”

“But how did it all get here?” Nerguiin waved an arm at the walls. “This writing is old! How long has it been here?”

“A long time. There’s one chamber for the Wanderer’s personal story, detailing the thirty years of her life she spent making this place.”

“Thirty years…”

“So pay the journal some respect—it’s the Wanderer’s life’s work.”

As she looked at the script, she found the same symbols she used back in Uruk for detailing the rental of oxen and goats. A few lines mentioned numbers she knew, while others concerned punishments and spiritual lessons. Here and there were symbols she didn’t recognize, but their designs seemed remotely familiar.

“This makes no sense,” Nerguiin said. “The priests formalized the script only twenty years ago.”

“Did they?” Miri asked. “What else happened twenty years ago?”

That was easy: the darkest day in the city’s history. “Inanna abandoned Uruk.”

“Precisely. And the writing was her final gift to mortals. It’s been in use in the Underworld much longer, at least based on what the Wanderer claims.”

Nerguiin shook her head, trying to comprehend the overload of new information. “How did you even find this place?”

Miri pushed herself off the wall, strolling over the map. She circled the innermost ring, Ereshkigal’s spire. “The Underworld is something of an obsession of mine. I knew it held the answer to bringing rain. I searched long and studied hard until at last I came to a single clue about the location of this place, made by the Wanderer herself.”

“Where?”

“Deep in the Zagros Mountains,” Miri said. “In the passage that leads to the Underworld.”

“The Stairs of Zagros?” Nerguiin asked, raising an eyebrow. “I thought that was a drunkard’s tale.”

“Read the journal. It’s all there.”

How long would it take her to read all of this? Twenty-one chambers, each covered in writing. The combined length of the journal had to be longer than the entirety of the Seeker tenets. Frowning, she turned to Miri. “You wanted me to copy you the tablets of Ascension. Why? You just said you’ve found the physical passage to the Underworld. Why not take the Stairs of Zagros?”

Miri nodded. “We will, but those who attempt the stairs without the required wisdom will meet a terrible fate. Those who are prepared for the pilgrimage will instead find themselves emerging at the gates of the Golden City. One can ascend while still alive using talismans of the same ingredients that you priestesses use in your rites, with a few additions. A mortal who ascends in spirit will be considered a privileged and honored guest of the Golden City, and won’t be limited by the usual fourteen-day limit given to dead spirits. Once we’ve Ascended, we’ll have access to Ereshkigal’s spire.”

Miri crouched down, tapping a finger on Ereshkigal’s spire on the map. “We’ll follow in the Wanderer’s footsteps and make the pilgrimage of the seven circles. Sokhatai will ensure our physical safety, and Zanyar will provide us with gifts of song and story. And you, Nerguiin,” Miri stood up, spinning with her arms extended, “you will memorize the entire journal.”

“But that will take years!” Nerguiin said.

“Eight months. That’s all you have.”

She glanced around, a terror growing inside her. The walls appeared to advance, as if to crush her between them. Had she escaped one temple only to be imprisoned in another?

“Oh, you look worried,” Miri said. “You don’t need to stay here for all that time. In fact, in a few weeks we’ll be leaving to buy supplies, and you’ll be coming with us.” As Sokhatai joined them in the center, Miri wrapped her arms around her, resting her chin on her shoulder. “You’ll also exercise and spar. You’ll learn how to move unseen, and how to steal without being caught. And while you’re at it, you’ll teach spiritual ascension to us, being the wise Seeker priestess you are. We could try it on our own, but I’m sure you’ll do a better job of it.”

She turned back to Miri. “I don’t know how to ascend.”

“But you have the guide for it in your head. If we can’t manage it in eight months, Uruk is doomed.”

“Why eight?”

For a moment, the smile on Miri’s lips faded. When it returned, a sadness filled her eyes. “By then so many will have died that the combined weight of the dead will bring the Underworld closer to us. Making the leap will be easier when standing on a mountain of corpses. And if we take much longer than that, well, there won’t be an Uruk left to save.” She tilted her head to the side, smiling. “So, if you could teach us ascension faster than that, we’d really appreciate it.”

“Can you do it?” Sokhatai asked, attempting to free herself from Miri’s arms. In response, Miri tightened her grip. “We’re a bunch of thieves. We don’t understand this spiritual nonsense.”

Nerguiin chewed her lip.

“If you can’t do it,” Sokhatai continued, “we’ll risk meeting some great peril at the Stairs of Zagros instead of reaching the Underworld, and we’ll most likely fail. But if this drought keeps going on, we’ll be dead anyway, so we might as well try.”

“I don’t know,” Nerguiin said. “Maybe. The rite of Ascension makes use of some rare ingredients: herbs, lava stones, libation food… Sacred things. Some precious stuff too, like yellow mingsriya and lapis lazuli.”

Miri squeezed her arms around Sokhatai, causing her to grunt. “Just tell her what to steal and I’ll buy the rest. Besides, to seal the rite of Ascension into a talisman, we need to borrow a god’s power. And since Nanna still guides his people in Ur, we’ll take his blood. We mix it into the charms, and as he departs the mortal world and enters the Underworld, we slip in at the same time.”

“Blood of the Moon God,” Sokhatai said. “Sure. I’ll take care of it.”

Miri pressed her cheek against Sokhatai’s neck. “Come now! We’re about to rob Ereshkigal, the Goddess of Death. Nanna will be nothing but a warm up exercise for you.”

“Let’s just ask Nanna,” Nerguiin said. “Or tell the temple to fix the problem. They can send the temple guard down the Stairs of Zagros and get the harp. It’s their job—I didn’t cause this mess.”

“Well,” Sokhatai said, “do you think the temple will be of any use? Have they tried to return the rain? Did the gods listen?”

Nerguiin snorted. “I guess we can assume Nanna is as useless as Anu.”

“Exactly,” Miri said. “And that’s why we’re here. We’re going to fix this problem ourselves.”

At the center of the map, the flame in the lamp flicked rapidly and blinked out, leaving the golden brick the sole illumination. Frowning, Sokhatai took out her fire pot and re-lit the wick from the embers.

Nerguiin rubbed at her shoulders. Without the heavy backpack, her legs no longer trembled, and some of the aching in her back had faded. “Let’s see the rest of this Wanderer’s Journal.”

They explored several hallways, lighting more oil lamps to bring the writing to view. Diagrams and maps, pictures of deities and their vestments, sprang to life as the lamps’ wicks caught fire. A smaller chamber documented each of the city’s seven gate guardians. The entirety of the buried temple was built in a square connected with narrow hallways, the map room at the center. Behind the back wall of the pool chamber, a narrow crack at the top let in a tiny waterfall and left the stone floor slippery. The trickling sound of running water echoed in the halls.

As they finished their tour, a single omission struck her. She glanced at the walls, each an impassable chunk of sturdy mudbrick. The earlier terror returned to her with a chill. “Where’s the exit?”

Miri led them to a chamber of decorated pillars. At the far end, the pillars had toppled and been buried under a heap of dirt and boulders that sealed off the temple.

“It used to lead to the surface,” Miri said. “But it’s been like this the whole time I’ve been here. Whenever we need to leave, we climb up the same rain tunnel we used earlier.”

“That seems difficult,” Nerguiin said.

“Not to me,” Sokhatai said. “Don’t worry. It’s safer this way. We don’t want others finding this place.”

“It may be easy for you, but I can’t climb that.”

Miri winked. “But if you’re coming with us, you’ll have to learn. You’ve been enjoying the luxuries and pastries of the temple for too long. You won’t be much use to us if you can’t defeat a simple obstacle like that.”

“Or swim,” Sokhatai said.

Nerguiin froze. “Swim?”

________




AS NERGUIIN AND Miri finished their rounds of the temple, they found Sokhatai inspecting sacks of flour in a chamber at the far northern end, in the one place where the walls were plain brown stone with no writing on them. Jugs and jars filled shelves, and a few empty waterskins hung drying from pegs.

“How does it look?” Miri asked.

Sokhatai let brown flour trickle between her fingers. “All sacks are still good, and the water is clean. The fruit is spoiled, though, so we’ll have to bring in new supplies. We’re good on oil, so light shouldn’t be a problem.”

Nerguiin glared at the sacks. If that was all she was going to be eating, she’d eventually resort to cannibalism, starting with Sokhatai.

“Is Zanyar back yet?” Miri asked.

“No.”

“Well, we’ll proceed without him. Let’s go through the plan once more.”

They left the pantry and gathered in the map room. Miri walked around the illustration on the floor, looking at the various circles and streets. Nerguiin settled onto the stone which they had swept free of decades of dust. The lamp’s flame flickered and cast long shadows on the walls.

“First step,” Miri said. “Stairs of Zagros. We’ll skip over that for now as we need Nerguiin to produce the tablets first. So we’ll exit the stairs in the Underworld and find ourselves inside the Golden City, having passed the first gate.”

Sokhatai tapped on the outermost ring on the map with her sandal. “That’s here. Any of these towers.”

“There we’ll meet our guiding wish spirit. He will offer to grant us a single wish, but instead of making use of that, we must trick him into our service—that’s what the Wanderer recommends. From there, we’ll make a pilgrimage around each ring, complete whatever rituals and challenges the city demands of us, and ask the gate guardian to let us into the next ring.” She walked to the center of the map, squatting before the innermost circle. “We’ll reach Ereshkigal’s spire in anywhere from two to three months.”

“That long?” Nerguiin asked.

“Those rings are enormous,” Sokhatai said. “And at every turn, the city will be testing our spiritual resolve. It will be a slow journey.”

Miri nodded. “Yes, which is why we need to memorize the Wanderer’s Journal. It tells us how to defeat anything the city can throw at us.” She tapped her finger at the innermost ring of the map. “At the center, we’ll approach Ereshkigal’s spire. Neti the Gatekeeper won’t let us in unless we gain the patronage of one of the other gods living in the center. We’ll act as if we’re working on that, but actually we’ll be waiting for Ereshkigal to be away, and then we’ll break into the tower. The Celestial Harp is in Ereshkigal’s throne room, and as soon as we have that, we’ll free the wish spirit from his service on the condition that he sends us back home, as mortals, with the harp.”

Miri stood up and rested her hands on her hips. “Any questions?”

“How do we break into Ereshkigal’s spire?” Sokhatai asked.

“No idea,” Miri said. “The tower is said to be impregnable.”

“How do we know when Ereshkigal isn’t in her tower?”

“I don’t know. But she’s a god—I’m sure she has a busy schedule.”

“And the wish spirit?” Sokhatai asked. “How do we trick him?”

“They are said to be the wisest beings in existence, but I have high hopes for the people in my employ.”

Nerguiin stared at the map. “I thought you folks had this figured out. A perfect plan, everything prepared.”

“Well, you see,” Sokhatai said, “we’re talking about a Miri kind of plan here.”

“Excellent!” Miri said, clapping her hands together. “Nerguiin, about those things we need for ascension. I’ll contact a friend of mine and get them delivered to Eridu. Would you be kind enough to make a list for me?”

She shrugged. “Sure, but I don’t think you can buy most of that stuff.”

“Just leave it to us. And now, we’ve earned a break!” She raised her fist high. “Sokhatai, get the tokens! We’re going drinking!”

Drinking, Nerguiin thought. I get to be drunk today!

She followed them back into the pool chamber and watched as Sokhatai walked around the waist-deep pool, grabbed the rope over the mound of sand, and climbed into the narrow chute in the ceiling. Then, as Miri looked at her with raised eyebrows, the smile faded. She looked at the pool, then at the rope.

“Well?” Miri asked. “Do you want to go drinking or not?”

________




IN THE SOLE remaining tavern in Eridu, Nerguiin sat by a round table in a reed chair holding two shaking hands around her clay mug. Lyre strings strummed up and down scales. Zanyar marched around the tavern with the instrument in his hands, white cloak spinning. His clear voice sang tales she had never heard.

The proprietor, a tired skinny woman whose voice rasped so that Nerguiin suspected her to have eaten sand, ordered her daughters around the single chamber of the establishment. They carried new jugs to the silent people lounging by the wooden tables and retrieved the empty ones. Each table had its own sea-shell shaped oil lamp, although only the ones with people around them were lit. Reed mats covered the whole floor, most painted red with the color peeling from the jagged and weathered strands.

The youngest of the servers, barely a woman, wiped beer from a table with a rag. One of her sisters asked a gruff man a question, but he only grunted in response without even looking at her. A pair of bald men surveyed the room, thick arms crossed and mugs untouched. Two wooden clubs leaned against the wall between them, never too far to reach. At the next table, an elderly woman rested her cheek against her fist, staring into an empty bowl.

Zanyar ended the piece, looking around with an excited expression. “Who here has their ears ready for the greatest songs from Uruk? Or tales from Ur? Fables from Eridu of old?”

All over the tavern, people huddled close to their drinks or empty bowls, their gazes lowered and eyes unmoving. Zanyar’s smile waned.

Nerguiin lifted her mug and slopped half the drink onto the table. She dropped the mug, which bounced on the floor mat and splashed beer everywhere, stinging the wounds on her palms.

The silent tavern turned its attention to her. Outside, the wind howled. The door rattled.

An old man at the next table with a white beard and a balding head scowled at her. Nerguiin leaned low to retrieve her mug from the floor and looked his way. Under the table, the man’s fingers were resting on the hilt of a long dagger. Swallowing, she mustered what little strength remained in her arms and lifted the mug back onto the table.

“Here,” Miri said as she refilled the mug from a jug. “Don’t worry about it. You did well today. And you only nearly drowned twice!”

She examined the blisters on her palms. “I can’t feel my arms.”

Scoffing, Sokhatai sipped her own drink. The hood of her white cloak veiled her face, and her eyes never stayed on one thing for long. A bearded man with a stained shirt approached their table and passed a hand through his greasy hair. Sokhatai’s glare wiped the cocky grin from his face and sent him back to the far end of the tavern.

Nerguiin leaned close to her beer and tilted the mug onto her lips instead of picking it up. Sighing, she leaned back and made the decision to die right there. Her legs still ached from the many days of walking, and even though she was sitting down, her feet still complained. She stared at the tiny flame from the oil lamp on their table, ready to let its motions lull her to sleep.

As stared into it, the flame died. She blinked.

Zanyar lowered his lyre toward the table, but winced at the pools of beer and cradled it in his hands instead.

“Tell us your tales, oh bard,” Miri said.

“Tales, eh?” Zanyar asked. He leaned close and whispered so only they could hear. “How about one about a man in bronze armor?”

Miri choked on her beer.

“He’s here?” Sokhatai asked, sitting up.

“In a village nearby,” Zanyar said. “He’s been passing around a lot of Uruk tokens, asking about you, Miri.”

“Who?” Nerguiin asked.

Tapping her chest, Miri downed her beer, some slipping down her jaw. She finished the drink and slammed the mug against the table.

“He can’t see me with you!” Miri said.

She ran to the exit, toppling a chair on her way out. As she opened the door, the wind burst in, bringing a dense cloud of sand with it. Yelping, she planted her feet against the reed carpet and pushed the door back shut. The other patrons cursed and grumbled as sand blew into their drinks.

“As you might have noticed,” Zanyar said as he lifted the chair back up and sat in it, the lyre resting in his lap, “there’s a sandstorm out there. No one is going anywhere until Anu lifts his winds.”

Back stiff, Miri walked back to the table and sat down in another chair.

“Who are you talking about?” Nerguiin asked.

“A bounty hunter,” Zanyar said. “He’s been after Miri for a while. He almost caught us in Uruk. We don’t know anything about him except that he wears bronze armor and a veil on his face.”

“I don’t like this,” Sokhatai said. She sipped her beer, eyes focused on the tavern entrance. “How did he know to come here? And how did he get here before us? 

“Luck?”

Sokhatai tapped her finger against the mug. “No. Someone betrayed us.”

“But as far as we know,” Zanyar said, “we are still safe. No one has been asking about me or Sokhatai, and while I heard they are still searching for Nerguiin, there’s no mention of anyone matching her name or description. And the temple here in Eridu has been abandoned for a century, so we have no risk of running into priests here.” Groaning, he lifted his feet onto the table, lowering the lyre onto an empty seat and beckoning for one of the servers. One of them brought him a mug and filled it from the jug on their table without a word. Before leaving, the server borrowed a lamp from another table to relight theirs.

“So,” Zanyar said, nodding his thanks to the server, “we might as well take it easy for now.”

Miri stared at the table. “I…Right.”

“Why’s he after you?” Nerguiin asked.

“I can’t say.”

“You don’t know?”

“That’s not what I said.”

She glanced at Sokhatai, who shrugged at her. “Miri is like this when it comes to the Man in Bronze. Just drop it. We’ve tried asking.”

“Hm.” Nerguiin wrestled with her mug and took a deep chug. She belched, eyes drooping and a pleasant numbness filling her. She could get used to being drunk.

“Hey Zanyar,” Nerguiin said, “can I play your lyre?”

He smiled at his mug. “Not a chance. If you want, you can sing while I play.”

She slouched over the table. “Nope.”

“I thought all of you priestesses were great singers.”

“I’m not singing a single bloody lament ever again.”

“There are songs other than laments. You can sing with Sokhatai. She has a great voice.”

Nerguiin turned to Sokhatai. “Oh?”

“Shut up,” Sokhatai said. She took a sip of her drink in a clear attempt to hide her face, but the blush on her cheeks was easily visible.

“Like a bird,” Zanyar said. “There was this one time we robbed the temple in Ur—“

“Not this story again,” Miri said.

“—and we sneaked in disguised as priests, like we did in Uruk, and Sokhatai got trapped when they closed the doors. The priests all gathered in the central libation chamber to deliver the laments for the night, and she had no choice but the join the others and sing with them.”

Sokhatai buried her face in her palm. “And no one noticed a thing.”

“What did you steal?” Nerguiin asked.

He ran a hand down his braided beard. “Oh, nothing, nothing at all.”

She leaned closer to him over the table. “Tell me!”

“Well…” he lowered his voice, making her lean even closer. “Don’t tell anyone, but we stole the tablets of Ascension.”

She frowned. “Wait, what? They don’t store those in Ur. They have the tablets of the Four Winds.”

Zanyar smiled at his mug while Miri scowled at him.

Sokhatai leaned back, laughing. “And it took us two weeks of studying to realize that! I still remember what those cursed slabs said! Every word!”

“Sometimes,” Zanyar said, chuckling, “I really hate you, Miri.”

She blushed. “I already apologized, all right?”

Nerguiin joined their laughter. Zanyar refilled her mug, and they went around the table drinking and telling tales. Nerguiin told them of the time she kissed a boy for the first time. The priests found out, and to punish her, they sent the poor boy to care for the farms outside the city. As the jug emptied and Sokhatai’s words came easier, she revealed details of her jobs before meeting Miri, speaking about a time when she ran with a gang of thugs that terrorized the villages east of the Zagros Mountains.

When the second jug was empty and Miri passed the last of her clay tokens to the server, she turned to Nerguiin. “Are you really a child of the gods?”

Nerguiin sipped from her mug. “Do I look like one?”

“Well, that’s what everyone in Uruk was saying. That you were brought into the city to return the rain. How did that happen?”

She frowned. The others looked at her.

“Fine,” Nerguiin said. “This is just what they told me. I don’t know if it’s a bunch of goat shit the priestesses made up to delay the people from revolting. But.” She shook her empty mug, and Miri gave her a refill. “I’m from somewhere east of Zagros, from some stretch of nowhere where you only have goats and people who resemble goats. The priestesses told me they were on a pilgrimage to the ruins of ancient Meluhha when they ran across a village burned to the ground. The buildings were still smoldering. The air smelled of smoke. All over the ruins were bodies of people, most killed by bow and arrow, all their valuables stolen.”

She scowled at her mug. “They heard a baby crying in a collapsed house. Somehow, in a pile of burned bodies and smoldering logs, lay a baby without a scratch on her. So clearly,” Nerguiin continued, rolling her eyes, “it must have been the cooling winds of Anu that protected me from that fire.”

The others looked at her for a long moment.

“That’s it?” Sokhatai asked. “Any idiot lucky enough to not die in a fire is now a child of gods? I could pick any fisherman on the Buranuna and they’d do a better job at being a seeress, even if they sported a beard.”

“I love you too, Sokhatai,” Nerguiin said.

Miri landed a hand on top of hers. Nerguiin looked at the hand, then at Miri.

“And here you are,” Miri said. “Stealing rain.”

Nerguiin sipped her beer. “Shut up before I set Anu loose on you.”

Zanyar stood up on uncertain feet and took up the lyre. Around them, the other drinkers kept a sullen silence, but that didn’t stop their songs.








CHAPTER FOUR
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Spirits receive but a glance of Ereshkigal’s attention before they are cast into True Death where nothing of the person remains. However, following the rites of Ascension, Ereshkigal grants the dead spirit a temporary existence in her city, as they prepare to be purified by the pilgrimage through the seven circles. After the journey is complete, the spirit then departs to True Death, the same as the other fallen.

An Ascended has no such limitations.




The Wanderer’s Journal, Chamber Eight, north wall




In her improvised writing workshop, Nerguiin crouched among the pots and crates, her reed stylus pressing into the soft clay planted in a wooden frame. With each symbol incised, she came closer to finishing the final tablet of Ascension. Lowering the stylus, she browsed the toolbox beside her for a brush to clear off a messy bit of clay. She shook her aching arm and turned to the tablet’s seventeen siblings already drying against the wall. All over their brown surface, writing in organized squares narrated the Seeker wisdom needed to reach spiritual ascension.

She turned back to the last tablet, making sure the markings were done correctly, took a few more pokes at it and leaned back, rubbing her shoulder. Carefully, she lifted the tablet in its wooden frame and placed it to dry against the wall. As she considered her own tiny tablets and then the wall containing the Wanderer’s personal journal entries, she couldn’t help but admire the Wanderer’s work. In the week it had taken for her to recreate the tablets of Ascension, she had worked with murder in mind, waiting for the day the torment would end. What manner of passion did it take to create a whole temple?

Once more, she read the wall.




I did indeed meet Ereshkigal in person, but per her request, our conversations will remain private. What I can say, though, is that I stayed in the center of the city for several months, and more than once the Goddess of Death invited me to regale her with tales of the mortal world. In return she taught me with the wisdom only a god could possess.

But the wisdom she had! I would like to claim the seven circles managed to chisel away all the pride and hubris I possessed, yet every time I thought myself clever, tackling Ereshkigal’s words with a new spark of insight, she would consider but a moment before showing me the error of my ways. In those moments I recognized my position as a mere Ascended, borrowing the power of immortality for a brief spell, standing in the presence of a being who had reigned on her throne since Ti’Amtum seceded her dominion over the world.




She paused.

Power of immortality.

Tapping the stylus against her nose, she continued at a later entry near the corner of the chamber.




When I returned to the mortal world, many were the nights I lay awake, thinking. What if I had made a different decision? The Underworld holds endless treasures. Could Ereshkigal also guard the secret to eternal life? If I had a mere month more, could I have found a way? But then I chastise myself; Ereshkigal promised me many decades of life. My journey should have taught me to look where I step, not where I’m headed.

And yet I wonder.




“Who were you, Wanderer?” Nerguiin whispered.

Somebody covered her eyes from behind. She blinked, feeling her own eyelashes against the hands.

“Are you enjoying the text?” Miri asked.

“I was, but I seem to have lost my sight.”

“Oh no!”

“Who will memorize the journal now?”

“You’ve stared at this wall a lot,” Miri said. “You already know what it says.”

“It’s good to be sure. We don’t want to miss something about the Golden City.”

“Uh-huh?”

“What?”

Miri pressed against her back, the hands still covering her eyes. Nerguiin held her breath, shivering as a warm breath brushed her neck and the whisper tickled in her ear. “My dear Nerguiin... You know the Seeker tenets like the backs of your hands, but you are no Seeker, are you? How could you be? But regardless, there is something you seek. I wonder what that is.”

“I want to find the rain,” Nerguiin said. Blood gushed in her ears. “And it doesn’t matter if I’m a Seeker or not. As long as I seal the rite of Ascension in an amulet, I will reach the Golden City.”

“But do you seek something else in the Golden City? It has great treasures, great powers. Divine things that tempt all who but lay eyes upon them.”

Nerguiin thought before replying. “You first.”

“You know what I want: ‘In the Spirit Ring, it was Dioneh the Guardian who first told me of Ereshkigal’s personal trove of treasures. Among them was Anu’s Celestial Harp, an instrument all too familiar to her as a citizen of the ancient Meluhha. One song, and rain would fall; two, and the fields would flood. Three, and Ti’Amtum would glance upon the world.’”

As she spoke, Nerguiin saw the same segment of the temple wall in her mind’s eye. Miri recited the text without flaw, word for word.

“Miri,” Nerguiin whispered, “why do you even need me? You remember all of this stuff yourself.”

“Prepare for the worst. Sokhatai’s words. What if something happens to me? They are going to need someone who knows the entire journal.”

“What if something happens to Sokhatai?” Nerguiin asked. “Or Zanyar? You don’t have a replacement for them.”

The breath on her ear paused. The hands remained on her eyes, warm and soft.

“You are a clever little creature, aren’t you?”

“What?”

The hands withdrew, and for a moment lamplight blinded her. As her vision recovered, she found Miri crouching by the tablets of Ascension with a finger on her lip. Music from Zanyar’s lyre from another chamber echoed in a haunting tone. The lyre came to a sudden stop, then repeated the phrase, this time with a more subdued, melancholic ring to it.

Nerguiin returned the stylus to the toolbox. What was Miri not telling her?

“I count eighteen,” Miri said. “Are you done?”

“I didn’t think the day would come, but yes, by Anu’s southern wind, I’m done.” She stretched her aching fingers. “I don’t want to write anything ever again.”

Miri crouched by the first tablet and poked at the writing.

“That’s already dry,” Nerguiin said. “Keep your fingers off the others or I’ll bite.”

“It’s beautiful…” Miri lifted the text higher to lamplight. She turned around, cradling the tablet with both hands. “Thank you.”

“Just don’t drop it.”

“You need a reward. If Sokhatai hadn’t so thoughtlessly cut your hair, I’d braid yours.” She cocked her head. “We could try anyway.”

Nerguiin ran a hand through her hair that barely covered her ears. “I kind of like it this way.”

Miri shook her head. “No.”

“No?”

“I want braids.”

“Unless you give me yours, we have a problem.”

Nodding, Miri rested the tablet against the wall and took a pair of bronze scissors from the toolbox.

“Wait—” Nerguiin tried.

Miri snipped one of the black braids from her head and reached behind Nerguiin’s neck to tie it into an intricate knot, their faces so close Nerguiin could feel her warmth. Miri stepped back to observe the results of her handiwork, and Nerguiin glanced down at her chest where a single perfect black braid formed a necklace.

“There!” Miri said. “Much better.”

“It’s a hair necklace, Miri.”

“No, it’s a braid necklace.”

She laughed. “Fine. But it’ll break within a few weeks.”

Miri’s smile waned. “I know it will.”

A tremor in her voice gave her pause. She looked deep into Miri’s eyes, and even as the smile grew back on her lips, something about it felt different.

“It’s only hair, Miri.”

“But it’s worn around your neck. When it withers, I’ll give you a new one.”

“You’ll run out of braids.”

“I know.”

For a while, Miri observed the necklace. She balled her fists. Her lips trembled. A tear trickled down her cheek and dropped onto the brown tiles.

Nerguiin stood helpless.

“I’m asking so much of you,” Miri said. “I’m sorry for doing this to you.”

“Doing what?”

“This. If it goes wrong… Please don’t hate me.”

“What makes you think I would hate you?”

Miri took a shuddering breath, her lip shaking. Nerguiin swallowed, afraid she wasn’t done crying, but couldn’t think of anything else to say, so she turned around and pretended to read the journal.

After a moment, Miri wiped her tears and cleared her throat. “You didn’t answer me. What is it you want from the Golden City?”

If it was Sokhatai or Zanyar asking that, she wouldn’t answer. But for some reason the words wanted to escape her gut. As she looked at Miri out of the corner of her eye, hesitation filled her, combining with a tingle in her stomach. Miri’s eyelashes were still wet with tears and her eyes red.

“I want my life back.”

“You seem lively enough to me.”

“Easy for you to say,” Nerguiin said. “You didn’t spend twenty years imprisoned in a temple. If I search the journal, I might find a way to get those years back.”

“Even if they came back, you’d still spend them. What’s the difference?”

Nerguiin glared at the wall. “For the first time in my life, I would be in control. I’d get to choose how to spend them. Me—not the priests, not the gods. There must be an answer somewhere in the Underworld.”

“As long you know what it is you seek, the answers will come to you.”

Sighing, Nerguiin turned to examine Miri’s face, beauty stained with grief. As she prepared to press the issue, Sokhatai entered the chamber dressed in rags that suited the city outside. Her eyes widened as she saw Miri’s face.

“Well,” Miri said in a shaky voice, “I’ll leave you to your searching, although life is not something you can prepare for. It comes and goes, whether you’re ready for it or not.”

She turned to face Miri, but she was already whispering with Sokhatai, her smile worn like a mask.

________




AN OIL LAMP burned in the middle of the map room, its reek veiled under the sweet fragrance of incense. The single brick from the Underworld lay pulsing in golden light on the map. Nerguiin wasn’t sure if it would help them to understand ascension, but it couldn’t hurt.

She paced before the three thieves, using a wooden walking stick to rub her calf from a strained sparring bout with Sokhatai that same morning. How was she going to teach something she didn’t understand herself? The three thieves sat cross-legged on pillows arranged beside the map, each dressed in white desert robes, a clay tablet in hand. Miri observed hers with back straight and face eager, one braid cut jarringly short. Beside her, Sokhatai’s eyes glided across the text with a focused expression. On the last pillow, Zanyar frowned at the text and tugged at his beard.

“Ascension—” Nerguiin said while pressing the cane against the floor and resting both her hands on it until it bent, “—is a dumb word.”

The others looked at her.

“We will go down the Stairs of Zagros,” Nerguiin continued, “and reach the Primeval Sea where up becomes down. But how does that work? How do we flip upside down?” She looked at each person in turn. “How is that not a descent?”

“Does it matter?” Zanyar asked.

“It does!” She pointed the cane at him. “Because it’s not our bodies that ascend—it’s our spirits. You see, for spirits, down is up.” She flipped the cane, banging its head against the floor. “Our spirits, even now, are being pulled toward the Underworld, but because they are anchored to our bodies, which are heavier, they can’t slip away. So, to ascend, we must reach a point where we reverse our weights. It must be our spirits that weigh more.

“When we set sail to the Primeval Sea, the waters will be pushing against us. But if our weights are flipped, we can glide around the sphere of water, so we’ll turn into spirits and reach the stairs that go to the first gate in the Golden City.”

“And how do we do that?” Zanyar asked. “Change the weight of our spirits?”

She tapped the cane onto the clay tablet in his hand. “Based on what the Wanderer wrote, these tablets will do that for us, if we understand their lessons. You hold the first three of eighteen tablets, each teaching you something you must master. They tell us what makes our bodies heavier, what makes us cling to this world and not the other. The first tablet talks about longing for worldly desires, the second about the fear of death, and the third about our unwillingness to change what we find safe. Let’s start with these. I’ll teach you about the others later.”

When I understand them myself, she thought.

“This—” Zanyar said, “—sounds a bit more involved than I expected.”

“Sokhatai,” Nerguiin said.

She looked up from the text. “Yes?”

Nerguiin bonked her on the head with the cane.

“Ow.”

“When you address me, you will call me Master Nerguiin.”

“I will not.”

“Miri.”

She sat straighter. “Yes, Master Nerguiin?”

“I gave you the third tablet, as you are my best student.”

“Thank you, teacher.”

“Today I want you to make a decision to do something you don’t want to do. You will pay attention to why you resist that change and what you must sacrifice to get past that.”

“I’ll do my best, Master Nerguiin.”

As Miri focused at the tablet, Nerguiin nodded and turned her attention to Sokhatai. “You, Sokhatai, need to catch up. Read the text until you comprehend it. A useful trick for fear of death is to focus on something you don’t want to feel, like pain, and recognize how your thoughts change when the pain becomes nothing but a memory.” Improvising, she continued, “In fact, that’s why I hit you.”

Sokhatai pinched herself on the arm.

Finally, Nerguiin turned to Zanyar, tapping the cane against her palm. “You, Zanyar, are my worst student.”

“What can we do that about that?” As Nerguiin lifted the cane, he continued, “Master Nerguiin.”

Back in the White Temple, if she didn’t learn something fast enough, the priests would make her study through the night or skip meals. Sometimes they would lock her in her chambers for weeks at a time. They would only let her emerge when she could recite the tenets without an error and explain their meaning so any commoner could understand them.

She lifted her left arm up to inspect the old temple brand, the Anu symbol, on her skin. Did that actually work? What was it that made her understand the lessons after those nights when she cried herself to sleep with only Anu for company? What changed when the tears ran out and only numbness remained?

Nothing, she thought, absently twirling the braid necklace around her fingers. 

“Nerguiin?” Zanyar asked.

She blinked. “Tell me, why do you play your lyre?”

He looked to the lyre resting by the wall. A hopeful, distant kind of relaxation took his face. “Well, I like music.”

“And why do you need to play it in a tavern, then?”

“Others like music too. I want to make sure everyone gets to enjoy it.”

“But there are plenty of musicians. Why must it be you?”

He shook his head, resting the tablet on his legs. “I don’t know.”

She pursed her lips. “It’s because you want them to admire you.”

His mouth opened a crack.

“How do you feel now?”

“I…Many things.”

“That’s the point. Repeat this until you know how to play your lyre without seeking glory, attention, approval. This will be the first weight off your body.”

Zanyar returned his gaze to the tablet, frowning slightly.

The Wanderer had used these same tablets to reach the Golden City, so they had to work. For all she knew, the Wanderer wrote the tablets. But was ascension even something everyone could achieve? Did it require being favored by the gods, or some kind of inner wisdom the priests alone possessed? The Wanderer’s Journal claimed those who took the Stairs of Zagros without the required wisdom would meet a terrible fate, but never revealed what that was.

She glanced at the entrance to the chamber that held the Wanderer’s personal entries. Lips pursed, she walked across the map and its seven circles. In the beginning of the Wanderer’s tale, she had lived as a brigand, and yet she ascended. To Ereshkigal it didn’t matter who people were born as or how they lived their lives; she only cared about who they were at the moment of ascension, when they cleared the Stairs of Zagros and began their pilgrimage, to be purified on their journey across the seven circles.

She looked at each of her students in turn. Satisfied with their silent reading, she considered the remaining fifteen tablets of Ascension neatly arranged against the engraved wall. Before she could answer that question, she would have to understand and leave behind the eighteen weights anchoring her in the mortal world.

But could a person rid themselves of their mortality?






CHAPTER FIVE










By her throne in the center of her spire, Ereshkigal stores the Book of the Dead. Upon their name entering the pages, written with the finger of a formless udug, a spirit is marked as Ereshkigal’s respected guest and a permanent resident of her realm. For however long a spirit’s name remains in the book, they can no longer leave the Underworld.

The book’s will is bound by destiny beyond the gods themselves.




The Wanderer’s Journal, Royal Chamber, entrance corner




Nerguiin sat cross-legged on the floor of the treasure chamber, whose walls detailed the various magical artifacts of the Underworld. She replaced the flax wick in the shell-shaped lamp full of glistening olive oil before the flame could go out. On the wall, Anu, portrayed as a genderless human-shaped being surrounded by raindrops, held the Celestial Harp. Elsewhere in the temple, Zanyar recited the tablets of Ascension with Miri.

The text describing the harp held her attention for only a moment. Almost forcibly, her eyes traveled to the image of a book resting on a pedestal, and then to the text beside it.

The Book of the Dead.

If she could get her name in the book, she could remain in the Golden City for as long as she wanted. An endless stay in a paradise would make up for her lost childhood. But how was she going to write her name in the book? The Wanderer’s Journal claimed Ereshkigal used a formless finger, but what did that mean? Could she somehow convince the goddess to make an exception and just add her name into the book if she asked nicely?

She stared into the tiny flame of her oil lamp. As she watched the fire, her eyes unfocused and a pleasant numbness took her. Her head nodded, and she let sleep carry her elsewhere.

Someone nudged her until she twitched awake. The lamp had died and left her sitting alone in the dark chamber.

“Morning,” Sokhatai said. “Did the Seeress sleep well?”

She scowled at her. “My name is Nerguiin. What do you want?”

“We’ll continue your swimming lessons.”

Her back shot straight. “Do I have to?”

“Yes. Get up.”

Immediately fully awake, she stood up and followed Sokhatai to the pool chamber where the water from the underground spring trickled into the temple complex. She stood at the edge of the water, faced with her own reflection on the calm surface. She had lost some weight under Sokhatai’s daily torture regimen.

Out of her tunic, she waded into the shallow end of the pool where the water’s freezing cold made her hug herself. After walking down the sloping surface towards the deep end, she floated near the far wall, waiting until Sokhatai walked around the edge of the pool and her sandals stood directly in front of Nerguiin’s nose.

“Sixty seconds of diving,” Sokhatai said. “Any less and you aren’t getting out of the pool.”

She took a deep breath and dipped underwater, the chill on her face feeling almost like a burn. Water boomed in her ears. Cheeks puffed, she counted the seconds and stared at the underwater writing in the wall describing the Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes, the guardian of the Divine Ring. The weak light from the chamber above didn’t quite make the text readable, but she didn’t need to see it to remember every word.

On the count of sixty, she leaped back to the surface and gasped for air.

Sokhatai’s frown met her. “Again. You can do better than that.”

“I need a rest,” Nerguiin said between her gasps. She latched onto the stone edge of the pool as her arms and legs weighed heavy and her eyes drooped.

“We have six months left, and you still dive worse than an overfed ox. Back in the water with you.”

Growling, Nerguiin grabbed Sokhatai by the foot. Sokhatai kicked her leg free, then used the heel of her sandal to push Nerguiin’s face back into the water. She sank all the way to the bottom, scowling at the surface.

Jerk, she thought, counting the seconds.

On the count of sixty-one, she kicked up and climbed out, this time escaping before Sokhatai could resume her torture. She rolled onto her back, breathing hard, the stone cold against her skin. Zanyar sauntered in from the southern entrance, reading the fourth Tablet of Ascension. Nerguiin lay limp as he stepped over her lifeless carcass.

“Morning,” he mumbled. “Is Sokhatai treating you well?”

“Brilliant,” Nerguiin said. “Why do I need to be able to swim anyway? There’s a drought out there. If people fell in a river, they’d drink it dry before they could drown. And there’s hardly any water in the Golden City.”

“Miri thinks it’s a good idea. That should be reason enough.” Zanyar leaned against the wall and flipped the tablet around for her to see. “What does it mean to have a ‘round happiness’?”

She raised a limp arm from the floor, pointing at Sokhatai. “Answer, student.”

Sokhatai’s mouth opened in surprise and she glanced at Zanyar for help. As no answer came, Nerguiin banged the back of her head against the floor. “We don’t have enough time. It’s not that the instructions are bad, it’s that my students are too thick. A round happiness is the elimination of the six degrees of hunger: the physical, the emotional, the spiritual—”

Sokhatai jumped in, counting on her fingers. “And the familial, the timely, and the sacrificial. That’s tablet seven, passage six.”

“No, it’s tablet six, passage five. I drew the goat there to remind you.”

The sandal returned to poking her ribs. “You’re speaking an awful lot for someone who can’t hold her breath for a minute.”

“I did a minute!”

“A fast minute.”

Nerguiin grabbed the foot, and this time wrapped her arms around the entire leg before it could escape. Roaring, she wrestled with Sokhatai’s lower torso, attempting to topple her into the pool. They went jumping and dancing around the edge, laughing the whole time. A new pair of arms prodded Sokhatai on her back and sent both of them splashing into the pool. In unison, they broke the surface, coming up to face a smiling Miri crouched at the edge of the water.

“Having fun?”

“Terrific,” Nerguiin said. “Why don’t you join us?”

“I already know how to swim. Only slackers have to practice.” She glanced to the side, then back to Nerguiin. “Chamber two, north wall, third segment?”

The answer poured out of her. “An Ascended shall not eat meat or harm an animal in the city, with the exception of anything they bring with them. If they are to—”

“Next statement.”

“Trust in the Seeker tenets, and the gods will have no rule over your actions. Be a devout—”

“Next.”

“The punishments are delivered by a curse, which are all decided by Ereshkigal, although her eyes may not grace you until the Center Ring.”

Miri clapped. “Good!”

Sokhatai’s black hair dripped water as she hung her head. “How do you do that?” 

“I have a good memory,” Nerguiin said. “Besides, this is nothing new to me; I spent my entire childhood memorizing the Seeker scripture.”

They climbed out of the pool, drenched all over. Sokhatai walked to a pile of dry clothing on the floor by the entrance, bouncing on one leg to get water out of her ear. Nerguiin limped further back to her own clothing, shivering and feeling five times her normal weight. Halfway to her clothes, her legs gave in, and she collapsed onto the floor. Too tired to move, she let her eyes close.

She cracked her eyes open just as Miri’s lips parted from Zanyar’s. Her hand caressed his arm. She gave him an adoring look before heading out of the chamber, leaving him standing with a glassy stare and the tablet of Ascension hanging forgotten in his hand.

Hopefully that doesn’t complicate things, she thought.

Sokhatai returned wearing a dry tunic, brown with flax strands escaping from the sleeves. “I’m not done with you,” she barked. “Get up.”

As Nerguiin tried to push herself up, her arms ran out of strength and she flopped back down against the wall under a flickering oil lamp. She shook her head at the lamp as it went out. Even underground, Anu blew his winds, doing his best to inconvenience her.

Sokhatai picked up another lamp to relight the dead one. “Where do we get this shitty low-grade oil?”

“Give me a hand,” Nerguiin said. “I’m too tired.”

“Stop being childish and just get up already.”

She pushed against the floor, but collapsed. “I can’t...”

“How can you be this weak from swimming? You ran an entire dana yesterday.”

“That’s why I’m spent. I really can’t do more swimming.”

Shaking her head, Sokhatai turned to the bestiary etched into the walls of the Pool Chamber. “I have something else planned. I need to know how to face the udugs we’ll meet in the Golden City. Some of them will be dangerous opponents. I’d like to know what you know of them.”

Nerguiin lay limp against the wall as Sokhatai walked around the edges of the room. “There are three thousand and six hundred different types of udugs and other monsters born from chaos,” Sokhatai said, “but only some are detailed with strengths and weaknesses.”

“Mm-hmm?”

Sokhatai tapped her sandal by a square of underwater writing. “This here talks about Asag, a singular udug. They say he commands rocks and is so terrifying that his appearance makes fish boil in the rivers.”

“You can skip him,” Nerguiin said, yawning. “Asag doesn’t even live in the Underworld anymore.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because the priestesses told me Inanna made a deal with him fifty years ago, when she still lived in Uruk. Asag’s doing whatever it is Asag does somewhere in the Zagros Mountains. Next.”

Sokhatai frowned, but headed to another part of the pool, crouching low and reaching deep into the water. “Pazuza—”

“—is a gate guardian,” Nerguiin interrupted. “And as long as we follow the laws of the city, he’ll be quite reasonable with us. We can ignore him.”

“He is the King of Udugs. How can we ignore him?”

“If he gives us trouble, we’re dead anyway. Next.”

Sokhatai stared at her. “Could you at least once do something like an adult?”

“But I don’t want to.”

She shook her head, pointing at another spot. “Then there’s the edimmu. They are ghosts, impervious to harm, and are drawn to corpses. They can drink our spirits to make themselves stronger. If we meet an edimmu, how do we deal with it?”

“Bury the corpses, and they get weaker,” Nerguiin said, yawning louder. “And while we can’t harm the edimmu, some spirits can, if given a mud body. After all, we humans were made from mud, so we combine the strength of a corporeal body and an incorporeal spirit into one being.”

“How do we persuade a spirit to protect us?”

“Ask nicely. And—” she paused.

“And?”

Edimmu is a bloody ghost, she thought. A formless udug.

Stomach tingling, she glanced at the squares of writing by Sokhatai’s feet. That had to be what Ereshkigal used to add names into the Book of the Dead. If she could get a finger of an edimmu, and somehow get her name written into the book, she could remain in the Underworld as an Ascended, immune to the passage of time. Ereshkigal could do nothing to send her home.

For all intents and purposes, she would be immortal.

She looked at another of the walls. Her heart raced as she found connections the Wanderer never had noticed.

“Oi!” Sokhatai said, waving a hand. “I’m talking to you.”

She stood up, leaning against the wall for support. “And, uh, I think we’re unlikely to meet them. Sorry, I just remembered I have to prepare something before Zanyar and I head out to meet the merchant.”

Leaving Sokhatai standing by the pool, she limped into the map room to look at the engraved floor and its maze of streets and buildings. She remembered seeing an edimmu mentioned on the map, but where?

She lowered onto her knees and searched the vast Ascended Ring. Shaking her head, she headed to the Forest Ring, running a finger along the cracks in the stone. The forest held mostly animals and plants, and had nothing to do with corpses.

She crawled on her knees onto the Spirit Ring, the urban area housing the denizens of the Golden City. She traced the hard stone around the narrow alleys and plazas, reading names, listing trials and challenges waiting for the Ascended.

Her finger came to a stop near the third gate of the Underworld.

Danger, the text read. Do not enter. Temple of an edimmu.

She smiled.

But what could cut a finger off a ghost?

________




ABOUT HALF A day’s travel from Eridu, Nerguiin squeezed her thighs against the palm’s trunk, working her way up to the cluster of brown dates hanging above while Zanyar stumbled his way through the tenth Tablet of Ascension at the base of the tree. She brushed a sand-colored leaf aside, and with a victorious grin, seated herself cross-legged on top of the tree. Since she was there, she tore a date from the cluster below and tossed it in her mouth.

The view from the top of the tree showed a pair of figures leading an ox and a wagon over one of the dunes. On that night, Nanna didn’t join the stars in the sky. She shivered, tightening her desert robe as the wind swayed her tree. The gusts made her clutch the branches for support and scowl at the sky. Dates and dry leaves showered all over Zanyar.

She held onto the palm branches, the wind in her hair. Of the sixteen tablets, only the last one’s teachings still eluded her.




The golden shimmer will herald your ascension. But to be a spirit, to be mortal, these two cannot coexist. Only the spirit can move on. Go boldly, and do not look back. Only then will your spirit weigh heavier in the Primeval Sea.




She knew all that, but why didn’t the dunes and stars glow golden? Why didn’t her spirit sink down into the bowels of the earth?

“That’s enough,” she said as Zanyar moved onto reciting the next part of the tablet.

Zanyar looked up at her from below. “So? How did I do?”

“Remember the sixth stanza, third line?” Nerguiin said, munching. Dates tasted better when eaten in a tree. Maybe she should start eating all her meals that way. “You got that one right.”

He lowered his gaze. “I’m sorry.”

She spat out a date pit. “What’s so hard about this? You’ve studied for three months. Miri and Sokhatai already remember the entire text. Not only that; Miri already understands it, and Sokhatai is making good progress.”

Zanyar grabbed the lyre from its case, frowning while adjusting the bone tuning bar. He opened to a little medley, his fingers dancing with the dexterity of spider legs and producing notes that sailed across the nighttime desert. With every note he played and every string he plucked, the frown faded into a contented smile.

“If you can’t manage the tablets,” Nerguiin said, “how do you remember the songs?”

“I don’t. I hear the song in my head and the fingers merely follow.”

She listened to the music while trying to follow the complex motions of his fingers. “Well, at least we can trust you to solve our tribute problem in the Spirit Ring. Do you know what type of music Dioneh the Guardian might like? It needs to be good enough for her to let us pass through the gate to the Paradise Ring.”

He switched the song, opening to a haunting tune. “I have composed something fit for a god, but I don’t know what it’s about yet. Maybe a song about lost love.”

“Dioneh has been the gate guardian for over a thousand years, but before that she was a mortal. Maybe something that reminds her of home? Will a love song even work?”

“We’ll make it work.”

She took a date and threw it at Zanyar’s head. With a soft snap, it bounced off and landed on the sand next to him. “We won’t make it work if you don’t get the bloody tablets in your head! It’ll be just Sokhatai, Miri, and I. And I’m not singing about the sweaty things you and Miri do every night.”

Zanyar looked up from his playing. “Don’t worry. I’ll get there. Love can’t be hurried.”

She took another date to throw at his stupid smile. The fruit bopped against his forehead, bounced up once, and before it could fall to the ground, he grabbed it and tossed it into his mouth.

“Are you getting along with Sokhatai?” Zanyar asked.

She glared at the dunes. “We’re fine.”

“Sometimes she forgets the rest of us aren’t, well…”

“Golems.”

Zanyar looked up at her from the base of the tree. “If she pushes you too hard, you’ll tell me, all right? I’ll have a word with her.”

She glanced down at him, expecting to see mockery, but found only concern. The wind swayed in her hair.

“Right,” she said. “Thanks.”

The two figures with their wagon and ox made their way up the dune towards the small cluster of date trees.

“They’re coming,” Nerguiin said.

“Climb down.”

“I like it here.”

“They won’t trade with a monkey.”

Mishiw, the large bearded merchant dressed in a robe with yellow and blue stripes sewed along its length, led his trusty ox forward. A spear-wielding guard strolled beside him with a knee-length skirt that wrapped around his torso. Their sandals disturbed the sand, sending some of it rolling down the dune. Mishiw raised an arm at them, his white teeth shining through his grin. Nerguiin jumped down from the tree, landing in a crouch. She patted the sand off her hands and leaned against the palm with her arms crossed.

“Remember what I told you,” Zanyar said. “We have to follow a certain etiquette with him.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“If he offers you a drink, accept with your right hand.”

“Uh-huh.”

Zanyar turned to her. “What did I just say?”

“‘You’re such an intelligent and wise person, Master Nerguiin.’”

“Hello there!” Mishiw shouted, taking a few taxed breaths behind his bushy black beard. He brought his bull to a stop a few feet away and slapped the animal on the neck. “Sorry we’re late. Old Feisty here got into one of his moods.”

“Good to see you, Mishiw,” Zanyar said. He approached the merchant with his arms wide, and the two of them embraced, tapping each other on the back.

The merchant smiled at Nerguiin. “And may I know the name of this woman whose beauty could light the very stars?”

Unable to help herself, she grinned at him. Something about the man’s easy joviality was impossible to not like.

“She’s Master Nerguiin,” Zanyar said. “A new member of our crew.” He nodded at the guard. “I see you’ve hired more muscle. Has the road been so bad as of late?”

Mishiw sighed. “I’m afraid so, and it’s only getting worse. I was robbed when I last left Eridu.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“They almost took Old Feisty, but then Usun here appeared out of nowhere.” Mishiw flicked a thumb at the guard. “I paid him handsomely for his bravery and offered him employment.”

Usun’s braided beard came all the way to his chest. His arms looked like chiseled stone, each muscle detailed to perfection, his body almost rivaling the ox in size. As his eyes nailed onto Nerguiin, her grin faded, and her hand twitched toward the dagger strapped against her arm under her sleeve. Usun glanced at her half-raised hand, then returned to challenging her gaze with a stone-faced expression until she lowered her hand.

Mishiw searched his wagon for a bundle, then unrolled a red carpet onto the sand and set a small decorated box in the middle. He unpacked three bowls, first offering one to Nerguiin, the next one to Zanyar, and finally to himself. Gesturing with his hand, he brought his considerable bulk to rest on the carpet. As they sat opposite him, he poured each of them beer from a flagon. Nerguiin took a deep chug of hers. Zanyar sighed.

“Join us, Usun,” Mishiw said.

Usun surveyed the dunes, his fingers opening a closing around the shaft of his spear. “I do not partake of alcohol,” he said in a voice like rolling boulders. “It rots the mind and slows the hand.”

“That it does. But it is polite to offer.”

After Mishiw nodded at them, Zanyar sipped his beer. Nerguiin glanced to the side and drank a second time.

“So,” Zanyar said. “The two you haven’t been traveling together long, then?”

“Not long, no. Usun joined me on my previous trip to Ur, and then we visited Uruk for some of the things you requested. He is a serious fellow, but he knows the sharp end of that spear. And while he watches the dunes, we have nothing to fear, for his sight is that of an eagle.”

“Are we expecting anyone else?” Usun asked. His voice held some raw quality, and the words came out like a judgment. The way he stood reminded Nerguiin of Sokhatai when she got serious.

“It’s just us tonight,” Zanyar said. “The others are on business elsewhere.”

Usun leaned against the wagon.

“Tell me,” Mishiw said, “what is it you are planning? You told me to make my deliveries to Eridu, to a place where no gods’ eyes land, and asked me for things I would usually only deliver to a Seeker priestess.”

“Just another job,” Zanyar said. “You know how it is. How’s your family doing? Well, I hope.”

As they sipped their beers, Mishiw regaled them with tales of his home far in the east beyond the ruins of Meluhha. After Nerguiin finished her own drink, she stood up and approached the bull, stepping with the wariness Sokhatai had pressed into her feet. The bull noticed and turned his horned head at her. Their eyes met. Nerguiin paused. She reached a hand to the animal’s head, and as her fingers touched the horns, the bull tossed his head. She jerked her hand back.

“Oh, don’t worry,” Mishiw said. “He’s a real softy. Pet him all you want.”

Hand shaking, she gave the beast a careful touch on the forehead. Then she continued petting more eagerly, feeling the soft hairs against her skin. Grinning, she used another hand to rub the horn.

I want my own bull, she decided.

Mishiw rubbed his hands together. “Well then. I’ll bet you’re itching to see the goods.”

Breathing heavily, he shifted boxes in the wagon. While he searched, Nerguiin took a peek over the wagon’s sides. Along with the many reed urns and clay pots that he lowered onto the sands beside the carpet, Mishiw also selected a single large box of dark wood. She marveled at the detailed bronze leaves curling around the top and sides. Mishiw set the box on the carpet and folded it open to reveal a wool-padded interior with braided cords holding three bits of treasure securely in place.

“Lava stone,” Mishiw said in a respectful tone. He lifted out a black wrinkled stone the size of his fist and set it on the carpet, then retrieved a wooden tube filled with strands of dried vegetation. “Seer’s Lichen.”

Nerguiin sat down on the carpet to inspect the stone. As expected, it was light. She tapped it with her knuckles and shook it for a good measure. Satisfied, she put it back down and lifted the tube of lichen up to her nose. The piercing odor made her reel back. Blinking rapidly with her mouth open, she restored the tube to the box.

Whatever Miri’s connections were, she could be trusted to get them almost everything for their plan. Only the blood of the Moon God would be an issue.

“Excellent,” Zanyar said. “Did you manage to find the other things?”

Mishiw took a much more securely padded urn from the box. He eased it onto the carpet with both hands and undid the cork, revealing a weak glow inside. “Yellow mingsriya.”

Before reaching her fingers in, Nerguiin waited for Mishiw to pass her a piece of animal hide. She wrapped her fingers in it, and only then reached into the urn and pulled out a sharp yellow crystal, making absolutely certain to not let it touch her skin. Strange rainbow colors appeared and disappeared across its many flat surfaces as she rotated it in her hands.

The crystal glowed faintly with stored sunlight from a day under the desert sun. It formed into perfectly flat and even corners, like cubes melted inside one another in layers upon layers of complicated melds. Holding her breath, she returned the crystal to the urn, and Mishiw pushed the cork in.

“It’s authentic,” Nerguiin said.

Mishiw gave her a respectful nod. “Master Nerguiin knows her artifacts. I hope you do not consider me rude for asking, but did you learn about them in the temple?”

She followed his eyes to her left wrist where her robe had shifted slightly and revealed the Anu brand. Scowling, she lowered her arm so the sleeve fell back down. Usun, in the back, frowned at her arm.

“I do find it rude,” Nerguiin said.

Mishiw touched his lips. “I have insulted you. Please, allow me to apologize, lest this guilt accompany me on my journey and rot my spirit.”

“It’s fine. Did you find any of the other things?”

“Unfortunately, this is all I have for now. I can find some of the other things you requested, but I will have to travel north for them. Truth be told, the crystal alone took me several weeks of negotiation.”

“How long will it take?” Nerguiin asked.

Zanyar sighed. “What my partner is trying to say is that we appreciate your hard work, Mishiw, and if you were to continue providing us with these treasures, you would have both our gratitude and great fortunes for your entire family. You have done so much for us already, and we won’t forget it.”

Mishiw smiled with his arms wide. “Your words alone are the only reward I need!”

On cue, Zanyar brought out a small pouch from his pocket and passed it to Mishiw, who accepted it with two hands and a respectful bow, then undid the knot and poured a few clay tokens onto his palm. He examined one between his fingers. “Ur?”

“We guessed you’d want something more secure,” Zanyar said. “With the drought hitting Uruk so hard and everything. But, if you want, we can get you Uruk temple tokens instead. They still have ample barley there.” 

“No, no, this is fine,” Mishiw said, closing his fist around the tokens. “Grain is grain, and right now more valuable than lapis.”

“Speaking of lapis,” Nerguiin said, “that’s something we need. Shouldn’t be too hard to find.”

“Oh, so one would think, but it is all being hoarded up in Ur now.” Mishiw nodded at the star-filled sky, lowering his voice. “The Moon God plans something with it. I could get some for you, but it would come with significant risk. And with risk…”

“We can pay,” Nerguiin said. “Just get it to us.”

Zanyar rubbed his temple. “Nerguiin…”

“What?”

“Please excuse her,” Zanyar said. “She’s still learning the fine art of trading.”

Mishiw let out a laugh that made his cheeks puff out. “Think nothing of it, good friend! Now that I know how much you need it, I’ll double my efforts. Next time we meet, you will bathe in a shower of lapis lazuli.”

“If you deliver us a single stone,” Zanyar said, “I’ll name my firstborn after you. But if Nanna is hoarding it all in Ur, it will be difficult to acquire it.”

With a deep sigh that made his substantial girth stretch under his robe, Mishiw shook his head. “To speak the truth, Zanyar my friend, I was planning on traveling east next. It has been too long since I saw my wife. And ever since that encounter with the bandits, I have worried my children will grow old without me. It may be a while before I can fulfill my promise to you.”

“That is good. You should put your family first. We are going to Ur soon anyway, so if you can provide us with a referral to your friends in the city, we can try to get the lapis ourselves.”

“That may be difficult,” Mishiw said. “My associates will not trade with anyone but me and those I’ve introduced in person.”

Usun strolled over, leaving his spear resting against the wagon. “Perhaps I could be of aid, then. I do not plan on continuing our partnership beyond the Zagros Mountains. My heart draws me to Ur where the Moon God gathers warriors of skill. While there, Mishiw from the East, I will speak with your voice.”

Mishiw rubbed his beard. “Yes, we spoke of this, and while I am sad to see you go, if this helps my friends, I will give it my consent.”

“So be it then,” Usun said. “Zanyar, friend of Mishiw, and Master Nerguiin whose beauty lights the stars, I will accompany you to Eridu, and once you are ready to depart, I will travel to Ur with you.”

Scratching her nose, Nerguiin looked at Zanyar. “About that…”

“That is most generous of you,” he said. “But this time we must travel alone.”

Usun bowed. “Then, if you so desire, seek me in Ur, in the Moon God’s temple, and I will provide you with what you seek. This I promise to the Four Winds.”

“We are surely blessed by your generosity.”

Usun bowed again. “It must be the will of gods.”

As Mishiw returned the carpet to his wagon and Zanyar gathered their artifacts into a sack, Nerguiin frowned at the strange warrior. He spoke in Common Tongue, but something about it felt odd. None of the travelers she had seen in Uruk enunciated their words in the way he did, not even the ones from beyond Zagros.

With their wagon ready to go, Mishiw waved them farewell and opened negotiations with his bull. While the two argued, Usun stood watching the desert, his eyes shifting from one dune to another. He frowned at the horizon, his beard swaying in the wind.

Zanyar picked up his sack, nodded, and they started for Eridu. Nerguiin glanced over her shoulder. Usun still stood on the dune, looking east.








CHAPTER SIX










To aid them on their pilgrimage around the seven rings, Ereshkigal rewards the Ascended a body of their own choosing. As you proceed with your ascension and the golden walls appear in the Primeval Sea, focus your thoughts on seeing the idealized version of yourself. Your manifestation in the Tower of Ascension will occur with your body given the power of youth once more, or in some other form best suited to tackle the arduous journey ahead.
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Anu battered Eridu for the fifth hour of the day. The sky painted red, the storm’s last breath allowing a mere passing glance of Utu’s glow. Grains of sand crunched between Nerguiin’s teeth as she huddled on a roof and spied the lonely merchant Sokhatai had pointed out as her challenge for the day. The merchant sat under a market stand, a flimsy thing supported by wooden poles rotted through and the hide sheet above looking ready to tear itself loose with each flap in the storm. Nerguiin’s breakfast, lunch, and dinner combined for the day waited inside the clay pots and jars arranged on the merchant’s carpet.

The man bent over a clay tablet, likely counting his wealth, and while the ragged cloak hid his body, his fingers never strayed too far from the club that peeked out from beneath. A mound in the shape of a pouch stood out from his hip, which made him one of the select people still willing to carry their wealth around. Few citizens of Eridu dared the storm, and none gave the man any business.

The true art of theft is patience, Sokhatai had instructed her before sending her on the heist. A mistake means death. What is your hunger compared to that?

Do something, Nerguiin thought, lowering her veil to spit what had to be a mina of sand. How was she going to steal the man’s food if he didn’t ever take a break or go pee?

The wind hammered her in the face until her eyes watered and her cheeks turned numb. If Anu tried any harder, her skin would peel off. But of course the god had to give her a storm on the day of her first theft, because why wouldn’t he?

Below her, between the two buildings, an alley opened into a courtyard where the drifts of sand reached almost to the roof. If she waited much longer, the sand would bury her with the rest of the city.

She hopped down from the roof and slid down the mound, coming to rest at the edge of the street. Every now and then gusts revealed the mudbrick-paved road, only to bury it again.

The merchant still hung his head over the tablet, the cloak hiding his face. The jars of food were right there, just waiting to be eaten. The market stand rested against a brown wall so that the merchant’s back was protected from ambush. The other stands beside him were empty, some collapsed, and the houses around him showed no signs of habitation. To whom was he selling his goods here anyway?

Her stomach reminded her of the missed breakfast. She didn’t know how long it took for starvation to kill a person, but it couldn’t be much longer than a day, so she let desperation guide her. Preparing herself with a deep breath, she sneaked across the street and hid behind one of the piles of decayed wood that marked some former place of business, then crawled over the abandoned stands one at a time. With the cloak pulled across his face, the man couldn’t see her from the side, and the howling storm provided her with enough of a distraction to soften her steps.

This is actually kind of fun, she thought, grinning.

She climbed over the last stall, lowering her sandal onto the ground as softly as she could, and approached the merchant from his blind spot. Directly beside him now, she licked her lips and reached her hand towards the goods. Slowly, her fingers moved past the club to the jar at the far end of the carpet, right next to the man’s body.

Without moving his body, the merchant grabbed her wrist. She froze. What was she going to do now? Run? Lie?

Still holding her by the arm, the merchant lowered his hood and revealed his face.

Or rather, hers.

“Did you know they kill thieves here?” Sokhatai asked.

Nerguiin’s mouth fell open. She searched for the words, stammering, trying to shake her arm loose. “Have I been stalking you the whole day?”

“And you did an awful job at it. I saw you almost the whole time.”

“But… How do you expect me to steal from you?”

“That’s the thing: I don’t. Sometimes you can’t win. You should have realized that and given up.”

“But I’m starving! And my face hurts!”

With her other hand, Sokhatai took the club and tapped it lightly on Nerguiin’s wrist. “And now your arm is broken. What do you suppose your chances of survival are now?”

Sulking, Nerguiin pulled her hand back. “Jerk. Give me the food.”

“Go ahead, Master Nerguiin. It’s all yours.”

Her heart beat faster. Saliva filled her mouth. Wiggling her fingers, she removed the lid from the first pot.

It held sand. Panicking, she threw the other pots and jugs open, discovering nothing but sand. Yelling curses, she grabbed a pot and smashed it against the wall. The pot shattered into pieces, the contents puffing out in a cloud that mingled with the wind.

“Come,” Sokhatai said. She gathered the carpet into a roll and picked up her clay tablet. “That’s enough for today. Let’s go back and eat. I don’t want to spend more time on streets than I have to.”

As Sokhatai walked off, Nerguiin scowled at her, waiting for her to fade into the storm. If Sokhatai thought she could win, she didn’t know anything about her.

________




AS THE STORM eased and Utu pierced through the brown clouds, the people of Eridu emerged from their abodes. Some swiped the sand off their houses while others arranged clothes and tools on their stalls in the marketplace surrounded by weathered single-story buildings. An aged mother in a faded tunic corralled three children toward the well where a line of silent people already waited with buckets as a group of bare-chested men shoveled their way into the single source of water in all of Eridu.

A bearded man leaned against the windowsill of his shop, shaking his head at the line of people waiting for water. By the entrance to his place of business, a nailed-down cloth flapped in the wind, occasionally giving view to a few clay pots hidden beneath, half-buried after the storm.

While the merchant’s attention focused on the men working on the well, Nerguiin walked up to the shop wall, crouched low, and grabbed one of the brown pots from beneath the cloth. Acting as though she wasn’t in a hurry, she walked to the far end of the plaza, leaned against the corner of a half-collapsed house, and only then removed the cork from the pot.

To her delight, she found it packed full of dates. Gingerly, she tossed one into her mouth, letting out a moan and closing her eyes as the sweet-tasting fruit traveled down her throat. That was it—she had stolen her dinner, and it had taken no patience or preparation.

She rested the pot in a hole in the building’s wall now acting as a windowsill and watched the queue heading to the well. As she munched, she shook her head: Only the king of fools would live in a place like this. Why didn’t the people pack up their things and leave?

A child started crying. The old woman from earlier knelt on the sand to whisper to the child. The child was naked, his arms wasted and eyes sunken into dark holes. Nerguiin could count his ribs. Another child tugged at the woman’s sleeve. She sighed and turned her attention to him, speaking words that didn’t silence their cries.

Nerguiin chewed the dates, barely tasting their sweetness. Why would she want to grow old if it meant she would have to stand there like that woman, listening to children asking questions she didn’t want to answer? This was why Miri and the others worked so hard, why they risked everything to steal from the Goddess of Death. Why they trained and prepared, why, regardless of their difficulties in learning ascension, they tried anyway, and kept trying. If this was the lot the gods cast upon mortals, only a fool would play their game.

And she wasn’t a fool.

A heavy hand thumped onto her shoulder, making her slouch. She looked at the hand, or rather, a black glove, then followed the arm’s length up to a man in bronze armor standing beside her. A helmet and a black veil covered his face, leaving only his gray eyes visible. Dented and scratched sheets of bronze armor covered his torso, and something like a dress of layered bronze petals hung all the way down to his ankles. In his gloved hand he held a spear longer than his body.

“You have not compensated the merchant for his wares,” the man said, speaking in melodic High Tongue. The veil muffled his voice. Regardless of the heat and the armor, he didn’t seem winded or wearied in the least.

“What?” Nerguiin asked. Besides the priests of the temple, who else spoke in High Tongue?

“Dried dates are traded for two tokens a mina.”

She swallowed a date along with the pit. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“From the side of the market I witnessed you in the act of theft.”

She twisted her torso, slipping loose from his fingers. The man lowered his arm, inspecting her from inside his fortress of metal.

“So?” Nerguiin asked. “You aren’t part of the town watch.”

“It is still wrong.”

“I was starving!”

“You are many things, Seeress of Uruk, but starving you are not.”

Her eyes bulged wide. She backed away. They had finally found her. Of course they had. She would be taken back to Uruk, locked away in the deepest cell, and only be let out to speak with Anu when the priests so demanded.

“I have not come for you,” the man said. “Yet I must demand that you make amends for your crime.”

She started to run, but on the second step, the spear pierced the ground between her legs, tripping her and sending her stumbling onto the sand. She scrambled up, but the spear flew again, this time passing through her robe directly between her legs without touching her flesh so it pinned her to the ground. She tore at the cloth, but wouldn’t break loose. Grunting, she pried at the spear. It held.

The man held the spear in place with one hand and crouched before her. “My business in Eridu is not with you. Yet, I cannot stand by idly and watch the decadence of thievery rot the depths of hearts and minds, even ones like yours. Justice demands that you pay for what you took.”

“I—” Nerguiin stammered. “I don’t have any tokens on me!”

“Then your penance will be labor. You—” He paused, staring.

He reached his thick fingers to her neck. Gasping, she grabbed him by the hand and kicked at his feet, could only flail against his strength as the fingers closed around her throat. However, instead of throttling her, he only tugged at the braid necklace, snapping it loose. He raised his palm, peered at the braid, and took a deep sniff. The braid looked small in his hand.

His eyes narrowed. “Tell me of the woman they call Miri.”

She breathed fast. “I don’t know who that is.”

The man crushed the braid in his fist. “Hear me, you little piece of an udug, are you knowledgeable of the fate that befalls those who utter a lie in the Underworld?”

What? Nerguiin thought.

The man’s fist hovered above her face, the braid hanging from between his fingers. “This is the last time I ask. Where is Miri?”

Nerguiin shook her head, unable to speak.

In a flap of cloth and sand, Sokhatai appeared behind his back.

She tackled the man, sending him stumbling in his cumbersome armor. As he turned around, he pulled the spear loose from Nerguiin’s robe and spun it in the air before him. Sokhatai flicked out her dagger, aiming a strike towards the man’s arm, but as he moved to block it with the spear, Sokhatai changed the direction of her hand, guiding the spear elsewhere while snapping her palm open and letting a puff of sand fly into his eyes. With a muted grunt, the man reached to his face, and Sokhatai kicked him in the knee with a useless clank. She hissed and tackled him, toppling him over in a cacophony of metal.

“Run,” Sokhatai said.

Nerguiin dashed from the plaza past people gawping with open mouths. Behind them, the man climbed up, searching the plaza left and right. As Nerguiin took a corner and continued, Sokhatai passed her, leading them further into the alleys, running with something of a limp. They scrambled up a pile of sand onto a roof, then dropped into a dried canal, continuing to sprint along its length. After three more turns, Sokhatai spun around and grabbed Nerguiin by the arms, smashing her against the wall of the canal and pinning her in place by her shoulders.

“What did you think you were doing?” Sokhatai hissed right in her face.

“Stealing! Like you told me to!”

“Do you know how dangerous this city is? Do you know what would have happened if I hadn’t come looking for you?”

“I was fine.”

“No, you weren’t! That man in bronze is a bounty hunter! And now he knows our faces. Eridu is a small town—I won’t be able to get us anything we need here anymore.”

As Nerguiin couldn’t think of a response, she looked away. Sokhatai let go of her shoulders and sat down on the sand. A vein pulsed on her neck, and as she rubbed at her ankle, a bump appeared on it. With a deep breath and fist trembling, she leaned her forehead against her palm.

Nerguiin sat down beside her. Winds blew through the canal, lifting sand into little vortices. They danced higher, fading into particles, only for new ones to take their place. Up above, Anu sent brown clouds swirling with the promise of a new storm about to envelop Eridu and its environs in a veil of sand.

“I’m hungry,” Nerguiin said.

“Me too.”

“Let’s go.”

“Yeah.”

________




BACK IN THE map room, Nerguiin sat against the wall as Sokhatai described each of her shortcomings to Miri. She ate gray gruel with her fingers, for once not caring about its blandness. Beside her, Zanyar watched the argument with a frown, the lyre forgotten in his lap.

As the tirade of accusations concluded, Miri remained silent for a long moment.

“The bounty hunter again,” Zanyar said. “He finally found us.”

“Yes,” Sokhatai said. “Miri, what’s your relationship with him? What did you do?”

“A mistake I have yet to mend,” Miri said.

“Does he work for the temple?”

“No.”

“Should we expect more hunters?”

“He’s alone.”

“Can we even stay here?” Sokhatai asked. “What if he finds us?”

Miri rubbed her temples. “Did he get anything from you? Blood, piece of clothing, anything? He’s a tracker, one of the best.”

Sokhatai shook her head. “Not from me. I made sure of that. And I didn’t see any hounds.”

Nerguiin checked her hands for wounds and found none. Running her hands over her robe, she shook her head until she found a spot between her legs where a few strands of flax peeked from a ripped part of her dress. She met Miri’s eyes.

“Where’s the braid?” Miri asked. “The one I gave you.”

Nerguiin brushed her neck, feeling the skin. “Shit.”

She sighed. “Start packing. We’re leaving for Ur.”

“There’s one more option,” Sokhatai said. She looked at Nerguiin, then at Miri. The dagger appeared from her sleeve. “We stop running.”

Miri grimaced. “Bad idea. He’s strong.”

“I don’t plan to fight fair. A trap, maybe poison, get him in his sleep. Whatever. Just get it done.”

“There are those one doesn’t fight, and Ninu—this warrior—is one of them.”

Wind blew through the underground hallways, making the flame in the oil lamp flicker. Nerguiin frowned at it.

“Ninu?” Sokhatai asked. “Is that his name?”

“No! I can’t tell you! I promised! Just don’t attack him. Please.”

“You promised…to whom?” She gestured with the knife. “Come on Miri, spill the rest.”

Miri groaned at the ceiling. “This is so frustrating!”

Nerguiin followed the direction of her gaze, seeing nothing. If the mere mention of the man’s name brought the wind to their presence, could it be Miri couldn’t tell them?

“Miri,” Nerguiin asked. She looked over her shoulder at a flickering flame. “Did Anu compel you to silence?”

Miri sighed. “No matter how much you ask, I won’t tell you who he is.”

“Can you tell us who he isn’t? Or can you pantomime it?”

“Let it go,” Zanyar said while absently plucking at one of the lyre’s strings. “Miri has her secrets and we have our own. We have trusted her so far, and while it hasn’t been the easiest journey, in the end, things always have worked out.”

Pursing her lips, Sokhatai returned the dagger to her sleeve and marched away.

“How are you?” Zanyar asked Nerguiin in a low voice.

She shrugged.

“This kind of things happen,” he said, taking her by the shoulder. “I’ve been in your shoes before. You’ll learn. Don’t worry about it.”

She ignored him, stood up, and headed to the pantry to fetch her backpack.

In silence, they gathered their sacks from the various chambers into a pile in the map room. Nerguiin frowned at the murals as she walked and ran her gaze over the thousands of streets engraved into the floor. In addition to the map, there were twenty-one chambers, sixteen hallways, and eight pillars, for a total of one hundred and forty-one lengthy chapters. After four months of studying, she could recite almost all the texts, and where she stumbled with the exact wording, she at least recalled the general idea. The only problem she still faced was memorizing the map.

And when it came to her own plan, she already knew where to find an edimmu, and the Book of the Dead lay right next to the Celestial Harp. But if she was to trick the Goddess of Death, her plan had to be flawless. Did she remember enough of the journal to piece together the rest on the road to Ur?

“At least Anu gave us a sandstorm,” Zanyar said as he loaded the tablets of Ascension into his backpack. “No one is going anywhere until it passes. We have a few hours.”

“Now, Nerguiin,” Miri said, stopping her by the arm, “you don’t need to prove anything to us. It was foolish to go try stealing on your own. You aren’t expected to do anything like that yet.”

It was stupid, Nerguiin thought. But she saw no need to say that aloud.

“And Sokhatai risked a lot to save you. I don’t want to lose any of you. Not when we still need to steal the rain. Not ever.”

So as not to look at Miri, Nerguiin focused on tightening a rope around the toxic yellow mingsriya box, which she put into her backpack next to the lava stones.

“And you, Sokhatai,” Miri continued, “have to understand Nerguiin doesn’t yet know these things. Mistakes are to be expected.”

“Ones that get her killed?” Sokhatai said while counting her clay vials of poisons and antidotes and arranging them in her pack.

“Especially those. Now she knows better. That’s how learning works.”

“I never made mistakes of that kind. The ones who did are dead now.”

“Yes,” Miri said, “which is why you are tasked with training Nerguiin. I don’t want her to die.”

“How about you tell her that?”

“She heard us.”

Nerguiin tied her wooden writing frame to the side of her backpack. Why did she get the scolding when the others had failed in understanding the tablets of Ascension? She didn’t berate them for that.

Sokhatai rubbed her temples. “First I was caught in Uruk, now in Eridu. Let’s not add Ur to the list as well.”

“Come now!” Miri slapped her on the back. “I’m sure something will go wrong when we steal Nanna’s blood. Soon we’ll be hiding in a cave in Zagros Mountains like the vile brigands we are.”

“Life used to be simple,” Sokhatai said. “Do a job, nice and clean, get paid. No messes, no mistakes.”

“Yes…” Miri said. “Those were the days.”

“That was before I met you.”

“Ah.”

As the conversation moved away from Nerguiin, she took a deep breath and let her shoulders relax. She wouldn’t be punished after all. Memories of an old lashing burned on her back from the day the priests scoured her mouth with salt to wipe away the name she uttered in defiance. She glanced at Zanyar, but he held his attention on the lyre as he loosened the twelve strings for the journey across the desert, his long, braided beard brushing against the instrument.

“Speaking of Ur,” Miri said, “I know how to steal Nanna’s blood.”

Nerguiin paused packing her backpack.

Sokhatai pressed her eyes shut. “Oh no. Not one of Miri’s plans. Don’t—”

“Nanna has a physical body at night,” Miri said. “On those nights when he doesn’t appear in the sky, he is in deep slumber and the priests extract his blood to give a bountiful yield to those farmers who have earned his favor. The blood is mixed with water, to make it last, but that also makes it useless to us. But we have a chance to get some before it’s diluted. They store it in cups, gathering starlight on the roof of the temple. And since Nanna is asleep, we needn’t fear his retribution.”

Sokhatai frowned. Miri waited, leaning closer with her eyebrows raised.

“I’m afraid,” Sokhatai said. “Miri’s plan sounds good.”

He’s really going to be there, Nerguiin thought. A god.

“Yes.” Miri beamed with her arms at her hips. “No downsides to it at all. None.” Then, as Sokhatai stared at her, she waved her arm dismissively. “Well, fine. The nights when Nanna’s not in the sky are also when criminals are put to the spear.”

Sokhatai opened her mouth to speak.

“Perfect!” Miri said, picking up her backpack. “The storm’s probably over by now. Let’s get going.”

Nerguiin wrestled with her own bundle, wondering if she should have just ditched the writing supplies. As they gathered at the pool chamber and Sokhatai disappeared up the rain chute in the ceiling, Nerguiin leaned against the wall, scowling at the water while waiting for her turn.

Good riddance, pool, she thought. I’m never swimming again.

Zanyar climbed out and Nerguiin grabbed the rope, but paused upon seeing Miri crouched by the water. A tear fell from her eye, disrupting the mirror-sheen surface reflecting her face. Her unevenly cut braid trembled as she sobbed.

“Miri?” Nerguiin asked. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing.” She stood up and wiped her eyes. “Let’s go.”

“Are you sure?”

Miri balled her fists. “Yes. It’s time.”








CHAPTER SEVEN










Ereshkigal assured me that what I gained from my pilgrimage would stay with me, and it would be up to me to decide how to use it. As Ereshkigal doesn’t see all destinies before they happen, as Mamkhal does, I can only assume she didn’t realize I would be writing it all down.
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Nerguiin pushed against the flow of people across the streets of Ur, holding the clay tablet scratched with the sorry excuse for a map Zanyar had prepared for her. On the waters of the Great Sea up ahead, sailors speared fish and gathered nets. Trading vessels made their way to the stone port and glided to the horizon on waters glittering in the sun. By the seashore, orderly rows of canals crossed to different districts where workers with ladders harvested the fruit of the date palms growing along their banks.

Homes often rose two stories high, many adorned with tiles, many appearing to be newly built. Some had gardens. In Ur’s many plazas and markets, priestesses of Nanna in white tunics took the names and professions of all who approached, guiding them to potential places of employment.

This is what a god can do, Nerguiin thought. This is what Uruk could be had Inanna and Anu not abandoned us.

But then she saw the palms, their fronds withered and brown. The sun scorched its relentless assault without a single cloud in the sky to soften it, and the dry wind from the east only carried the smells of waste from one street to another.

Wherever Nerguiin looked, guards in white and blue uniforms, each wearing a polished bronze helmet and carrying a spear, marched apace. When a scuffle broke out, the guards were upon the troublemakers in a heartbeat, separating the culprits and imposing fines. The wealthier families protected their belongings behind walls, whose shade sheltered a few lucky beggars who raised their hands to the new arrivals and muttered words of despair.

She paused to admire pillars etched with depictions of the moon, then continued onto a bridge crossing a canal. Leaning over the railing, she found the water level half its expected height and smelling of rot and waste. A palm frond floated under the bridge, spinning as it went.

Nanna’s blood had to be the only thing keeping Ur alive. If he chose to leave, Ur would follow Uruk’s fate: sand would fill its canals, and the city would be lost in time.

And if she didn’t find Usun soon, so would she.

Based on the map, Nerguiin was supposed to turn right when she passed a carpenter’s shop on the main boulevard exiting north from the Canal Builder’s Plaza and enter the brickmakers’ district with its kilns and oxen. There she was to meet Usun for the lapis in a tavern which was celebrated for its music.

She lowered her map and glared at the small district in question, its uniform walls of two-story residential mudbrick houses taking up the entire northern end without a single street or alley or kiln between them.

You have to go on your own today, Zanyar had told her before they separated that morning to each do their part in preparing for the Ur heist. But this will be a good exercise for you! Use what I taught you. Be diplomatic. We’ll meet back here in the cove later.

Hand resting on her pouch full of tokens, she scowled at the steady flow of new arrivals, each entering Ur in search of a better life. On her map, to the west on the hill at the other side of a canal where Zanyar had drawn an empty field, groups of construction workers hacked into the arid earth between houses and laid bricks for new homes for the few among the ever-growing number of migrants who could afford a roof and four walls.

She raised the hood of her white desert robe to shield her from the sun. Their hideout was almost two dana from the city, by a cove in the hills, and she didn’t want to return until she had the lapis. But if Ur’s population numbered at least thirty thousand, and its streets already sprawled as wide as Uruk’s, how was she supposed to find one tavern in particular? How many taverns did Ur even have? She wasn’t desperate enough to walk up to the priestesses and ask for directions.

She sat down on the railing of a bridge crossing a canal. In usual Miri fashion, Miri had withheld the reason why she didn’t join Nerguiin in meeting Usun, wiggling those eyebrows of hers while murmuring mysteries.

“Oh,” Nerguiin said to no one, mimicking Miri, “you will see. Because I’m so clever and smart and beautiful, I’m not going to tell you. Yes, it will make sense when you get there. Can you see how I’m dodging your question again?”

An old man crossing the bridge with a sack of tiles over his back stared at her. Nerguiin pointed her tongue at him, then rested her chin against her palm, sighing and looking at Utu in the sky directly above her. She had next to no food or water, but at least she had the tokens reserved for buying the lapis from the fences Usun was supposed to introduce to her.

Workers, migrants, and housewives on errands crossed the bridge in both directions. At the other side of the canal, a young girl scurried out from the door of the nearest house, carrying a basket of laundry. A bent-over old woman guided a single goat down the street, chiding to the animal as they went.

Ever-visible on the hill to the west stood the temple of Ur for the rest of the city to see. It resembled the White Temple in design, only blue and without the pyramidical ziggurat at its base. She found the idea of a ground-level temple strange, but she supposed the locals didn’t need to walk up to a high place to speak with their god. The blue-painted walled complex covered the area of perhaps a dozen houses. Guards looked down from the walls at the steady line of people waiting on their way up the hill as citizens headed to their appointments with the priests.

Since it was day and not a new moon, Nanna would be in the Underworld now. In the evening, he would return to the skies and manifest as a person within the temple on that hill. But what did he say to the priests as they met?

What would it be like to speak with a god and have him reply?

A boy dressed in only a loincloth tugged at her sleeve. Unlike the children of Eridu, he had some meat on his bones. He looked perhaps ten.

“I asked if you’re a skilled worker,” the boy said, wiping his nose. His oily black hair curled over his eyes. “I get a token for every ten workers I bring to the priests.”

“No. Go away.”

“I bet you’re a construction worker.”

“Wrong.”

He pointed at her fingers. “You have calluses. I bet you’re a bricklayer.”

“I’m about to be a murderer if you don’t leave me alone.”

“Is that skilled work?”

She ignored him and decided to map out the city herself. The temple, always visible above on its hill above the rooftops, provided the easiest landmark. Where sand and dirt slid into the sea, stone piers extended out to the fishing ships being loaded and unloaded. Further away, a row of muscled men without shirts carried crates and boxes down the pier from a larger vessel. A plump old man sat on a box, plucking a two-string lute and singing in High Tongue.

A cough came from beside her. The boy was still there. With a deep sigh, she turned to take a good look at him. He stood with hands behind his back, balancing on the balls of his feet, waiting.

“Tell me, kid,” Nerguiin said, “do you know of a big kiln near the Canal Builder’s Plaza?”

He shook his head. “No, but if you pay me, I’ll show you my uncle’s kiln.”

“It has a tavern famed for its music nearby.”

He shrugged.

“Let’s try this: where would I go if I was the best bard this side of Uruk?”

“Nanna’s temple.”

“What about the second best?”

“Nanna’s temple.”

“What about if I wanted to sing a rude song involving Nanna and a drunk goat?”

The boy brightened. “Ah! Then you would go to a place that costs you one token to find.”

She scowled at him.

“Did I say one token? I meant two.”

“Why did the price go up?”

“It goes up more if you don’t pay up soon.”

She glared.

“Did I say two? I—”

“Jerk,” Nerguiin said. “What do you even know about good music?”

“Oh,” the boy said, checking his fingernails. “I know the place where the Five Verses were first sung.”

“I have no idea what those are. If you lead me to any random tavern, I’m eating your face.”

The boy held out his hand, palm up, the other hand behind his back. Shaking her head, Nerguiin gave him a token from her purse. He looked at it, then at her.

“You get one now,” Nerguiin said. “The other joins it when I see a bard. And it better be a bloody good one.”

“Deal!” The boy bowed, then with a gesture of his hand, led her across the bridge. “My name is Lamasu. What’s yours?”

As she walked beside him, she eyed him suspiciously. She could just use a fake name, but in the White Temple there were perhaps two people who knew her birth name, and they wouldn’t be using that to find her. Not publicly, at least.

“I’m Nerguiin.”

“Weird name,” Lamasu said.

“Say that again and you can forget the tokens.”

________




LAMASU TOOK HER through the heart of Ur, never shutting up as they walked. On each street corner he stopped to spin a yarn about some musician who he once heard singing there, the greatness of the music ramping up with each story. Considering they found no musicians playing anywhere, Nerguiin began to suspect she’d been had.

And by the time the houses turned into the farmland where the bustle of the city became the singing of cicadas, she was pretty sure of it.

The wind stopped.

Nerguiin froze dead in her tracks. Lamasu jumped over the bent trunk of an old juniper and continued up a trail leading behind a patch of barbed bushes by an abandoned farm. No water flowed in the small irrigation ditch between the knee-high fields of weed, wind swaying them and the locusts on their stalks. A dome-shaped mud habitat stood with its chimney-hole collapsed into the house and the roof cracked all over. Cypress trees with thick branches of brown needles rose around the lot, hiding it from curious eyes.

The cicadas paused, a few daring ones still singing, but soon silencing. Just as she was about to turn back and abandon Lamasu to his schemes, a fellow with a veil and a brown cloak stepped out from the mud hovel. A leather pouch hung at his side, and he hefted a wool sling in one hand, a smooth pebble prepared in the cradle. She looked at the man, then at the houses of Ur not too far behind her. The cypress branches bustled as another ruffian with a wooden club stood up from their cover, strolling to stand on the path between her and the city.

I’m screwed, she thought.

The man behind her, a short and sturdy bearded fellow with his brown tunic covered in cypress needles, stepped toward her on the weed-covered dirt path. He swatted a wooden club against his palm. “What have we got?”

Lamasu walked back from behind the bushes and leaned against the hut’s wall next to the man wielding the sling. He tossed a clacking purse in his hands. Nerguiin glanced at her waist. Yes, her purse.

“A criminal,” Lamasu said. “She was asking about the bad kind of songs and showed no respect for Nanna.”

The man with the sling clicked his tongue. “Don’t you know speaking ill of the gods is a serious offense?”

“I’ve managed so far,” Nerguiin said. “But how come it’s you and not the temple guard coming after me?”

“Well, you see, the temple has its hands full with all these immigrants, so we’re doing a kind of, I don’t know, service to the city. We get rid of the troublemakers so they don’t have to.”

“Uh-huh?” Nerguiin said, opening and closing her fingers in preparation to pull the knife out of her robe’s sleeve. “Lamasu, I know a very scary person. You don’t want to get a nighttime visit from her.”

The shorter man scratched his beard. “What do you say? Mines?”

“Looks flimsy to me,” the other one said behind his veil. “Maybe better as a field slave.”

Lamasu pushed himself off the wall of the hut and waded across the weeds to Nerguiin. He grabbed her by the left hand. She glanced at him, ready to pull the knife from her right sleeve, but she didn’t think highly of her chances against two adult men.

“See here,” Lamasu said, displaying her hand to the thugs. Blisters and calluses covered them from her practice with Sokhatai. “These hands have seen some hard work. I bet we can get a good price for her.”

Her sleeve fell down and Lamasu’s fingers found the temple brand. Hissing, Nerguiin wrestled her left arm around him, pulling the small boy against her chest with one hand and flicking the dagger out with the other. She pressed the bronze blade against Lamasu’s throat, forcing his head up by the jaw. He froze with a gasp, shoulders stiff.

“Back!” Nerguiin said. “Or the boy gets it.”

“Oh, ho, ho!” the short man said. “We have an escaped slave here. We’ll get paid if we return her.”

The veiled man narrowed his eyes. “Did you see that brand? She’s temple property.”

Shit.

“The temple doesn’t have slaves, you dimwit.”

“But that’s the brand they showed us when they came looking for the Seeress of Uruk.”

She thought of backing out of the farm with Lamasu held in front of her, but perhaps they didn’t care for the boy’s safety. She looked at the path behind her, blocked by the smaller thug, then at the bone-dry farms and empty huts surrounding the lot.

The short man glanced at his friend, mouth open. “That’s her?”

“If so, we’re going to be rich.”

She kicked Lamasu in the back and sent him falling onto his stomach, then vaulted over the thorny bushes into the weed-covered farmland.

A little snap of a sling sounded and pain shot up her leg. Gasping, she toppled face-first into the bushes, and as she scrambled back up, her leg flared with pain. A pair of hands grabbed her by her hair and robe, and another pair took her by legs. She flailed with her dagger, but the short man grabbed her by the wrist and pried the blade from her fingers while the veiled man tried forcing something into her mouth. Throwing her head left and right, she pressed her lips shut as the man’s fingers pried at her jaw.

“Help!” she shouted.

The man’s finger managed to get her mouth open, and a sweet and sour liquid touched her tongue. She tried to cough, but the man held her mouth and nose shut until she was forced to swallow, filling her head with a flowery fragrance and making her eyes swim with dots. One of thugs slid a sack over her head, and all strength abandoned her arms and legs as her eyes drooped shut.

________




SHE WAS LYING on wooden planks in a cage, staring directly at the beak of a white chicken that pecked at something on the boards in front of her. Then her vision faded into blackness, and she floated in a state of confusion and pain.

The priests must have put me in the maze again, she thought. What did I do this time?

She waited for the punishment to be over. If she closed her eyes, she could imagine the room around her was lit, and only her eyelids created the darkness. If she imagined her body not to exist, the pain from the lashings would go away. In her own mind, no one could rule her—she could be whatever she wanted. Outside, in the pain of the real world, the drought could go on and the oceans could fill with sand for all she cared; she wanted no part in it.

Light filled the chamber, bright enough to shine through her eyelids. That would be someone coming to feed her. Or maybe it was finally time for her to be let out back to the White Temple. She opened her eyes and found herself staring directly into Utu, his radiance shining over a mountainous landscape. Nerguiin floated high among the clouds, looking down upon the world as the wind.

Oh, she thought, so this is what Anu sees.

The mountains passed her, and the wind carried her across a green steppe racing all the way to the horizon. And as the sea of grass continued, a glimmer of something brilliant rose below Utu. She squinted, trying to see it, and as she glided further and further, walls of gold grew up from the landscape. The walls surrounded a city of tall spires and palaces, each reflecting sunlight like freshly polished jewelry. The city expanded so far it faded into the distance, rings inside rings.

The wind ceased, slowing her to a stop. She lay on a hard floor, staring both at a chicken and the golden walls in the distance. Then the city faded, and only the chicken remained, along with its incessant clucking. A rooster crowed. Someone flapped their wings.

Like a dying dream, the walls faded and the pain of reality returned. Light trickled in from a few cracks in the planks of the ceiling, and cage bars swam into focus in front of her.

She struggled to sit up, but her arms were bound behind her back and her legs tied together. A bitter taste filled her mouth, and the back of her head ached. Cages like her own filled the room, most filled with more chickens. A narrow walking space led up to a short staircase with a closed door.

Rolling and squirming, she pulled at the bonds, but the rope cut painfully into her wrists and ankles, and grew no looser no matter how she wrenched and twisted.

What now? she thought, searching the cages. All she saw were shelves of nesting chickens and piles of hay and grain. She crawled like a worm until she lay on her back, her legs lifted high, and kicked at the cage’s wooden bars. A dozen chickens spooked to flight, flapping their wings and sending feathers flying around the coop. The latch and a knot of cord holding the cage door shut refused to budge a finger’s width.

The door at the top of the staircase creaked open and sunlight poured inside. She squinted at the silhouette between her and the bright light.

“Cease your banging!” the voice said. “You’re getting out in a moment.”

“I demand the bindings be removed!” Nerguiin shouted.

“Oh, we will,” the voice said. “Someone’s here for you.”

She tensed. “Someone?”

Her eyes adjusted to the light. The man at the top was the skinny bandit with the black veil. Behind him, a head taller than the thug, stood a menacing man, a braided black beard reaching to his chest, and his muscled body dressed in the white and blue uniform of a temple guard, complete with a bronze helmet and a spear.

Usun, she thought, a flicker of hope growing in her chest. The merchant’s bodyguard.

Bowing his head, he stepped onto the wooden staircase that complained under his weight. He descended the stairs cautiously, coming at a slouch to keep from banging his head in the tight coop.

“So?” the bandit asked. “Is that her?”

“An inspection is required,” Usun said.

“Sure. Go ahead, take all the time you want.”

“Leave us, brigand.”

The man hesitated at the top of the stairs, but the command in Usun’s voice left little place for debate. The door creaked shut, leaving only Usun standing outside the cage with his arms crossed.

“Just so you know,” Usun spoke in his strange accent, “dealing with the filth of mankind is not a task I engage in lightly.”

Nerguiin tried sitting up, but only ended up flopping back down. She craned her body up in a way that made her neck ache. “How did you find me?”

“I wondered why no one came to meet me at the agreed place. Soon after, I met one of these brigands telling me they held the Seeress of Uruk, and I pieced the rest together.”

“Truly? That is most…” she looked at his temple uniform, imagining the likelihood of the thugs meeting Usun and not someone else. “Let me out.”

He ripped at the latch, pulling the entire front section of the cage along with it and tossing it away. The chickens flapped and squawked, some flying free of the cage. The spear darted, so fast she could barely see it moving, and her hands broke free, followed by her legs. She looked into Usun’s fierce eyes, and something about them made her stomach squirm.

“Oi!” a voice came from behind the door. “Are you good down there?”

Usun turned to face the door at the top of the stairs. “Wait here until the voices silence.”

With slow, heavy steps, he took the stairs and pulled the door open, spear ready. A shout from outside, cut short. A gurgle. A crash. Two heavy thuds.

Breathing rapidly, she rushed up the steps into a small domed room with a table and two chairs, all knocked over. An entrance hole in the wall opened onto the farm outside. Among the broken clay bowls and mugs littering the floor lay the two brigands bleeding from holes punctured through their throats. The other one still had his club tied to his belt. Usun wiped his spear’s tip on a dead man’s tunic.

A tremor shook her. She had seen corpses before, but these men were still warm. Their eyes were open, surprised, as though they couldn’t understand how they could have died so easily.

“Now,” Usun said, resting the heel of his spear against the floor, “on to business. I understand you are in need of lapis lazuli, to bring rain. I have agreed to aid you with this, and while I could not secure the stones, I possess the knowledge you require.”

Nerguiin stared at the bodies. “I…Yes. We do.”

“The Moon God prepares for a ceremony. He has amassed vast amounts of lapis in his temple. The stones are held in the vault numbered 106.”

“106,” Nerguiin repeated.

“I do not hold the authority to retrieve them, but I suppose you do not respect such barriers.”

She looked away from the bodies to Usun. He inspected her, his eyes as implacable as those of a stone warrior carved on a palace wall. She shivered. Something about his words troubled her, but her thoughts ran with the speed of tar creeping down a pole.

“You are unwell,” Usun said. “It is better if I escort you to your friends. Where are they?”

“I…” She opened her mouth a few times and closed it again. “I got lost.” Why had she said that?

“On my conscience, I may not leave you unaided. What will you do next?”

Her thoughts came as though a veil clouded them. Her arms felt numb, and she couldn’t quite manage the words.

“If you so wish,” Usun said, “you could wait in the temple.”

Her eyes opened wide. “No! Not there! I will find my own way.”

“Is that wise?”

She walked past him into sunlight on the same farm where they had captured her. Looking up at the blue sky, she raised a hand to her chest and took a shaking breath. Usun’s heavy footsteps followed her.

“I will be fine,” Nerguiin said, realizing she had been speaking in High Tongue all this time. The sand was hot under her bare feet. When had she lost her sandals? She switched to Common Tongue. “Thanks for the help. We’ll make up for it, somehow.”

Usun studied the city walls beyond the cypress trees. “It would be better if you let me escort you. Who knows what other fiends might prey on your kind?”

Her mouth opened a crack as the pieces of the mystery connected. While Usun surveyed the cypress trees, she stared at his muscled arms, then at the braided beard. His accent was like that of someone unaccustomed to the Common Tongue forcing their tongue to wear a robe too small for it. But his accent wasn’t what bothered her now, nor his casual dealing of death.

When exactly had they revealed to Usun that they planned to bring back the rain?

Did he get anything from you? Miri had asked her. He’s a tracker, one of the best.

She backed away a step.

Usun had found her because he was the Bronze Warrior.

She breathed fast, scooting further away. Usun turned his eyes to her.

“Thank you again,” she said. “I’ll be on my way now.”

She hurried back along the path between the cypresses, breaking into a jog as soon as she could no longer see Usun behind the branches. She ran towards the city in the distance, pebbles bruising her bare feet. A goat chewing weeds raised his head to watch her go, and a farmer wading in an irrigation canal shaded his eyes as she passed him.

The first streets of Ur appeared with their mudbrick houses, and with them came a nasty smell filling the district. In a yard nearby, an ox was impaled in a rack. Two skinny dogs sniffed at the bloodied ground below it. A group of six children chanted rhymes in the shade of a date palm, chasing each other around the tree.

The salt in the air brought her back to her senses and she found herself in the docks, overlooking the Great Sea as gulls screamed in the skies and men and women went about their jobs, made their purchases, and lived their pointless lives. And as she looked at the sun’s glow on the horizon, the knots in her mind finally unfolded. She settled onto the pier, her legs dangling over the water, musing on the two questions dancing in her mind.

First, Usun knew their plan and would be waiting for them in Nanna’s temple.

Secondly, she knew what her spirit’s final anchor was.

If the first tablet spoke of worldly desires, that couldn’t be her problem. After all, what could the mortal world offer compared to the Golden City? As for her fear of death, if she could live the Underworld forever, she didn’t care a rat’s arse what happened to her body. Her problem couldn’t be an unwillingness to change what she found safe, as she didn’t feel safe anywhere. Besides, what about her did she not want to change?




But to be a spirit, to be mortal, these two cannot coexist. Only the spirit can move on; go boldly, and do not look back.




This world was a cesspool of drought and suffering. Who in their right mind would want to live here when the future only promised more suffering? She had no desire to be part of the mortal world and cared goat’s shit about what happened to it.

She let her eyes defocus, the restless motion of people and birds fading into a blur. She returned her mind to the cage, to the sense of defeat, and then deeper into the absolute nothingness of unconsciousness. Sitting there on the pier, she was nothing; Ur would burn in Uruk’s wake, and in time only sand would remain. She would be buried with the city and none would remember she ever had existed.

And on the waters of the Great Sea, looking like a mirage, golden walls rose into existence. They poked up from the horizon, gleaming in sunlight. Every fiber of her being wanted to run down the pier, steal a boat, and row her way to the golden walls. But if she tried, the walls would only glide further and further away until she was lost at sea. She stared into their glow, wondering how the others around her couldn’t see such brilliance.

Now she knew how her spirit would weigh heavier than her body.

Her shoulders slouched. If she told the others about Usun, they wouldn’t go on the Ur heist and she wouldn’t get the last ingredients. Without those she wouldn’t be able to ascend or get her lost years back. She would be trapped here, dying with the rest of the mortal world. True, Usun might catch them in Nanna’s temple and slay Miri with his spear. But he might not, and if she played this right, Nerguiin herself could enter the Golden City and become immortal.

The golden shimmer faded and sank beneath the horizon.

Wind in her hair, she stared down at her reflection. Could she accept such a wager?








CHAPTER EIGHT










Of all the udugs in the Underworld, the ones most frequently seen in the mortal world are the edimmu. They are lured into existence by unburied corpses, which also act as the source of their power. They are completely malign, take pleasure in consuming the lives of mortals, and as ghosts are impervious to touch. They appear like mirages with two glowing eyes, and while mostly translucent, they do have an incorporeal body that resembles a human.

When facing an edimmu, burying the corpses that give them power will strip of them their form, and ultimately slay them. The right kind of magic may also be of use. If neither is an option, know that only a ghost can harm a ghost.




The Wanderer’s Journal, Pool Chamber, 3rd Bestiary




Nerguiin followed one of the main stone roads through the outskirts of Ur, then took several rural paths between farms, most lined by shrubs and low-standing walls that marked the borders of each lot. Goats up on rocky hillsides observed her as she followed dirt passages deeper into the countryside. The sudden gusts made her raise her veil and slouch against the wind.

She pushed through a dense cluster of green cedars, lifting the low branches and letting them swat back after her. Smoke from a campfire joined the citrus smell of cedar, and at the other side of the trees she stepped into a tiny clearing, something like a spherical dent in a hill by a lake and a pier, the sand peppered with conifer needles. It was impossible to see from anywhere except the lake.

A small boat lay at the wooden pier, and crates and urns surrounded the sandy clearing, joined by sacks and backpacks. The lights from Ur glowed in the distance, barely visible behind the thick cover of cedars. Nanna’s light shone on the black waters, his narrow crescent directly above them. The boat lopped against the pier and foaming wavelets dashed to the shore and back without a worry in the world.

Zanyar and Sokhatai looked up from a map they had drawn in the sand with a stick.

“Oh?” Miri asked from her bedroll, lowering her tablet of Ascension onto the sand beside the campfire. “You’re back!”

Nerguiin headed toward Miri and collapsed onto a box beside her. She took a breath and wiped snot from her nose. Then she took another breath, gazing into the campfire as wind made the flames reach to the side, sending sparks like fireflies questing into the trees. The flames calmed her, drinking some of her fears and leaving warmth in their place.

“How were your adventures in Ur?” Miri asked as Sokhatai and Zanyar settled onto the dry sand next to her.

“Eventful,” Nerguiin said. “I was kidnapped, and uh…”

“Kidnapped?” Sokhatai asked. “Are you all right?”

The words twisted in her gut and begged to escape. She wanted to tell Miri about Usun, about her fears, but closed her mouth without managing it. Miri sat straighter, meeting her eyes, a gust of wind making her one good braid sway. As they looked at each other, the guilt grew. If she didn’t tell her, the Bronze Warrior might kill her.

“Nerguiin,” Miri said, taking her hand in both of hers. “Is there something you want to tell me?”

“Usun didn’t get the lapis,” Nerguiin said. “But he told me where it’s stored in the temple.”

Miri smiled. Nerguiin pulled away from her gaze.

“Is something wrong?” Zanyar asked in a soft voice.

“No,” Nerguiin lied. “Just been a long day.”

“Temple, huh?” Sokhatai asked. “That means we have to get the lapis when we get the blood. This will be more dangerous than I’d like.”

A rare kind of seriousness took Miri’s face. “You may still back out if you so wish, but understand that once we enter that temple, we’ll step on the toes of gods. I’ll go regardless. This drought must end.”

Clouds offered a false promise of rain. Anu blew through the camp, bending the trees, filling the evening with a susurrus of needles and leaves. Nerguiin stared into the bursts of sparks from the campfire. She ground her teeth and balled her fists. Waves leaped onto the pier, showering drops of water all over them and making the campfire hiss. Outside their small island of light, a few stars shone between the spreading clouds.

Nerguiin watched the fire reflected in Miri’s eyes. She could no longer bear the suspicion that had been growing inside her all these months.

“Miri,” she said. “Let’s talk.”

Miri poked at the fire with a stick. Little sparks danced higher in the air. “What do you want to talk about?”

“Chamber two, north wall, first line.”

She tapped her lip for a moment. “That’s the part describing the days of celebration in the Golden City. They start with the harvest, then the canal builder’s day of remembrance, then—

“Stop,” Nerguiin said. “Sokhatai, continue the text.”

Sokhatai shook her head. “I have no idea what that wall says.”

“Zanyar?” Nerguiin asked.

He shrugged.

“Miri, chamber five, third pillar.”

“Hmm, that’s about the weather patterns. It may be useful if we need to do any rituals involving rain or something like that.”

“Precisely. You remember the whole journal. You remember the tablets of Ascension too. Not only that—you understand them better than I do.”

Sokhatai and Zanyar both looked up with interest. 

“So,” Nerguiin said, swallowing. Her heart raced and her eyes bulged wide. “You wouldn’t be the Wanderer yourself, would you?”

With a smack of her thigh, Miri burst out laughing. “I wish! She was a much better person than I’ll ever be.”

“But you’re not just a common thief, are you?”

“So many questions!”

“And so few answers.”

Miri wiggled her eyebrows at her.

“So who are you, then?” Nerguiin asked, tossing her arms. “Why are we even here? Why haven’t you already ascended, stolen the harp, and returned the rain yourself?”

Zanyar yawned. “She’s right, Miri. Why aren’t you taking the Stairs of Zagros right now? Every day we wait, the drought gets worse. I thought the tablets would just give us the steps to ascension and we could do it whenever we wanted, but as things stand, I doubt we’ll be ready in time.”

The waves retreated, then splashed against the pier with new ferocity. The flames fluttered.

Miri sighed. “I won’t do it because I can’t pull it off on my own. I need you to help me. And the Stairs of Zagros have their own perils. If we do them too early, without the required wisdom, we might never make it to the Underworld.”

“What dangers?” Zanyar asked.

“Between the two worlds, in the Primeval Sea, there sleeps an old power. It should not be disturbed.”

“Could you be a bit more specific?” Sokhatai asked. “Did Ereshkigal post a guardian there? Does the Wanderer’s Journal speak of it?”

They all watched Miri. She chewed her lip in frustration. 

“Fine,” Miri said, frowning at the lake. “If we take too long cross the Primeval Sea, we’ll awaken Ti’Amtum, who still writhes in those waters.”

Anu howled and gusted in rage. Nerguiin jumped. Cedar needles rained down on them and the fire flared with a violent crackle.

“Ti’Amtum?” Sokhatai asked, looking around with her hand resting on the hilt of her dagger.

“The Mother of Chaos,” Nerguiin recited the Seeker tenets. On the pier, the waves toppled a loose urn on its side, causing it to rock back and forth. “When the world was nothing but water, the gods fought Ti’Amtum and drove back the ocean. But Ti’Amtum was not defeated; she formed a pact with the gods and split herself into two halves: one of order, one of rage. The wrathful part remained in the waters of the old world, which can only refer to the Primeval Sea.” She paused, looking at the storming lake. “They say there was a time she but glanced at the people of Meluhha. And there’s no Meluhha anymore, is there?”

“So what can she do?” Sokhatai asked. “Does she create storms? We need to understand everything about her.”

Nerguiin shook her head. “Not much is written. I think there was a mention that she can see all destinies before they happen.”

“And what does she look like? Is she a fish or something?”

She thought for a moment. “I think she’s a giant lobster.”

“Doesn’t sound too bad.”

“Have you ever even seen a lobster?” Nerguiin scissored her index and middle fingers together. “They have those huge pincers and—”

“We need more time,” Miri interrupted them. She brushed cedar needless off her hair. “But if you all agree, we can take the stairs as soon as we have the ingredients for the amulets. It will be dangerous, though. Some of us might die during the crossing. Are you willing to accept that?”

They shared a look. Tapping her nose, Nerguiin stood up and paced back and forth between the crates. She was ready, but the others weren’t. Should she let go of her plan to remain in the Underworld? Or could she get what she wanted on her own?

“Can we do it?” Sokhatai asked. “If it’s just suicide, then no.”

“She is a being of chaos,” Miri said, “and her moods are unpredictable. But when the celestial bodies align and the cosmic seasons change, her slumber becomes deeper. We are in a peaceful moment for a few months more. As long as we don’t vacillate during our crossing, we should make it over before she awakens.”

“Cosmic seasons?” Sokhatai asked. “Are you saying the stars have power over Ti’Amtum?”

“Perhaps,” Miri mused. “Or is it she who controls the stars?”

Nerguiin turned, finding no sign of jest on Miri’s face.

Zanyar rubbed his braided beard. “The sooner this drought comes to an end, the better. And if I must risk my own life for it, so be it. That would be a deed worthy of the fables.”

The waves hit the pier. Drops fell on the fire, and the fire flickered and shrunk. Nerguiin frowned at the hesitating flames, trying to make up her mind. As long as she could ascend, Ti’Amtum would not be a danger to her, and the Bronze Warrior only wanted Miri who would have good friends protecting her. And if Miri was right, Nanna would be in a deep sleep when they planned to steal his blood. All Nerguiin’s plans relied on reaching the Golden City as an Ascended and changing her being.

After all, only a ghost could wield a finger of an edimmu.

“I’ve seen the golden walls,” Nerguiin said.

Miri opened her eyes, looking at the campfire.

“Really?” Sokhatai asked. “When?”

“Today. I thought it merely a dream, but then I started seeing them on the horizon when awake as well. I think I can ascend, if I were to take the Stairs of Zagros now.”

“That changes everything,” Sokhatai said. “I wasn’t sure if it could be done, but if you’re there now, maybe the rest of us can catch up.”

“Nerguiin,” Miri said. “There is something I have to show you.”

“Me?” Nerguiin asked. “Not the others?”

She shook her head. “You alone.”

Miri took her by the hand and guided her to a path following the shore.

________




MIRI PULLED NERGUIIN along onto a perilous slippery ledge heading out from the cove. It was barely wide enough for one foot, and they could only move by pressing their backs to the wall and scooting sideways like crabs. Nerguiin’s feet slipped on the wet stone, threatening to send her into the lake below. Nanna shone as a tiny crescent in the sky. Waves crashed against the cliff, each one feeling like a punch.

“Here we are!” Miri shouted over the booming waters.

Nerguiin made her way out from the narrow ledge into another indentation in the cliffside and came to stand on a large smooth slab. As the lake crashed against the slab, the stone acted as a natural breakwater and formed a pool at the other side where the waters sat so still they reflected the stars. Tall walls rose up from all sides, making the pond look like a giant had once needed a bathtub and decided to carve one out of solid stone.

Little flat rocks poked up from beneath the surface like stepping stones, following the breakwater and crossing the pool. As waves leaped at the slab, drops vaulted over and rained down onto the pond, creating tiny ripples.

Miri hopped down to the wet sand on the shore of the pool, looking up at her. “Come! Today we dance.”

Nerguiin jumped down next to her, landing with her hands softening the impact. She slapped the wet sand off her palms. “To what? Do you want to fetch Zanyar here? Or should Sokhatai sing for us?”

“To the sound of rain. The rain dance!”

Nerguiin considered the pond with a coldness twisting in her stomach and a tingle in her neck. The waves rammed against the cliff in an incessant booming, always sending a splash vaulting over in a shower that rained down all over the stepping stones. In the pond, tiny waves climbed up the shore, tickling her toes before withdrawing.

“That’s hardly rain,” Nerguiin said. “If you want rain, we’re going to have to do the heist first.”

Miri leaped onto one of the slippery stones. She balanced on the ball of her right foot, spinning two times. Water droplets showered all over her, painting her tunic dark. She jumped onto another stone, her one remaining braid bouncing as she went.

She turned to Nerguiin, pure bliss on her face. “Come!”

“No thanks. I’m already entirely too close to a body of water.”

“That’s the point. It’s the waterfall dance!”

Nerguiin tried not to smile, but her lips moved out of their own volition. “I thought it was the rain dance.”

Miri jumped onto another stone, spinning so that her braid went flying in wide circles, touching the breakwater and sending drops racing across the air. She hopped all the way to the other end of the pool until the darkness of the night showed only her shadow jumping back and forth. Each turn of her body, painted against the motions of water, held a wild kind of energy to it.

Nerguiin considered the water. She wasn’t sure how deep the pool was, and if she slipped, she might have to swim. But as she watched Miri spin, a part of her longed to be a part of that joy. She took a deep breath and hopped onto the first stone, almost slipping on the slimy surface. She went on from one stone to another, looking down at the black water below, hopping to the base of the slab where water sprinkled all over her in a cold spray. By the time she reached Miri at the far end of the pool, she was shivering, drenched, and giddy all over.

“Now!” Miri declared, arms wide, standing tall on one foot. “Spin!”

Nerguiin followed her example, doing an awkward spin. The slime on the stone allowed her to move with ease, although she had to flail her arms to keep her balance. She did a single turn, then another, slow and stiff.

“One stone, two turns!” Miri shouted. She made a daring jump over two stones and landed in a crouch, turning her motion into a spin.

They went back and forth on the stones, and with each jump, the spins came easier. Soon Nerguiin laughed with Miri, chasing after her on the slippery stones, spinning herself dizzy, her fear of the black water seeming downright silly. Her wet clothes clung to her skin, and her hair hung over her face in a tangled mess.

“Hear the water!” Miri shouted. “Spin to its song!”

As Nerguiin made another jump and spun with the cold drops raining on her face, she heard something mixed with the booming sea, like a strange sort of raw tune. Miri’s laughter joined it, accompanied by the slapping of bare feet on wet rocks. Nerguiin spun, full of glee and energy, dancing to the life-giving melody of water. She jumped after Miri onto another stone, but this time Miri didn’t make room for her. Feet slipping, she flailed her arms. Before she could fall, Miri’s arms wrapped around her waist, holding tight, face close to hers.

“You lost the braid necklace,” Miri said, brushing the wet hair from her face.

“Yeah,” Nerguiin said, inspecting her remaining braid. “Are you going to cut that as well?”

She shook her head. “I’m going to need the last one. But there’s something else I want to tell you. I know you’ve been searching the journal. I think I know what you’re after.” She smiled. “It’s eternal life, is it not?”

Nerguiin blushed. “What of it?”

“You’re a fighter. But why do you fight?”

Nerguiin breathed hard, holding onto Miri, trying not to fall. “Because the gods don’t play fair.”

Miri cocked her head to the side, smiling, water trickling down her cheeks. “The Underworld gets us, maybe tomorrow, maybe in fifty years, but in the end we all lose. There’s no way around that.”

A tightness filled Nerguiin’s throat. “How can you say that with a smile?”

She embraced her, whispering into her ear, “Because I too am a fighter.”

She held onto Miri and told herself it was only to keep from falling into the pond.

“Nerguiin, what would you give to bring back the rain?”

“Anything,” she lied.

“Yourself?”

She hesitated, resting her head on Miri’s shoulder. “I don’t know.”

“How about me?”

She pulled back. “Miri, I…”

Miri reached a hand on her cheek. “I know you want to tell me something. I will trade you: If you untangle the knots of your heart, I will answer the question you asked me. But can you do it?”

The wind silenced. The sea, too, seemed to hold its waters back, waiting for her.

Tell her. The Bronze Warrior is waiting for you.

Shivering, she opened her mouth, trying to force the words out. What would Miri do if she told her? She needed Nanna’s blood.

She lowered her gaze, unspeaking, and the wind continued like a sigh.

“Listen to the rain,” Miri whispered. She squeezed her tighter. Her breath felt warm on Nerguiin’s neck. “Is it not the true song of life?”

“Yes,” Nerguiin whispered. “I hear it.”

Miri pulled away, hands at Nerguiin’s hips. “Then dance to life!”

And shoved her into the water.

Gasping, Nerguiin plummeted into the pond back first, then scrambled to the surface. She stood in the waist-high water, glaring at a giggling Miri on the stone. Then Miri jumped in herself with a loud splash.

“Dance!” Miri laughed, spinning in the water.

Nerguiin looked down at her drenched robe, snickering. She raised her head and spun once, then twice. They went around in circles around each other, drops of water flying everywhere. At some point, for reasons Nerguiin didn’t understand, they were both crying.








CHAPTER NINE










The first humans were molded from mud, but udugs came from fire. Yet of all the udugs I met, none displayed a true affinity for fire. Ereshkigal showed me a torch and asked me to touch it. As expected, the flame burned my finger. But then she said I was lucky, for once there existed a more primal fire, burning with a raw kind of strength. Had I touched that, nothing of me would remain.

That fire is the origin of udugs.
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Two nights later, when Nanna slept, Nerguiin waited in line to rob a god. On the temple walls, torches in sconces burned with blue flames, and at the open stone gates, a priest and a priestess in white spoke with the visitors. As soon as someone walked out of the gates, often holding a tablet in hand, another entered after a summoning gesture from the priests. Stars filled the sky, and the farms and canals east from the city disappeared into a darkness only broken by the few torches burning in the countryside. Below the temple hill, the streets of Ur had become rivers of light.

As the line moved and the gates came closer, Nerguiin ensured that the sleeve on her left arm fully covered her brand, and just to be sure, adjusted the bandage there. She commanded herself not to swallow or mop her brow, pressing her fingers tight around the rental tablet in her right hand. The plan was good. She had good friends helping her.

Based on their research, the priestess up ahead was called Suna and the priest Nigim. They had been on gate duty on the two previous nights as well. On the wall above the gate, three guards leaned against their spears. Nerguiin didn’t know their names, but they would be rolling dice and playing the royal game, same as every night.

After a small sign from the priestess, the couple before Nerguiin stepped into the gatehouse, and as the cover of their backs left her exposed to the eyes of the temple staff, her panicked breathing returned, and she eyed the gate ahead like the maw of a monster.

“Welcome,” the priestess Suna said. “May your marriage bear many healthy children.”

“Thank you,” the woman said. Together, the couple carried a reed basket filled with bread and fruit. They wore white garbs, and a red scarf bound them together at the waist. “We are here to deliver libations to my father.”

The priestess nodded. “Walk through the gate and turn left to the main altar chamber. One of my sisters will receive you there and sing the lamentations.”

The newly married couple walked into the temple grounds, turning left at the other side of the gatehouse. While waiting, Nerguiin closed her fingers into fists, but then remembered her instructions and opened her fingers and tried to stand in a relaxed posture while feeling like someone had glued a plank onto her back.

Behind her in the line people chatted about the small things. The faint sound of music escaped from the libation chamber. Every second she feared her hidden tablet would slip out from her sleeve and thud onto the sand right next to her sandals, probably squishing her toes into the bargain.

A group of three elderly women limped out from the temple, craning their necks at the priests before heading back down the hill. Nerguiin waited until the priestess made a little gesture with her fingers.

“Welcome,” Suna said. “How may the gods help you tonight?”

“Hi,” Nerguiin said. She handed the rental tablet over. “I’m here about the ox we borrowed.”

The priestess read the tablet, and as her eyes glided across the symbols, Nerguiin held her breath. Based on what she had seen, the Ur rental tablets were identical to Uruk, but when making it she had to invent several numbers and then damage them just enough for them to be slightly unreadable in case the priests found any discrepancies in them.

The priestess handed the tablet back and pointed at the temple grounds. “Take this to the chamber right from the gate, behind the three palm trees.”

“Thanks,” she said, walking in as fast as she dared, her sandals clacking against the stone tiles in the open space under the gatehouse.

As she emerged, her mouth fell open at the majesty of the temple of Ur. A repeating grid of blue and white tiles made up the courtyard, not a single brick showing any age or wear. A young priestess swept the already clean yard. The largest of the buildings, the temple proper, filled the left half of the compound. An elevated staircase led to a pair of lion statues dutifully watching over those passing into the libation chamber. The doors were wide open, and even from the courtyard Nerguiin had a clear view of the pristine altar of white stone at the far end of the interior. Music from flutes and a lyre echoed in the sconce-lit chamber, and the priestess inside delivered the lamentation, sounding more sincere than Nerguiin ever had. Perhaps temples, too, grew old with time, and this was one still in its youth.

Directly opposite the gatehouse, at the other side of the plaza behind rows of pillars and palms, a grand staircase led to the palace where the Moon God would be snoring in his slumber. The two-level structure, the only one painted fully in blue, followed the entire length of the back wall of the compound until coming to a stop near the little patch of trees and bushes by the domed cistern. In the second story window light peeked from behind red curtains.

A dozen spear-wielding guards stood at the top of the staircase, a few more on the balcony and the roof, each in full ceremonial attire complete with a cyan cloak. The captain of the temple guard at the entrance wore a bronze helmet with disks decorating its rim.

But the other bronze-wearing man wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

Get the others, she thought. Maybe he’s not here tonight.

She turned right, following the paved pathway toward the small patch of green grass where three palm trees reached their branches over a bunch of smaller houses. Even where the priests made their homes, she couldn’t spot a single scratched brick or a worn tile, and as she passed an elderly priest with a cane, resting on a bench, he looked up with a gentle smile. She lowered her gaze and hurried on.

Around the next corner she came to a small square shaded by palms and surrounded by low-standing huts. Even here at the opposite side of the yard, the singing from the main temple brought a sense of peace and calm to the priests’ homes. Light poured from the window of one, along with the familiar sound of the soft tapping of a stylus on wet clay. Holding a hand to her chest, she chewed her lip and marched in.

Clay tablets dried in racks on one side of the room and five or six others lay on a low work table. The acolyte, barely a woman, sat on a pillow on the floor, spraying water from a jug over a tablet. She pressed her stylus into the clay, incising the symbols with careful, painstaking movements, brows slightly furrowed.

As Nerguiin entered, the acolyte looked up from her work. She hid a yawn behind a loosely hanging sleeve.

“Is this the right place?” Nerguiin asked. She took out the second tablet from her sleeve. “I was told to come here about Nanna’s blood.”

The acolyte took the tablet from her. “Let’s see. Yes.”

As she read the tablet, she occasionally glanced at another one on the table, checking the text. Replicating the second tablet had been much harder considering how few received Nanna’s blood, but luckily, they didn’t think anyone stupid enough to create a forgery of a tablet involving a god, so they bore only a simple seal.

“Congratulations,” the acolyte said. “It is a privilege to be given this opportunity.”

“Thanks,” Nerguiin said. “We are anxious to put the blood to good use.”

The acolyte fetched a small bronze cup from a shelf at the back of the room. Reverently, she held it out for Nerguiin with two hands. Blue stones were embedded along its rim, and the interior shone clear enough to show a reflection of her face. Nerguiin accepted the cup with both hands.

“Go into the central building,” she said, “and show this cup to the guards. One of them will escort you inside to receive the blood when it’s diluted.” Then, as Nerguiin turned to go, she continued, speaking faster. “And don’t drink it! It won’t bring you fertility, heal you, or any of those other things you’ve heard! Just mix it into the soil.”

Nerguiin blinked. “Right.”

Before the acolyte could think of asking how she earned the privilege, Nerguiin hurried out and hoped the woman took her haste for excitement. With the cup held before her, she followed the rightmost wall of the courtyard to the shade of the palm trees. At the end of the paved pathway, she entered the domed cistern and took the rectangular tunnel heading underground. The lamps on the walls were dark, and her footsteps echoed in the empty staircase. The music from outside took on a brooding tone.

The stairs came to an end by a little brick platform overlooking a carved, algae-smelling vault of water where arching pillars supported the ceiling. Next to the stairs, two women dressed in priest’s white robes sat on clay urns. As they noticed Nerguiin, one of them stood up. The other gave her a little wave.

“Took you long enough,” Sokhatai said. “Is that it?”

Nerguiin let out a sigh of relief, passing the cup to her. “It was as you said: the acolyte had the night shift.”

Sokhatai turned the cup in her hands, frowning at it from several angles before making it vanish up her sleeve. “Get dressed. Your robe is in the urn. I want to get this job done before I end up singing lamentations again.”

Nerguiin pulled the urn’s lid open and took out the bundle of clothing inside. She changed into the priest’s attire, absently tossing the fake rental tablet into the reservoir with a plunk that echoed in the open space.

“Let’s go,” Nerguiin said as she lifted the hood of her robe up. She made sure her sleeves were down and the brand on her wrist still bandaged.

“Do you remember the plan?” Sokhatai asked.

She nodded, gaze lowered.

Sokhatai pursed her lips. “I want you to say it.”

“I remember the plan,” Nerguiin said.

She narrowed her eyes. “Get a hold on your nerves. You look like you’re heading to your own funeral. You’re supposed to be the educated priestess who has lived here her whole life. I’m relying on you to get the questions right.”

Nerguiin scowled at her. “Worry about your own part.”

Miri took Nerguiin’s hand in her own. “Don’t worry. The gods are with us tonight.”

That’s what I’m worried about, Nerguiin thought.

“After you, oh priestess,” Sokhatai said with a bow.

Nerguiin led the way back up the staircase, the haunting music growing clearer as they reached the ground level. Outside, where the smell of algae relented, she did her best to look like she belonged, and strode toward the palace staircase with her head held high. A few white-clad priests went about their errands, and visitors entered and left the gate. No one showed any signs of being up to no good.

As they took the staircase up to the palace, a couple of the spear-wielding guards glanced at them but offered no protest. The facade grew closer. The pillared balcony reached over them.

Step one, she reminded herself. Get into the vault.

When the stairs ended and they walked onto a soft red wool carpet runner leading to the palace’s main gates, the guards formed an impenetrable wall of spears and shields. The captain stood at the front, arms crossed and sword sheathed. A golden bull decorated the chest of his tunic, and white feathers hung from the disks on his helmet.

Nerguiin examined his face, making sure he hadn’t ever visited her in Uruk. She would have remembered the scar on his cheek or the shaggy beard that gave him a raw, primal look.

“Nanna’s light on you, captain,” Nerguiin said in High Tongue. As she switched the language, her old command returned to her and her words poured out strangely serene.

“And to you, priestess,” the captain replied.

“We will deliver the ritual of cleansing, and for that we have a need of the sacred offerings. Will you, captain, grant us passage?”

The captain frowned. “Would you deliver the ritual on the night of Nanna’s slumber?”

“So we would,” Nerguiin said, extending her arm to Sokhatai. “This gala laments with an impure tongue, and the rot of impurity waits for no god. Utu’s arrival would see her sing the hymns, but for as long as she remains tainted, no word may depart her lips.” Improvising, she continued, “She has uttered tales of indecent matters involving a goat.”

Sokhatai frowned at her, but Nerguiin kept her attention on the captain.

“If your need is dire,” the captain said, “I will escort you myself. On this night of Nanna’s bloodletting, we cannot have the smallest disturbance.”

Nerguiin stumbled over her words. “Uh, that is, um…a blessing indeed. Please, lead us on.”

The spearmen stepped apart, and the captain led them across the red carpet through the palace gates. The first room held rows of tables and shelves arranged at both sides, each littered with tablets, styluses, and jugs, but no one worked at them during the night. Carpets—some blue, some red—covered every part of the floor. Baskets overflowed with fruits and baked goods. A mural covered one entire wall, depicting Nanna as a pale man standing over his worshipers with a full moon of blue stones behind his head.

Yet, regardless of her anxiety, she couldn’t help feeling a bit let down. Here lived a god in the same luxury she had enjoyed in Uruk. But on the other hand, she supposed her own chambers had once been used by Inanna.

At the end of the grand hall, a staircase led both up and down. There the captain stopped with his back to the upward stairs, pointing toward the downward staircase and blocking them from entering into Nanna’s chambers above. Nerguiin headed down to the vault, trying to think of the words that would send the captain on his way.

The staircase turned dark, so she took a brass oil lamp from a hook on the wall before leading them further into the vaults below. As the stairs turned and the lamp flickered, they stepped down onto a basement hallway where the ceiling scratched against her hood and the air smelled of things buried under the earth for too long. Sokhatai walked at a slouch.

Along the hallway were entrances to smaller chambers, each with a closed wooden door with little engraved clay disks nailed onto it announcing the number of each vault. Nerguiin navigated her way further down the tight hallway, lifting the lantern at the doors and checking the numbers. All the time, the captain came behind them, his sandals slapping on the stone floor.

At the far end, where the hallway came to a stop and the staircase was no longer visible through the darkness, Nerguiin stopped by the door numbered 106.

“Here we are,” she said to the captain. “This is our vault.”

The captain crossed his arms. Nerguiin pulled the door open to a view of stacked boxes and urns. She removed the lid on the first clay jug and found a cluster of onions in a flax net. She blinked at them.

“Ah, yes,” she said, taking one sack of onions and holding it up for the captain to see. “The sacred onions. To purify foul tongues. Um, Sokhatai?”

From behind him, Sokhatai seized the captain in a choke hold, pressing her knee against his back and bending him backward. Gurgling and coughing, he reached for the sword, but Miri grabbed his hand and prevented him from unsheathing the blade. He wrestled, eyes bulging, but soon fell onto his knees and Sokhatai eased him down.

As he lay there, Miri took the net of onions from her. “These are some strange lapis stones.”

Nerguiin pointed at the door. “It says vault 106 here! Why do they even have food in the treasure vault?” She paused. “Oh. Right.”

“Here we go again,” Sokhatai said. “What now?”

“They must have moved the lapis.” Nerguiin said. “We have to check every vault until we find the right one.”

“There are over two hundred rooms here,” Miri said. “It will take too long. Sokhatai, you stay here and get the lapis, we’ll go after Nanna’s blood.”

“Is that a good idea?” Sokhatai asked.

“No, but it’s how we can get both things in one night. If we get only one, they’ll be on guard when we return for the other.”

“They are already on guard.”

Miri smiled. “Trust me.”

As they stared at each other, Sokhatai smiled back at her. “Do you have a good feeling about this?”

“Not this time.”

As Sokhatai’s smile faded, Miri grabbed the lantern from Nerguiin and passed it to Sokhatai. “Give us the cup.”

Sokhatai recovered the gleaming cup from her sleeve and offered it to Miri. She took it, but then offered it to Nerguiin. Sokhatai raised her eyebrows.

“You can do this, Nerguiin,” Miri said, taking her by the hand and guiding her fingers to the cup. “Do the switch while I distract the guards. You’ve practiced sleight of hand a thousand times.”

“Are you sure?” Sokhatai asked. “It’s better if you do it.”

“There are few things I’ve been more certain about.”

Nerguiin frowned at her, but slid the cup up her sleeve.

“Quickly now!” Miri said to Sokhatai. “We’ll meet later!”

Nodding, Sokhatai opened the vault on the opposite side of the chamber and started digging through the reed baskets. Miri pulled Nerguiin along the hallway, heading through the darkness up the steps and returning to the ground level, then further up.

On the second floor, the god Nanna slept in a golden bed.

He looked almost like any mortal, if perhaps a bit thin and strangely mundane. His skin was bone white and devoid of body hair. His scalp shone in the light of the lamps in their sconces, and only a blue veil concealed his private parts. He lay on his back with his left arm drooping down from the bed.

Four priestesses knelt by the bed and attended to the slit on his wrist. Every few seconds, as a drop of blood fell from the tips of his fingers, one of them, with careful and diligent motions, placed a cup beneath his hand to gather it with a whisper of gratitude, then held the cup against her chest while another priestess positioned another cup to extract the next drop. By the wall, a scribe accounted every drop with deft flicks of her reed stylus. Not a single drop of blood stained the bedsheets or the floor.

Excepting the golden bed, the chambers could have been Nerguiin’s own in the White Temple. A simple wooden throne waited against the wall and a dining table with a single chair sat by a red-curtained window that gave a view of the open sky over the temple grounds. Another balcony, this one extending to the opposite side of the house, reached over the canal crossing the temple hill, which also provided their alternative route of escape. Even there a guard watched the night by a lamp burning beside him.

As Nerguiin and Miri entered the bed chamber, the four priestesses kept their attention on their god. If any of them noticed someone intruding on their holy work, they didn’t show it.

“Come,” Miri whispered so low Nerguiin could barely hear it, “to the roof where the starlight joins his blood.”

Gaping at the sleeping god, Nerguiin walked to the third staircase where the stars were visible through a hole in the ceiling. Miri went first, and as Nerguiin came after her, she retrieved the empty cup from her sleeve and held it with two hands.

At each corner of the mudbrick roof, a single guard followed Miri and Nerguiin with his eyes. Sixteen rows of sixteen cups sat on the floor, each filled with a deep dark liquid that reflected the night. A lamp on a metal pole jutting out from the floor cast long shadows all over the roof. As she stood straight, the wind came in a calm northern breeze, making her hair sway.

“Quickly now, priestess,” one of the guards said. “Leave your cup and get back to the harvest.”

Nerguiin crouched by the closest cup, mesmerized by the blood filling its metal bowl. Her long sleeve hiding her hands, she lowered her empty cup beside the full one, waiting for the distraction that wasn’t happening. She turned to look over her shoulder.

Miri stood facing the staircase, her braid swaying in the wind. The four guards knelt, their heads lowered and butts of their spears pressed against the stone.

A pale god climbed the steps up to the roof, walking with a divine grace and a steady drip of blood from his left wrist. As his bare feet stepped onto the roof, the full moon blossomed in the sky, casting all of Ur in blue light.

“Welcome,” the god Nanna said to Miri in High Tongue. His voice sounded like that of a young boy, clear and melodic. “To my home and abode, great one. I have long waited for your arrival. Your visit is, in fact, long overdue.”

Nerguiin backed away, falling onto her bottom and crawling back. She bumped a full cup, which toppled and rolled on its side. Blood spilled over her fingers. She scrambled up until her back hit the waist-high railing. The Moon God Nanna turned his attention from Miri to her. The blue eyes glowed in the light, and a pleasant smile took over his face.

“Seeress of Uruk,” Nanna said in Common Tongue, “Nerguiin, the one who was not named, you too I welcome to my abode, and I do so with the full hospitality of my domain. All these years, the wind has carried your words to me.”

A god spoke to me, Nerguiin thought. A tear spilled down her cheek. A real god.

“You heard?” Nerguiin whispered.

“I listen to all your words, good and bad, and so I hear. I am pleased to finally meet you, even if the first of our meetings will be but a short one. When you arrive in the Golden City,” Nanna continued, and Nerguiin’s eyes went wide, “make pilgrimage to the center. As you stand at the crossroads of silver and wood, turn right, and I would be an ally of yours. This I promise to the wind.”

The Moon God knew their plans all along. Of course he did. He was the night sky—what were they thinking?

Nanna turned back to Miri. “Have you no words for me?”

“I have said all I had to say,” Miri said. “What are we waiting for?”

The Moon God craned his neck in a bow and made a graceful gesture with his bleeding arm. Heavy footsteps sounded from the staircase behind him. He shifted aside with the softness of the night.

The Bronze Warrior stroke up the stairs accompanied by the clanking of his armor. Wielding the black spear with its tip glistening in moonlight, he came to a stop before Miri, a towering form of muscle and metal.

“It has been a long hunt,” Usun said in High Tongue, “but I have finally found you. It is time.” He raised his spear high to the moonlight.

“Nerguiin,” Miri said. “I’m sorry.”

In a burst of motion, Miri tackled Nerguiin. The impact sent her flipping over the railing just as a spear penetrated Miri’s back and exited her chest in a burst of blood.

Nerguiin fell and splashed into frigid water. She swam up and broke the surface, gasping. Screams came from the temple high above.

Where’s Miri?

Torchlight danced on the walls as guards rushed to Nanna’s chamber. The sound of metal striking metal filled the night.

“Nerguiin?” Zanyar asked.

A shadowy figure crouched just above her, black against the moon behind him.

Water, she realized. The canal. The escape route.

“Yeah!” Nerguiin said. “Get me out!”

Zanyar reached a hand down and pulled her up. As soon as she wrestled her way up on the little street at the base of the temple, she spun to him, a dozen mina of water weighing down her clothes and sinking into the thirsty earth above the canal.

“Miri needs help!” she said, pointing at the temple. The world blurred and swam around her. “The Man in Bronze is there! And Nanna is awake!”

“What do we do?” Zanyar asked. “Where’s Sokhatai?”

“Still in there! In the vault!”

Zanyar looked up at the roof. More screams and shouts came from somewhere in the temple.

Someone fell down from the roof and splashed into the canal. Miri broke the surface, flailing feebly at the slimy walls and sunk back underwater. Zanyar dove into the canal head first, and wrapped his arms around her. Nerguiin reached her hand down and Zanyar grasped it.

As they lifted her from the water, blood flowed downstream in from Miri’s body. They lowered her onto the dirt, and while her eyes were closed and her head flopped to rest on her cut braid, at least she still breathed. A crimson blot seeped through the temple tunic.

Zanyar ripped the cloth open with both hands. Blood seeped from a gash directly above Miri’s heart where blackened veins extended out from the cut and reached up to her neck and down to her stomach.

“Poison,” Zanyar said, applying pressure with a drenched rag on the wound. “We need to get her to the cove and the antidotes.”

Miri’s eyes cracked open. “Did someone need the blood of a god?”

Her fist opened, and a little corked bottle rattled onto the street, rocking back and forth a few times before settling against her fingers.








CHAPTER TEN










Little is known of the wasteland outside the Golden City. I’m told the Underworld is the same size as the mortal world, although its terrain is different. Udugs and other monsters wander the steppes, and rampant curses and misfortunes flow with the winds.

But first it was giants who ruled the Underworld. Only after Ereshkigal’s arrival did they yield their dominion and migrate far to the east. It was during those times the golden walls were built, strong enough to ward off an army of giants.

I never saw a giant in the Golden City.
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Back in the cove outside Ur, Zanyar dabbed a wet rag on Miri’s forehead. She lay on a bedroll between crates and jugs, wheezing and rasping at regular intervals. She no longer bled, but the black veins from her wound had spread to her face and arms. Nerguiin knelt by neat rows of Sokhatai’s potions and poultices, searching through them, opening corks and smelling them, but she didn’t recognize any of the scents.

The cedar needles rustled as Sokhatai limped through the doorway wearing a black cloak, a bloody gash running across her face. She carried a small flax sack that bulged from something heavy inside. As soon as she saw Miri on the bedroll, she tossed the sack onto a box and knelt beside her. Blue lapis lazuli stones spilled out of the sack and rattled across the wood, a few rolling to the ground.

“What happened?” Sokhatai asked. She lowered her face to the wound on Miri’s chest, sniffed, and reeled back with a grimace. Miri took a rasping breath.

“The man in bronze,” Nerguiin said. “He had poison on his spear.”

Sokhatai traced one of the black veins and looked over the pouches Nerguiin had already unpacked onto the ground.

“What poison is it?” Nerguiin asked.

Sokhatai grabbed one of the sacks and emptied a pile of brown seeds into a mortar, passing it to Nerguiin. “Grind that.”

Working as fast as she could, Nerguiin ground the seeds while Sokhatai mixed a few drops of something black and foul-smelling into a bowl. As the black drops bubbled into vapor, she took the pestle from Nerguiin and whisked it around the mortar. She worked with a focused frown, her eyes returning to Miri, the pestle clanking against the clay. When the seeds were a brown mush, she poured in the bubbling black liquid and gathered the paste in her fingers, spreading it on Miri’s chest around the black wound.

“What is that poison?” Sokhatai hissed. “I’ve never seen anything like this. Is it a fungus? Snake venom?”

“But you can heal her, right?” Zanyar said. “You know all about poisons.”

Sokhatai held her eyes on Miri as she took a deep whining inhale.

“Right?” Zanyar pleaded. “Sokhatai?”

“I don’t know.”

She took a different pouch, mixing a red-capped mushroom with a citrus fruit. After adding two drops into Miri’s wound, she opened the next pouch. One by one Sokhatai went through her antidotes, but as the pouches emptied, Miri’s breaths got shallower and the rasps weaker.

Nerguiin looked at the clay bottles spread on the blanket, each with a different marking scratched on its side, then at the copper needles poking out from a pouch. Beside them in another bowl were dried weeds ground into flour. Another bowl swirled with a piercingly foul-smelling salve.

With the eighth antidote added into Miri’s wound, the rasping breaths stopped.

Sokhatai let the bowl clatter onto the dirt. Zanyar looked at her with horror on his face.

“No!” Zanyar said, lifting Miri’s head. “Miri! You can fight the poison!”

By now, the black veins had snaked around her face until they veiled her completely, making her look like fire had charred her to a crisp.

“Miri!” Zanyar cried.

Sokhatai collapsed onto her own bedroll. One of the lapis lazuli stones fell from the sack on the crate, clacking against the dirt, bouncing once, and rolling onto its flat side. A drop of blood from the gash on Sokhatai’s face fell onto the lapis stone. Sobbing, Zanyar embraced Miri’s head.

“What now?” Nerguiin asked.

The words rang unanswered. Miri wasn’t there to tell them what to do.

That’s it then, Nerguiin thought, a cold sensation spreading across her back and neck. Tears welled in her eyes. Miri was dead because she had betrayed her. Nanna was supposed to be nothing but a warm-up to robbing Ereshkigal, but what could they hope to do when they faced a god who knew their plans all along? What was a mere mortal compared to gods who played with their lives as they willed?

Miri’s face was charred unrecognizable. Had she known this was going to happen? Had the gods told her she would die in Ur? But if so, why did she do this? Miri’s laughing face returned to her, surrounded by water drops, spinning with her braid flying wildly, alive and full of bliss. Stars shone behind her in the sky where the moon already grew old and wearied.

I, too, am a fighter.

Her fingers found the corked bottle holding the blood of the Moon God Nanna.

Did Miri know she was going to die, Nerguiin thought. Not only that, did she plan for it?

All those months, as Miri avoided the questions, Nerguiin had thought her to be merely unwilling to share her secrets. But maybe she couldn’t reveal them?

Nerguiin looked at Sokhatai across Zanyar’s sobbing form. “We can still save her.”

“She’s dead,” Sokhatai snapped. “Accept it.”

“No!” Nerguiin said. “She must go to the Golden City!”

“Look at her! How’s she going to do that?"

“You don’t understand,” Nerguiin said, climbing on her feet and wiping tears from her cheeks. “Normally people enter the city at death and wait for fourteen days before Ereshkigal judges them. We’ve just forgotten that because we planned to ascend while alive.”

Sokhatai’s eyes widened.

“We can still save her! We need to perform the rite of Ascension on her body!”

“Wait,” Sokhatai said, raising a hand. “What will happen to her?”

“It will take until the next sunrise before she dies the True Death. If we do this right, she can go to the Golden City instead. Then we’ll have fourteen days to get there and bring her back.”

A smile grew on Zanyar’s face, despair transforming into hope. “And then?”

“This doesn’t bring her back to life,” Sokhatai said. “Where are you going with this? We can’t reverse death.”

“We can’t.” Nerguiin said. “But a wish spirit can. The one we planned to use for escaping the Underworld. And what are we going to wish for once we have the Celestial Harp and Miri’s spirit with us? ‘Send the four of us back to the mortal world, alive and well.’”

“But we need to get there first,” Sokhatai said. “How long does it take for us to ascend as well? Will Miri even be in the Golden City when we get there?”

Nerguiin squeezed the blood bottle in her hand and grabbed a lapis stone in the other. She showed them to the others. “We’ll have to. We’re close. I can already see the walls. We’ll leave for Zagros immediately, and on the way there, you two will spend every moment preparing.”

Zanyar looked between them, cheeks wet with tears.

“You’re right,” Sokhatai said. “This can work. But will the wish spirit grant us that wish? Bring Miri back to life, give us the harp, and send us home? That’s three wishes. We only have one.”

Nerguiin shrugged. “So we’ll steal the harp first, then wish for the four of us to be sent home. That’s one wish.”

“Nerguiin, it will take months to get to the center. She’ll be lost to True Death by then.”

“What if we skip the circles?” Nerguiin asked. “Climb over the seven gates. You could do it.”

Sokhatai frowned. “In fourteen days? With the gate guardians watching?”

“Well,” she said, pacing, “Pazuza is blind, and the forest elemental is just a bunch of twigs, and we can do something about Dioneh, and then it’s the Paradise Ring with Mamkhal, and she’ll probably just let us pass. Beyond that it’s the Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes, and that’s not even a real guardian. Then we need to—somehow—convince a god to vouch for us so Neti permits us entry to Ereshkigal’s spire.” She extended her arms wide. “Easy!”

“That’s a lot of generalizations,” Sokhatai said. “We need to plan the details. Have backups. Get prepared.”

“That’s good,” Zanyar, cradling Miri’s hand, looked up at her. “We can do this, can’t we?”

“Not yet,” Nerguiin said. “We’ll travel to the Zagros Mountains. On the way there we’ll spend every waking moment studying the tablets of Ascension. By the time we get to the Primeval Sea, at least one of us has to be ready.”

Sokhatai looked at Miri, then turned her head to Nerguiin. “And if we aren’t?“

“Then Miri will be gone for good.”

“All this time,” Zanyar said, voice shaking, “Miri looked after us. Sometimes we did the wrong things, we made stupid mistakes—well, not you, Sokhatai, but I did. She stuck by us anyway. We have to do this for her.”

Sokhatai sighed, standing up. “We’ll probably die trying this. Shit, even if we had more time, it would probably kill us. But then we’ll all be dead eventually anyway.”

“Now then!” Nerguiin said, slapping her hands together. “I need to prepare. We have a ritual to perform.”

As she started rummaging through the treasures they had stockpiled over the past months, a warm feeling filled her stomach. With the Wanderer’s Journal, they could play the same game the gods did. The Underworld held untold treasures, unspeakable power. All one had to do was go there and claim it.

And like Miri, she too was a fighter.

________




MIRI LAY ON her back on the bedroll in the cove hideout, her face veiled under a white cloth. Sokhatai scrubbed every inch of Miri’s skin with soap and water while Nerguiin stitched the ugly puncture wound in her chest, a few streaks of thick blood still escaping as she pulled the skin tight. Crimson puddles and splashes stained the bedroll. At the far side of the clearing, Zanyar paced back and forth, occasionally glancing at their work, but always shying away from the sight.

Nerguiin poked at the stitches, making sure they would hold until the ritual was done. Not a single drop of Miri’s blood could escape once they began. Satisfied, she lowered the needle into a little jar on the ground. For what had to be the twentieth time, she counted on her fingers to make sure she had remembered each and every step of the funerary ritual. Once Sokhatai was done with the washing of the body, it would all be up to her.

Sokhatai stood back, wiping blood from her hands. Nerguiin searched for any spots still tainted with the filth of mortal life, but as she expected of Sokhatai, not a single stain remained.

“Bring the webbing,” Nerguiin said, then looked up as the two didn’t move. “Quickly now!”

At a sprint, Sokhatai joined Zanyar in lifting a roll of reeds they had purchased from Ur and lowered it onto the ground beside the bedroll. The fragrance of fresh starbud escaped from the reeds.

Zanyar looked at Miri, his face white.

“We can handle this,” Sokhatai said. “You don’t need to be here,”

“I’ll manage,” he said.

“Think of her being asleep, if it helps,” Nerguiin said.

She took a deep breath, more nervous than ever before when performing the ritual. This time she actually believed in it, fully expected it to work. But if she made even one mistake, there would no longer be a Miri for them to save.

She looked at Sokhatai, then at Zanyar. “Let’s begin.”

Following Nerguiin’s instructions, they rolled Miri’s body inside the reed mat, continuing for a few turns until the many layers fully veiled her and only a small streak of her jaggedly cut hair poked out. Nerguiin rubbed a handful of date oil on the spot that covered Miri’s face. From a securely capped urn, she ladled the dangerous powder of yellow mingsriya, lava stones, and lapis lazuli swimming in oil. Moving slowly and steadily, she tilted the ladle on the reed webbing over the part that covered Miri’s lips, so a tiny amount trickled through into her mouth. With Miri securely wrapped and prepared, Nerguiin brought the tablets of Ascension to her mind.

Witness the glory of Ereshkigal’s Golden City, see its shine and luster. Enter the deep dream. Join Seer’s Lichen with the Blue Smoke of Sight, and on the day of burial, the walls will you see.

“Pour the libation,” she said.

Zanyar grabbed the jug of beer, about to tilt it over the webbing.

“Not there! Nerguiin shouted.

“But,” he said, “I thought we were going to pour it on her.”

“And waste perfectly good beer? No, in a tankard. And help yourselves to it as well. We’re celebrating Miri’s descent to the Underworld here.”

Zanyar passed her a full tankard and filled two others. The three of them sipped their warm beverages, regarding the corpse nestled in the reeds. Nerguiin finished the beer, belched, and lowered the tankard onto the ground. She closed her eyes and lifted her right palm. “Give me the Seer’s Lichen.”

A wooden tube landed in her hand. She withdrew a single strand of the dry lichen and took a good whiff of it. With her nose and lungs full of the vapor, she bit into the lichen, metallic and sour on her tongue, and chewed vigorously.

“Burn the iris petals.”

Wild colors danced at the back of her eyelids. Someone held the smoking flower under her nose, and she breathed in the sweet fragrance.

I do not exist, Nerguiin thought. I do not exist.

She returned to her life in the White Temple, to the final year before her escape. Into the numbness of her daily routine, to the days when she was more alone than ever before, to the days when Anu no longer spoke to her. In that moment she could believe in her own words. She did not exist—nothing at all mattered.

The colors changed. They grew, rising to the shape of a distant horizon. Sun burned at her closed eyes, but she met the radiance with her head held high. And there, beneath the rays of sunlight, a vague, shifting form rose: the walls of the Golden City, a mere speck on the horizon, always too far to reach.

“Miri,” Nerguiin spoke, “Witness the walls. See them. Do they not beckon you?”

Wind blew in her hair. Whether it happened in the trance or in the store room, she did not know.

“Lament to the fallen,” she commanded.

Sokhatai’s clear voice rose from soft to loud, singing a burial hymn. It sounded wrong, like a creaking wheeze, but she trusted in Sokhatai’s skills. She wouldn’t make a mistake—this had to be the lichen’s effect on hearing.

The sun flared brighter. Wincing, Nerguiin stared right into it. Wind came as a storm, pushing her further away from the golden walls. “Miri! Do not listen to Anu. You’re a fighter. The golden walls will bring you salvation. Head to them. Follow their luster! We’re coming after you!”

The song silenced, two verses from finishing. Nerguiin held her breath, listening. A strange bubbling sound came from inside her own head. The sun filled her sight, and the walls burst into white light that burned in her eyes.

“Miri! The walls! Go to the walls!”

The light grew too bright to bear. Gasping, she opened her eyes. She lay on the dirt, drenched in sweat. The clearing swayed, bubbles of colors racing across her vision. Somewhere to the side Sokhatai still sang, although the words were garbled and incomprehensible.

A horned, man-shaped udug with gray skin knelt before her, reaching out a hand. “Are you all right? Nerguiin? Can you hear me?”

She stared at the udug, then at the person singing, except it wasn’t a person at all, but one of the cedars swinging in the wind. She turned back to the udug, who was now a bipedal bull. “Zanyar?”

“Yes?” the bull roared, its eyes in flames. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Nerguiin said, staring at the bull with wide eyes. Then she was crouching upside down, the heavens now an endless pit below. She seized the bull by its leg. “Goat’s shitting piss! Don’t let me fall!”

The world tilted around a few times. The cedar tree stopped swinging. After a few tentative blinks, she turned to stare at the webbing.

“Did it work?” she asked, still clutching the leg.

“See for yourself,” the tree said.

She stood up, sparing a worried glance for the dirt, and walked forward, hugging the bull for support. She looked into the reed webbing, but only found flowers in a puddle of beer. As the flowers swirled in the beer, they formed temple script narrating her favorite story about the drunken goat.

“Uh, bull?” Nerguiin asked. “What am I supposed to be seeing?”

“The body is gone!” the bull said. “You did it!”

“Just making sure.”

She passed out.

________




SIPPING ONE OF Sokhatai’s guaranteed hangover concoctions, Nerguiin slouched on the bench as she assembled the last of the three clay amulets that would hold Nanna’s blood. Beside her, Zanyar went through their bags for the journey. Some kind of a tiny monster in her head made a desperate attempt to hammer its way out, and by now she wished her head would just crack open and let the poor creature escape. A sweet fragrance rose from the now-empty reed webbing. Miri’s body was already long gone and her spirit in the Underworld.

She tapped a chisel into the clay mixed with toxic mingsriya, powdered blue lapis lazuli, and the rest of the ingredients, forming the shape of a crescent that glowed slightly from the mingsriya’s exposure to sun that morning. Leaning safely away from the crate she used as her temporary workbench, she took a deep breath and hoped the concoction would work its magic. When the amulet was ready to be put into the fire, she took the vial containing Nanna’s blood and set it before her, the cork sealed. She checked every amulet for mistakes, making sure they wouldn’t waste the blood before everything else was perfect.

Pursing her lips, she wrestled the cork off the vial, but paused as she was about to pour the blood. The cork was cracked on one side, its color darker than she expected. Had Miri used an old cork? Why would she take such a risk? Shaking her head, she added three drops of blood to the center of the first amulet, then pressed her stylus into it, mixing the blood with wet clay and forming a crimson dot at the center. She repeated it for each amulet until the vial was empty.

“It’s done,” she said while resting the amulets to dry on the box. “If one of you topples the crate now or even looks at them the wrong way, the clay will break and there will be no ascension. So be careful.”

With one backpack tied shut with a knot, Zanyar turned to his twelve-string lyre. He ran his hand over the bone adjusting rod.

“About the song we’ll provide as a gift to the Golden City,” Zanyar said, giving a testing pluck to one of the strings, “I finally have the composition figured out. Only the words were missing, but last night when you were passed out and I looked at the empty webbing, an epiphany took me, and I now know what the song is about. Once we’re there with the denizens of the Spirit Ring as my audience, I would ask that you two join in the performance.

“Nerguiin,” he continued, “I know you said you would never again sing a lament, but I wonder if you might reconsider that.”

She sighed. “I don’t know…”

Zanyar lifted the lyre into his lap and rubbed his braided beard. “Then at least listen. This is the song I made. I call it The Lament for Miri’s Passing.”

He plucked four strings at the same time, producing a melancholic yet spirited chord. His fingers glided across the strings, moving through the first part of the tune from a hesitant shyness to an energetic radiance that recalled Miri in all her moods and colors. Nerguiin blinked away tears, and still he played and sang Miri’s tale. He sang their journey and the spirit she brought to it; of a heart as brave as lions, a mind as brilliant as stars. Melancholy and happiness danced through her song, together and in turn; the sadness behind her smile; the grief of loss and the joy of finding again. The song was Miri, who even in death, refused to die.

As his fingers slowed and stopped, and the last echoes of the notes faded in the empty clearing, even the wind hesitated to blow. A tear came down Sokhatai’s cheek. Nerguiin couldn’t speak. The lyre remained motionless, as did Zanyar, his fingers still holding the strings.

For a long moment, none of them said anything.

Finally, Nerguiin looked up. “I’ll sing it. One last lament.”








CHAPTER ELEVEN










I first thought the mortal world to rest at the center of creation, but that is unlikely to be the case. I never visited the heavens where Anu lives, and in the Golden City I heard whispers of depths still deeper than the Underworld. Few chose to speak of such places. Some outright refused to answer me. Whatever it is that the Golden City rests on, I suspect it is something no Ascended has business visiting.




The Wanderer’s Journal, Map Chamber, South Appendix




They camped in the foothills of the Zagros Mountains, five days’ journey from Ur, in the protection of a cliff that cut the arid eastern wind. Wherever she looked, Nerguiin found only dead plants and landscape cracked into tiny ravines. A single lonely date palm leaned over, its trunk blasted in half by wind and sand. The bones of some animal lay by the dirt road, long ago pecked free of its flesh.

She rubbed her legs, repeating the final rite of Ascension in her mind like a mantra. Sokhatai crouched in the center of all eighteen tablets set in a ring around her, moving from one tablet to another and turning as she read, her lips moving without sound.

Nerguiin’s stopped mid-tablet. Zanyar made scratches into the arid dirt with a stick, now and then turning back to his lyre and plucking the strings. Sweat ran down the sides of his cheeks. His eyes were wide open and his eyes burned, as with a fever.

He wasn’t going to ascend, that much was obvious. But she wondered if that would be the case for Sokhatai as well. She sat down to watch the sunset over the barren landscape. The tablets of Ascension taught a Seeker to understand the temporary nature of human life, taught them to accept it. The tablets spoke of detachment from all things mortal. If a Seeker still held an anchor to this world, they could not ascend. To pass over to the Underworld, one had to demonstrate absolute stillness of mind, the dismantling of all ties that still tethered one to mortality.

She had no home, no family. If she ever returned to Uruk, she would be imprisoned in the White Temple once again. The gods didn’t speak to her. The Wanderer’s Journal, too, spoke of the greatness of the Underworld, but had little praise for this one.

The familiar numbness returned to her, the same emptiness that filled her when the priests would lock her into her chambers until she could recite some Seeker tenet without fault. Sometimes they would deny her meals until she yielded to their will.

And as that hollowness filled her, a golden glow appeared below Utu’s last beams.

She gazed into them, now absolutely tranquil, absolutely certain of her course of actions. If she didn’t want to stay in the mortal world, it could have no hold on her. The walls approached, growing larger and larger until their length rose higher than Utu in the noon sky. The walls turned, grinding against the hard-packed earth and sending up a dust cloud, but somehow not making the faintest sound. When they came to a stop, a gargantuan golden gate loomed above her, and before its two closed faces a small boy in ragged clothing observed her.

“Strange,” Neti the Gatekeeper said. His voice, pitched high like a young boy’s, came as though he spoke directly into her ear. The way he stood tall and proud spoke of his position as the first and last guardian, the most trusted of Ereshkigal’s minions, the one granted authority over outermost and innermost gates of her city. “Are the two realms so close that any priestess can speak to me at the gates?”

“Many have died,” Nerguiin said.

“Why do you knock on the gates of the Golden City?” 

“I intend to enter.”

“But you are not dead.”

“I will return later, then.”

Utu hanging low pierced the gate, and the mortal world reappeared. The golden glow faded and emotion returned to her.

I have just been at the first gate of the Underworld, she thought. Heart pounding, she turned to Sokhatai, who still frowned at her tablets.

“Listen,” Nerguiin said. “I think we’re going to be fine.”

“How so?” Sokhatai asked absently.

“Just now, I spoke with Neti the Gatekeeper. It is as Miri said. So many have died that Ascension is easier than before.”

Sokhatai spun around. Zanyar’s fingers lifted from the strings. Laughing, Sokhatai jumped up and grabbed her by the arms. “Really?”

She grinned. “Yes. All I need to do now is take the Stairs of Zagros. Now we just need to figure out what’s holding you two back.”

“Yes,” Sokhatai said. “If we reserve five days to reaching the center of the Golden City, we have three left to understand the tablets.”

They sat in front of Nerguiin, the clay tablets arranged between them on the sand. She glanced at the tablets, shook her head, and gathered them into a sack.

“Forget these,” she said. “You aren’t Seekers. I need you two to understand detachment. That is the key. What still holds you to this life? Ascended are much like dead spirits in that they have already left their bodies behind. Once a spirit leaves the body, it has no more reason to return.” She pointed at Sokhatai. “What is it that keeps you from leaving your body behind?”

“Fear.” Sokhatai said without hesitation. “I’m afraid something will go wrong. I’ll get lost and my body will die, and my spirit will wander off on its own in some random direction.”

“And you, Zanyar?”

He shook his head. “I have no idea.”

Nerguiin paced back and forth. “Sokhatai, what do you do every time you go on a dangerous job? How do you make yourself climb some wall, take out a guard, or break into a vault? Aren’t you afraid of capture?”

“Yes…” Sokhatai said. “But that’s different. There I’m in control. I can change the outcome. With ascension, I’ll be vulnerable to whatever happens.”

She blinked. When had Sokhatai become so aware of herself? “Well, that is your anchor! That is what we’ll have to overcome.”

“How?”

What was it that made her, Nerguiin, so willing to leave everything behind? What made her so sure her spirit wouldn’t get lost on its way? Was it the fact the Wanderer had already done it once had succeeded? Or was it her own knowledge of the Seeker tenets?

Her fingers closed around the crescent clay medallion hanging around her neck. “Tell me—every time Miri came up with another of those crazy plans of hers, what made you go along with it?”

Sokhatai shook her head. “I’ve thought about that for a long time. Something about her seemed right. Every time she assured me things would work out, I knew they would.”

“Trust in Miri, then.”

Sokhatai nodded and closed her eyes. Nerguiin turned her attention to Zanyar. How was she going to get him to the Underworld as well?

He raised his eyebrows. “Do you want me to think about my lyre again?”

She frowned at the dead landscape, pacing across the tiny cracked ravines. What anchored Zanyar to this world? What was it that made him unable to understand the tenets?

“Oh,” Sokhatai said, smiling. “That’s how simple it was.” They both turned to her. Her lips curved into a smile. “I’m ready to ascend.”

She jumped up to her and hugged her. “I knew you would do it!”

“Well,” Sokhatai said, “I waited for you to manage it first so you wouldn’t feel bad.”

Nerguiin snorted. “The only reason you’re here is my excellent tutoring and bottomless spiritual wisdom.”

Zanyar remained seated on the dirt, his face solemn. “So,” he said. “What now?”

The giddy feeling in her gut faded. She had to face the truth: Zanyar just wasn’t clever enough to ascend. He didn’t get the subtext in the tablets, and no matter how hard she drilled the literal meaning and their points to him, he gained no insight about his inner self.

Her face must have told him the truth. He nodded a few times and turned to look at the sunset, shading his eyes. “So, it will be just you two making it, probably, but I have to try anyway. We can’t risk losing Miri because of me.”

“Zanyar,” Sokhatai said, “if you fail to ascend with us, you’ll end up meeting Ti’Amtum.”

He lowered the lyre into its case and tied the knots of his backpack. From another sack, he took a long coil of rope and ran his fingers across its length. “So I might. And all I need to do is sneak past her, right? That way I don’t have to ascend—I’ll sail across the waters in the flesh. Sure, I’ll reach the Underworld outside the Golden City, have to cross a wasteland full of udugs, and somehow find a way up the walls, but as you were talking about anchors and all that, I wondered: what is it that still draws me back here? If I were there in the Underworld, on a quest to save Miri and the world, what manner of power would still compel me to turn back?”

He scratched at his chin, the braided beard wiggling. “Well, you see, I want to climb my way back up from the Underworld and play the Celestial Harp for all to see. I want to stand there on the walls of White Temple and sing the greatest fable of our time. In the generations that follow, I want them to speak of the one who challenged the Goddess of Death to win back his true love, and how he single-handedly saved the world on the way there.”

Nerguiin shook her head. “If you seek glory in this world, the other one won’t be strong enough to pull you across.”

“Then I was doomed to fail from the beginning.”

“Zanyar,” Sokhatai said, “if you walk down those stairs as you are now, Ti’Amtum will kill you.”

“Could be,” he said, “but you’re forgetting one thing about me.”

Sokhatai frowned. “What?”

“I’m a fool. And this fool is in love.”

Utu fell behind the western horizon in a burst of reds and oranges. In the east, Nanna’s crescent sailed up from behind the Zagros Mountains. The wind went on its way and abandoned them in the arid wasteland.

“Besides—” Zanyar patted the lyre case, “—when you ascend, you lose your corporeal bodies and belongings, right? You won’t be able to bring the supplies. And what manner of gift will we give in the Spirit Ring if I don’t have my lyre?”

“We’ll drop you a rope down from the wall,” Nerguiin said. “We’ll come looking for you as soon as we’re inside the city.”

“Of course,” he said.

“And you can play the lyre. That’s how we’ll know where to find you.”

His face brightened. “Good idea.”

“But you’re not giving up!” Nerguiin said. “We still have at least a day until we get to the stairs, and until then I want you trying. Stop dreaming about the glory of your return as a hero.”

“I’ll try.”

They spread open their bedrolls and prepared to rest for the night. Nerguiin stared at the stars, unable to sleep. In one or two days she’d be in the Underworld. She’d have a body of her own making, and if all went according to the plan, she’d get to stay there, in a paradise, forever.

She picked up a crumb of the soil, the little piece so dried it broke into flakes with a tiny squeeze of her fingers. But if she put her own plans first, could they also return the rain? And if they didn’t, did it matter?

________




NANNA APPEARED AS the narrowest crescent in the clear night sky. Up the hill stood an old pile of stones, too organized to be natural, collapsed to the point of disrepair that made their original purpose impossible to identify. As their group approached the site, dry weed cracked under their sandals and pebbles went rolling down the hill.

While walking, Zanyar plucked his lyre, occasionally humming notes for a few passages. Every time he reached the second verse, he grumbled and restarted from the beginning.

Nerguiin, her walking stick tapping against the rocky hill, pointed the stars out for Sokhatai. “And that is the Eastern Cross. When it aligns with the Great Bull, that’s your first hint about the cosmic seasons. And see there? The bull’s horns touch the Celestial Canal. That’s when Ti’Amtum will have a peaceful period.”

“Are you sure?” Sokhatai asked.

“No. But that’s what the Seeker tenets claim.” She scratched her nose. “Who knows, maybe the cycles have changed. And Ti’Amtum is old. People get cranky when they get old.”

Sokhatai glanced to the side, then narrowed her eyes at her.

“What?” Nerguiin said.

At the base of the rubble, Sokhatai gave a testing kick to one of the stones and Zanyar restored the lyre safely back in its hardened leather case on his back, securing it in place with an additional strap. Whatever the structure was, it had once stood to a great height on top of the hill. Nerguiin took in the nearby terrain, wondering if they were at the base of an old watchtower of some kind, or perhaps a temple of Anu, considering the elevation. The closer to the sky one was, the more likely Anu was to reply, the priests claimed. Not that it had ever worked for her.

“So, how do we get in?” Nerguiin asked.

“There’s an opening,” Sokhatai said. “Hidden behind those slabs over there. Miri once took us here, but we didn’t go far in.”

The three of them got to work shifting brown mudbrick stones. The slabs were cracked and faded, but otherwise looked like they could have been taken from the ziggurat of Uruk. As Nerguiin lowered one stone, she brushed her hand across its face to wipe some of the sand away, half-expecting to see writing beneath, but the only past the stones revealed was the passage of time.

After a good hundred chunks stood in a new pile resembling a rampart, a tunnel appeared at the heart of the structure. The walls were brown and red stone, rough and natural. Excepting the few bent copper sconces hammered into walls, nothing about the passage showed signs of human construction.

They followed Sokhatai’s lead into the tunnel, walking at a crouch. The torch in Nerguiin’s hand hesitated and made shadows dance on the walls. After reaching a spot that likely lay beneath the center of the tower, the cave floor opened into a hole that headed down almost vertically, wide enough for a small house to fit inside.

Sokhatai dropped her own torch down the shaft, and they all watched it spin down and bounce from the wall with an echo, then continue on its merry way as a small spot of light until that too faded into darkness. From somewhere beneath sounded a distant hum.

“That’s deep,” Nerguiin said. “Where are the titular stairs of this place?”

“Deeper,” Zanyar said. “We have to use ropes for the first leg of the journey.”

Sokhatai crouched to search her backpack for a moment, then hammered two stakes into the rock. She tied the first rope, one with knots for support at regular intervals, to a stake and tossed it into the pit. It fell down, jerked, then swayed left and right. Then she tied a second rope for safety around her midsection and attached that to its own stake.

She stared down the chasm and picked up the knotted rope. Her knuckles turned white.

“Nerguiin,” Sokhatai said with a tremble in her voice, “that monster won’t come up to gobble me up while I descend, will it?”

“Probably not.”

They turned to her.

“What?” Nerguiin said. “I don’t know if Ti’Amtum is hungry.”

Sokhatai shook her head. “We don’t have a choice.” She lowered herself over the rim of the hole.

Nerguiin craned her head over the edge to watch as Sokhatai searched for hand- and footholds on the walls of the shaft, then pursed her lips and hammered in another spike to the wall.

“Why hammer them there?” Nerguiin asked.

“Supports in case we have to climb back up,” Sokhatai said. “I might make the climb without them, but you won’t.”

Back, Nerguiin thought. Not a chance.

Sokhatai descended lower, then lower again, now and then hammering additional supports into the wall.

“Don’t worry,” Zanyar said, squeezing Nerguiin’s hand. “She’s good at this. She’s going to make it.”

“Of course she is. And you can go next.”

His face turned white.

As the minutes continued and Sokhatai faded into the darkness below, the main rope around the stake groaned and slipped a fraction. Just in case, Nerguiin stood on it with her full weight and pressed it down more securely.

Eventually the rope stopped wiggling. They craned their necks to look into the dark pit.

“—bottom!” came a faint echoing shout.

Nerguiin rubbed her hands together. “Good! Your turn!”

Once he stood at the edge wearing hide gloves and a safety rope tied around his middle, Zanyar pressed his eyes shut and whispered a word too soft to hear. He stepped over the edge and made his way down using the knots for support. As he too disappeared below, the butterflies in Nerguiin’s stomach danced faster.

A long wait later, another shout came, and the rope tugged twice. Nerguiin retrieved and tied the safety rope before stepping to the edge of the shaft, her heavy backpack an awkward weight behind her, and considered the abyss below. Taking a deep breath, she stepped over, holding onto her own rope as tight as she could, and dropped down from the ledge. For a few swings, she clung to the rope for her life, willing herself not to look down.

A sudden gust of wind from the tunnel above her swung her farther away from the wall.

“Anu,” Nerguiin whispered. “I swear, if you make me fall now on the doorstep of victory, I’ll claw my way back up and haunt you for a thousand years.”

A deep moan from below reverberated in her chest. The shaft shook. She clung to the rope, swaying midair while pebbles rained from above, one bouncing against her shoulder.

The darkness calmed. She descended one knot’s length, and as she started moving, the next came easier. The ledge above disappeared into the darkness. Beneath her, an occasional stake led the way down to depths unknown.

A spot of light appeared and became visible as a torch in Zanyar’s hand. As she slid down, Sokhatai reached up to support her until her feet hit solid stone. Laughing hysterically, Nerguiin took a wobbling step to the side as the weight of the backpack tipped her, and she fell to her knees.

“Let’s not do that again,” Zanyar said.

The shaft ended in an expansive space before a white arch, each brick smoothed and decorated with temple script. The entrance was large enough for perhaps two dozen people to walk side by side without touching the walls. At the other side of the arch, a staircase of perfectly polished white stone headed down in a spiral, each step as long as an adult’s full height. Dizzied, Nerguiin stood up to read the inscriptions covering the entrance. She mouthed the words, feeling the few symbols she could reach with her fingers, and looked from left to right as the writing climbed from one side of the arch to another.

“Turn back, oh mortal being,” Nerguiin read, “for the realms beyond are the home of Ereshkigal, the Goddess of Death, the Mistress of Midnight. Enter wearing flesh, and eternal shall your stay be.” She turned around, uttering a laugh. “It’s here! It really is here!”

Sokhatai looked at the text. “Did you even hear what you just read?”

She walked to the arch. “Let’s go! I want to see Ti’Amtum.”

“I don’t,” Sokhatai said, following her. “The plan was to slip past unnoticed.”

They stood at the threshold of the first step, listening to the hum of air. White-faced, Zanyar stared at the stairs.

“All together?” Sokhatai asked.

“Let’s do this,” Zanyar said.

As one, they stepped through the entrance. Nerguiin gaped at the size of the massive stone arch as she stepped onto the first white step of the Stairs of Zagros.

The moment their feet touched the stone, three green flames swooshed into life over their heads. Nerguiin ducked low, arms clasped over her head and looked up, but the flame simply floated slightly above her head. She straightened up, and the flame lifted higher. She reached up, but felt no heat even as her fingers almost brushed at its outer edges. The green flames danced in languid motions like lazy strands of river weed, lighting up the way and casting everything in green light.

“Well,” Nerguiin said. “That’s useful.”

“But who’s making it?” Zanyar asked. He reached toward his own flame. Hissing, he pulled his finger back and put it in his mouth.

 “Whoever it is knows we’re coming,” Sokhatai said. “Did you say all gods can see the future?”

“No,” Nerguiin said. “The only ones with that power are Ti’Amtum at the bottom of these stairs and Mamkhal in the Paradise Ring. This could be just the stairs’ reaction to our presence.”

Nerguiin walked across the first massive step and considered the drop below to the next one, then lay down onto her stomach and eased herself down. Were she to ever return this way back to the mortal world, she would have to grab the ledges and pull herself up.

What manner of creature were these stairs built for? she thought as jumped down onto the next step.

________




THE DESCENT, OR rather, the downward climb, went on for hours. They camped on one of the steps, then continued with full stomachs, the worry growing with each defeated turn of the spiraling staircase as the deep growls and earthquakes grew more frequent. Here and there the stones showed signs of charring, and at a point an entire step was missing, requiring them to build an improvised bridge out of their ropes to navigate it. All the way down, the three green flames accompanied them like loyal hounds eager to bring the white steps and the perfectly smooth black walls into light.

Then the sea came up the steps.

They stood facing the staircase as an upward waterfall made up its mind to climb up the giant stairs, splashing and storming with a sound so loud they couldn’t hear each other without shouting. 

“Well!” Nerguiin shouted over the rush of freezing water, her legs trembling and teeth clattering. The torrent passed around her waist and continued upward behind the curve of the staircase. “Not sure, but I think we just might be getting close to the bottom!”

“How does it do that?” Zanyar shouted. He held his lyre case high above his head. His braided beard hung soggy over his chest. “Water doesn’t flow up!”

“Flames don’t appear out of thin air, either! Stop asking!”

Sokhatai, leaning slightly forward and holding an arm before her face, pushed against the rushing current and trudged to the edge of the next step. She sat down and held on, lowering her legs, but slipped as she landed, and the water lifted her back up to the previous step. Nerguiin grabbed her arm to prevent the river from taking her even higher back the way they had come.

The earth shook. Nerguiin swayed and waved her arms for balance. Then the river slowed, subsided, reversed direction, and headed downwards with a new ferocity that threatened to sweep her down with the current. She grabbed for an edge and hung on.

“I’m having some hesitations about the Stairs of Zagros!” Zanyar shouted.

“You can hesitate later!” Sokhatai shouted back. “Let’s go while the water flows the way it’s supposed to!”

Nerguiin’s eyes threatened to close from exhaustion, but she pressed onward, trembling in the ice-cold water—she only had to survive this one last obstacle. Her feet slipped, but Sokhatai grabbed her before she could fall, and Zanyar grabbed her in turn. At the edge of the next step, they all lost their purchase on the slimy stone and Nerguiin slipped from their fingers, going down with the water. She yelled as the current sent her circling down around the staircase. She spun around on her back, then came to a painful ramming stop against a wall.

No, she realized. Not a wall.

As she tried to stand up, her strength ran out and her legs lost all sensation. On the third attempt, she managed to lean against a stone column in waist-high water—part of a stone pier overlooking the Primeval Sea. Blue water stretched as far as the eye could see, curving around the horizon and following the spherical shape of the cave. Gargantuan waves stormed between jagged shoals and apparently lifeless islands. Stalactites hung from the cavern ceiling, some so high she had to crane her neck up to see them. A faint uniform blue glow lighted the cavern, perhaps from the water itself.

A raft made out of a grid of branches tied together by ropes and supported by inflated animal hides floated in the stormy waters. It bounced against the pier, trapped there with a black chain attached to a mooring cleat. Two oars were tied to each side, and an additional steering oar, secured to an oarlock, dipped into the water at the rear.

Sokhatai rammed against the pillar beside her. Zanyar trod down the stairs, holding his lyre case high above his head. A wave hammered against the pier with such strength it continued to flow up the staircase. Zanyar slipped in the stream and fell over. His entire body disappeared underwater, but his arms still reached up and held the lyre’s leather case above water. He came up sputtering and wrestled his way down with his beard dripping.

“The Primeval Sea,” Zanyar said between gasps. “To think I’d live to see it.”

“The waves are bad,” Sokhatai said. “But I can remotely see us crossing this, if the raft holds.”

“Time to put on the amulets,” Nerguiin said.

She lowered her backpack onto the stone and pulled it open by the straps. The light from the three crescent-shaped amulets resting on her spare clothing made her squint, the yellow mingsriya mixed into the clay having stored sunlight for a day. She took the first one and slipped it around her own neck by its goat-hide cord. The clay was dyed blue from the lapis powder, centered with a single crimson dot of Nanna’s blood.

As she was about to take the next amulet from her bag, something tickled in her chest. She blinked, looking down at her torso. The tickle turned into a tremor, like a rumbling inside her gut.

“Do you feel that?” Nerguiin said.

“Yeah,” Zanyar said. “What is it?”

Waves showered them as they stared at the Primeval Sea. Another moan resonated in Nerguiin’s chest, then again and again, each time about ten seconds apart.

“Let’s not find out,” Zanyar said. “Amulets?”

She passed them theirs and tugged on the straps of her backpack to tighten it shut. As she balanced its awkward burden on her shoulders, she wondered if she should just abandon the damned thing on the pier. After all, those who took the waters wouldn’t be bringing anything mortal with them. However, the waters spanned so far they curved behind the horizon, which might mean paddling for days before they crossed the halfway point and ascension became possible.

Together they stepped onto the raft’s cold, slippery branches. Zanyar grabbed the black chain holding the raft tethered to the pier, the weight making him groan as he lifted it off and let it cling to the pier. As soon as he jumped onboard, the waves pummeled them from all sides so they went spinning.

The raft was a shoddy thing with no railings for support, and each time a wave hit them, the raft bent and twisted from the buoyant animal hides below. Nerguiin eyed the foaming waves and decided to sit in the rear by the steering oar where she could latch onto it for support. The raft tilted to one side, and she crouched low and eyed the glowing blue water, perilously close.

Sokhatai stood up, feet wide, balancing as the raft swayed, and took one of the oars while Zanyar handled the other one. The raft turned left, then right, but as Sokhatai began to bark instructions and Nerguiin adjusted their steering, their heading straightened.

They were so close.

________




A WAVE COLLIDED with her and sent her stumbling. She scrambled up the slippery branches and animal hides, her face drenched and hair clinging to her neck. Sokhatai’s commands guided them between the small stone islands and reefs for what had to be the fifth hour since the pier disappeared behind the curvature of blue water.

Every ten or so seconds, the low rumble still tickled in Nerguiin’s chest. She let her head hang, counting as the tremors repeated twice more. Her vision blurred and eyes drooped. As she looked up, a wave collapsed onto her head, almost knocking her overboard.

I hate you, sea, she thought.

The sea responded with another wave against her back, sending her forehead into the oar.

“We’re slowing down,” Sokhatai said between groans as they soldiered on, not able to tell if they made any forward progress.

Above, the stalactites hung the same as before and the water curved without any sign of changing. But by now they had to be approaching the middle point around the sphere of water.

“It means—” Nerguiin shouted, “—that we must be ready to ascend. It must be the anchors of mortality slowing us down. So do everything in your power to see the golden walls, all right?”

Nerguiin allowed the torturous exercise to numb her, escaping into the parts of her mind that felt nothing at all. The aching of her arms, the coldness of the water, and the repeating tremors in her chest faded. She stared into the Primeval Sea, and little by little, the blue waters turned to gold.

The raft glided easier now, and as Sokhatai mumbled words Nerguiin couldn’t make out, the waves shrunk in size. They slipped between the islands at speed, an eerie gold light filling the cavern.

“The tremors have stopped,” Zanyar said.

Nerguiin looked around, searching the sea. He was right—some thirty seconds had passed without her feeling a new vibration.

“That’s good, right?” Sokhatai asked as she lifted the paddle from the water.

The deafening roar of the sea silenced. They stood on the raft, watching the waters calming into a mirror-sheen surface, as though they sat motionless on a sheet of gold. Somewhere a drop fell from a stalactite, its crystal-like chime ringing long and far.

“Uh,” Nerguiin said, “we might want to hurry up.”

Sokhatai turned to her.

“Row!” Nerguiin shouted, grabbing the steering oar firmer.

Zanyar and Sokhatai rowed vigorously, but as nearly as Nerguiin could tell, by looking at the nearest island, they were moving backward.

“Shit,” Nerguiin said. “It’s our mortality pulling as back. Is the water golden for you?”

“Yes,” Sokhatai said. “For a while now.”

They turned to Zanyar.

He shook his head. “It’s blue.”

Nerguiin groaned. “You need to strip yourself of your mortality! We aren’t going anywhere unless you get rid of your anchor now!”

Zanyar closed his eyes, breathing deep through his nose. The raft inched backward. Sokhatai’s fingers pressed tight around the wooden shaft as she surveyed the sea and the raft slowly spun.

A deep, reverberating moan, barely audible except as a quivering in her gut, joined the tremor and grew and grew until the whole cavern shook. The moan rose to a roar. Nerguiin screamed and slapped her hands over her ears. They huddled low, the oars forgotten. Stone rained from the ceiling and some of the jagged cave pillars toppled over, disappearing beneath the surface without the smallest wave or splash, as though the water was a solid surface that consumed all it touched.

From the serene waters, perhaps half a dana away, the Mother of Chaos surfaced.

Ti’Amtum was a sea serpent at least half of Uruk in length. Her upper body was that of an old woman with her face wrinkled from age. Her curling and twisting body touched the cave ceiling, while an unknown length of serpent body remained hidden in the depths below. The scales of her winding coils glowed with bright blue light, much like the stalactites above her. Near her arms and legs, enormous fins extended, crusted with barnacles. The two eyes at the sides of her head were a solid black, and the open mouth burned with a blinding white light.

Ti’Amtum spun around to face the raft, the motion birthing a wave that collapsed on them like a foaming wall. Picking herself up from the deck, Nerguiin met the black gaze and realized there was nothing she could ever do against this creature. This being bargained with gods and moved the stars in the night sky.

The monster opened her mouth wide, the white light in her maw growing brighter and brighter. A new wave rose and froze in time, great gobs of foams floating, motionless, in midair.

A white light flashed.

When she could see again, Nerguiin realized she was lying on her back, a deafening, shrieking whine slowly retreating from her ears. She blinked, then winced as pain shot up her arm. She glanced to the side and saw the jagged rock pinning her arm. A ghost image, like gazing upon Utu’s radiance, filled her vision as a black circle. Carefully, she rolled the rock aside and stood up.

In place of the nearest island, a steaming hole was just refilling with water. The edges of the nearby stone pillars glowed a dull red, and the sea around them boiled into vapor.

She reeled as her ears popped and the monster’s roar filled her head. She looked down for her companions. Blood flew from Sokhatai’s brow as she shook her head, and Zanyar groaned and rubbed his temples.

“Zanyar!” Nerguiin shouted over the ocean’s storm and the monster’s cry. “You need to ascend!”

Sokhatai grabbed and shook Nerguiin by the shoulders, screaming in her face. “You said this was a calm period!”

“It should be! She didn’t kill us immediately, did she? That was a warning!”

Zanyar shook his head. “The waters won’t turn golden for me! I can’t do it!”

Ti’Amtum slunk closer to them. Three standing waves rose up, joining the first one, and surrounded their raft. They grew like solid water, forming a translucent golden barrier.

“She’s going to kill us if you don’t!” Nerguiin shouted.

Zanyar looked up at Ti’Amtum. “Well. I guess there’s a simple solution to this.” He turned to Nerguiin, then to Sokhatai. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

Then he ran to the edge and dove into the waters.

The raft lurched forward and the golden waves retreated, giving them passage.

“Zanyar!” Sokhatai shouted, rushing to the edge of the water. “That thing will kill you!”

“Forget him!” Nerguiin said. “If we don’t go now, we all die!”

She spun around, opening her mouth. But then she closed it and lowered her gaze with pursed lips. The raft came to a stop and Ti’Amtum’s head turned to them, her mouth cracking open around the blinding white light.

“Let him go,” Nerguiin said, grabbing her by the arm. “If we’re to ascend, we can’t have ties to anything behind us.”

“Shit!” Sokhatai said. She sat down cross-legged, eyes closed, clawing at her head.

The raft continued to slide past the Mother of Chaos. As Nerguiin stared into the enormous black eyes, a heat filled her from inside, like a living flame trying to burn its way out of her flesh.

She retreated into her own mind. Where she was going, she couldn’t grieve for Zanyar. After the raft gained speed and floated as though sailing the fiercest rapids, Ti’Amtum let out a final lash of her serpentine body and dove back into the waters. The waves returned, equally fierce as before, but now accompanied by a fog that clouded the entire sea.

I do not exist, she thought. I do not want to exist. There’s nothing here for me.

The golden waters made mirages in the fog. A ring of priests accused her of all her wrongs, and as the wind buffeted her, she felt strangely serene. She repeated the tablets, one at a time, understanding she didn’t believe in this world. No one wanted her here. The priests, too, would have no use for her as soon as the rain returned.

Someone tugged her by the sleeve. She blinked, turning to face the disheveled boy by a tall golden gate, the waters of a moment ago replaced by tufts of arid grass.

“You’re back,” Neti the Gatekeeper said.

“So I am,” Nerguiin said. “I wish to enter the city. I have ascended, Gatekeeper.”

Neti smiled. “Two in one day? What a gift Nanna brought with him.”

With a rumble that shook the earth and sent sand drifting from the walls, the gate rattled into motion. The two halves spread apart, producing a vertical slit, and one slow inch at a time the first gate of the Underworld opened.

“Enter, Ascended,” Neti said, “and begin your pilgrimage.”

Her momentary serenity fading, Nerguiin looked at the gates. “Yes. I think I just might.”

Light absorbed her. She saw herself flying toward the gates. Then all was white and empty and calm. She floated in emptiness, rolling slowly. She no longer had a body, and for a brief moment that terrified her. She drifted on the threshold of non-existence, one tiny moment from passing on to True Death.

“Welcome,” a woman’s voice spoke. The voice calmed her. “But with whom do I have the pleasure?”

“Nerguiin is all I am.”

“So be it,” the woman said. “Welcome, Ascended, to my city. I am Ereshkigal, the Goddess of Death. I wish you luck on your pilgrimage, and I eagerly await you in my spire.”

________
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CHAPTER TWELVE










Ascended Ring: As the outermost ring, this is the longest of journeys toward the center. In all my time in this ring I saw no other Ascended—only spirits challenging me in myriad trials. I inquired as to why the largest of the rings remained empty, and Ereshkigal claimed it had been built to eventually house a much larger population. I’m not sure what she meant by this—is she expecting to one day have Ascended visit the city by the thousands?

The spiritual purpose of this ring is to prepare the Ascended for the challenges that follow. The pilgrimage is long and arduous, and the weeks the Ascended spend walking the circumference of the outer walls will provide them with many an opportunity for introspection.

Once the Ascended takes the second gate, they will know the limits of their own wisdom.




The Wanderer’s Journal, Map Chamber




Light returned to the world.

She fell down, landing in a crouch on wooden boards. The chamber was round, with wooden boxes and crates and barrels overflowing with fruit. Colorful tapestries on the walls depicted the Seeker tenets in temple script, and a window on each wall provided a view to the outside.

Stunned, she took a step toward the nearest window and almost tripped over her own feet. Small feet, she saw, looking down. On legs much shorter than they had been only moments ago. She was a ghost—as she realized this, a laugh bubbled up from inside her and escaped in a child’s high-pitched voice—an eight-year-old ghost, incapable of being touched, incapable of being harmed. Someone who would never accept the will of another. Someone who could do as she willed, go where she would, her lost years returned to her, ready to relive her childhood. 

She crossed to the window and found a sprawling vista of wonder in every direction. To the south, pink dusk skies extended to a sunset horizon over the wasteland of low-growing bushes and green hills climbing up the Underworld part of the Zagros Mountains. In the north, the Golden City sprawled on as a maze of ancient palaces and mansions. Her vantage point, one of the several Towers of Ascension, stood at the outer edge of the city, right next to the first of the seven gates of the Underworld, inside the city’s outermost golden wall. Arches crisscrossed between increasingly ornate temples, and gardens of every color hung from the rooftops with vines climbing down the walls. The streets below were paved in gold and silver, but no one walked on them.

To the north, at the end of the main boulevard, Pazuza, a giant stone gargoyle and the King of Udugs, stood on guard by the second gate of the Underworld, so tall his head reached halfway up the Tower of Ascension. On the horizon behind him, exactly three and one third dana away, Ereshkigal’s spire rose to the sky at the center of the city as a narrow black rod, barely visible from the first ring.

At first, she merely stared. Then a few twitches at the corners of her mouth gave birth to the most honest smile she had worn in years. She was finally here. She had ascended. And if anything, the Wanderer’s Journal had downplayed the city’s beauty.

Everything about her was slightly transparent, like girl-colored fog. Strangely, she wore the many-layered cyan dress that came down to her knees, her old Seeress’ attire from White Temple, and while she hadn’t planned for that to accompany her, at least the Nanna amulet still hung from her neck.

She willed herself to leave the floor and rose to a height of about two pastries, her black hair floating around her on invisible waves. Laughing, she spun in the air a couple of times, but paused as Sokhatai popped into existence, completing her own ascension by tumbling out onto the floor. Just as she had threatened, she hadn’t changed her body in the least. She even wore the same white traveler’s robe as before.

“Hi!” Nerguiin said.

“Oh,” Sokhatai said, looking around. “It worked.”

“Of course it did.”

Sokhatai’s jaw fell. For a long moment, she gaped at Nerguiin. “You are a ghost. A…girl ghost.”

“And you’re boring,” Nerguiin said, ghostly hands on her hips. “You could have become anything, and this is what you chose? You could have picked an extra pair of arms.”

“Why did you turn into a ghost?”

“Why wouldn’t I? I’m impervious to harm.”

Sokhatai stood up and reached out a hand to touch her chest. It passed right through, the contact sending something like a warm breath tingling on Nerguiin’s skin. Then she waved an arm through her face.

Nerguiin shied away. “That feels weird.”

“All right,” Sokhatai said. “I can sort of understand the ghost thing, but why a child?”

She challenged her gaze. “Because I wanted to. Any other dumb questions? If not, let’s go talk to the wish spirit.”

If the Wanderer’s journal was correct, the wish spirit would be waiting at the tower’s highest level. She strolled to the ladder that led to a trapdoor in the ceiling and grabbed the pegs.

Her hand passed right through the rungs.

“Uh,” she said. “A problem.”

Sokhatai walked through her and climbed up.

“Hey! Don’t leave me down here!”

“Do you want me to carry you?” Sokhatai said, looking down at her from the ladder. “Oh, I forgot; I can’t. Well, I guess I get the wish spirit, and you get the next treasure.” She reached the top and pushed open the trapdoor, revealing a pink-hued sky, then disappeared up to the tower’s roof.

Don’t panic, Nerguiin thought. You managed to ascend. You can do this.

When she willed it, her body floated, first to a height of a single honeyed pastry, then two, and ultimately came to a stop at three. Eyes wide, she groaned and commanded her body to rise higher, but it felt as though something tethered her to the wooden planks.

She fell back onto the floor and leaned over her knees, panting like she had just ran a quarter dana. Why did a ghost even need to breathe?

As she tried thumping her pair of small boots against the wooden planks, the shoes didn’t slip inside the material. She reached down and removed her right boot, then stood on one foot and dipped a toe into the wood. It sunk in.

Magic boots, she thought, and with a yelp sunk through the floor into the chamber below. Before she could drop all the way down, she came to a swinging stop, her left boot still anchoring itself to the floor above, hanging upside down from the ceiling like a bat. Swallowing, she wondered if she would ever stop falling if she removed both of her shoes.

She slid a hand through the ceiling to get a handhold from the shoe in the upper chamber and pulled herself up through the floor before an endless fall could take her away.

Sokhatai’s face appeared at the top of the ladder. “You won’t believe how pretty it is up here.”

“Look,” Nerguiin said as she was safely standing on solid floor again, “I need some help. You need to carry me up there. By my boots.”

“Boots.”

Nerguiin bit her lip. “Please.”

“What was that?”

“I said please!”

Sokhatai dropped down from the ladder, landing in a crouch, and considered Nerguiin’s footwear for a long moment. “So, do I just grab them and pull you up?”

“I guess.”

As she took a hold of the two boots and lifted her up, Nerguiin flipped upside down, her head resting at an awkward position between the two floors. She pulled her higher, making Nerguiin angle her head up to see her face. “That’s strange. The only weight is the shoes themselves. It’s like the rest of your body doesn’t exist at all.”

“Great. Really fascinating. Now drag me up.”

Sokhatai smiled at her.

“If you would be so kind.”

Sokhatai fought her way up the ladder with only one hand, the other holding the boots, while Nerguiin swayed through the pegs, the combination of many new and unwelcome sensations making her nauseous. On the tower’s roof, when Nerguiin was safely standing on her own feet, she smiled at the open skies. Little stone railings protected her from the fall to the streets below, and regardless of her high point of elevation, the tower couldn’t compete with some of the nearby palaces in height, or the city’s golden walls for splendor. The map room came into view. There was the Gallery of Regret, and further north the Six Basins. One by one, she named the buildings and streets as she recognized them from the Wanderer’s Journal.

“Ah, another one,” a deep voice said at the other side of the tower.

Nerguiin turned to face the wish spirit. He reached about six feet in height, his body composed of a swirling white cloud much as insubstantial as Nerguiin herself. At his outer edges, the white mists deepened to blue before fully dissipating. The cloud formed the rough shape of a human without arms or legs. Two bright eyes examined her from his upper part where she would expect his face, although, apart from the eyes, only white smoke swirled there.

“I commend you for reaching the city of the gods,” the spirit said. “You have come far and faced hardship, but through inner wisdom and—”

“Yes, yes,” Nerguiin gave the spirit a dismissive wave. “I want my wish.”

The spirit blinked.

“Are you not the wish-granting spirit?” Nerguiin asked.

“I am,” the spirit said, sounding hesitant. “But—”

Nerguiin raised a hand, silencing the spirit. “Right. Let’s get to it. What are the terms?”

The spirit squinted at her. “My name is Reshikhalen, a friend of Ereshkigal, and I have been granted the rare privilege to provide the newly ascended with aid at the beginning of their journey. One wish I shall grant, not a single one more. Should I fail to fulfill this demand, I will have failed in my duty and face great shame in the eyes of my peers.”

Nerguiin glanced down, nodding at the words. “So…If I can think of something you cannot give me, you become my servant?”

“What you say is true, Ascended One, but know that in the many millennia of my duty I have failed only once.”

“Excellent. I want to drink the best tea I’ve ever tasted.”

Behind her, Sokhatai groaned.

“Tea? Uh…” the spirit stuttered. “Are you certain, Ascended One? You could wish for—”

“Tea. Make it amazing.”

The spirit considered for a while, then closed his eyes. “Very well, Ascended One. Your wish is my command.”

A silver plate popped into existence on the roof. Three cups sat on it next to a steaming pan.

“One wish granted. I have done my—”

“Hold up,” Nerguiin said. “Let me make sure I’m satisfied with it.”

The spirit floated higher and loomed above her, the tint of its cloudy body going darker. “Do you doubt my word, Ascended One? The Golden City is famed across the cosmos for its rare cultivations of tea.”

“No, not at all. I have every reason to believe you’re going to uphold your end of the bargain.”

She reached down to touch the tea pot, and her incorporeal hand dipped inside. Clicking her tongue, she turned to scowl at the spirit. “Well well, what’s this?”

The spirit blinked a few times. He turned to the tray for a moment, then returned his white-eyed gaze back to Nerguiin, who crossed her arms and tapped her foot.

“You are a ghost,” the spirit said as though thinking aloud.

“Yes, and this tea is useless to me,” Nerguiin said, waving a hand in and out of the pot.

“But why are you a ghost?”

“Because I am. Does it matter? Are you saying you cannot fulfill my wish?”

“No!” the spirit thundered, two beady eyes growing larger. “Please…Let me try again!”

As if worked by invisible arms, the pot rose into the air and poured a stream of green liquid into a cup, which floated towards Nerguiin’s lips. Amused, she opened her mouth wide and waited as the floating cup tipped its contents into her mouth. Then she turned to examine the puddle on the ground between her legs.

“I guess the stories were exaggerated a bit,” Nerguiin said. “It looks like the word of the great wish spirit is worth nothing after all.”

Sokhatai tried to grab her by the shoulder, but her hand just passed through her. Instead, she sighed. “Nerguiin, remember you are speaking to a mighty spirit. He’ll squash you like a bug if you keep this up.” She lowered her voice. “We agreed on the paradox, not whatever this tea nonsense is.”

“It wouldn’t have worked,” Nerguiin said. “This will.”

She eyed the spirit, arms crossed and a smug smile on her face. If they could bring the spirit with them on the heist, they could delay spending the wish until they were ready to bring Miri back to life.

The spirit looked between Nerguiin and the tea set in rapid succession. Another silver tray appeared, this one sharing the same pale translucency as her ascended body.

“Ghostly tea,” the spirit stated with not a little self-satisfaction.

Nerguiin tensed.

She stared at the tea for a moment, then reached a hand toward the tea pot. This time her fingers touched it. She swallowed, then poured a cup for herself and, hand shaking, raised the cup to her lips.

The tea fell through her, splashing onto the roof. She sighed in relief.

“Wait!” the spirit shouted. A hundred steaming trays popped into existence around them. The spirit flowed between them, muttering as he tried to create a tea fit for a demanding ghost. He poured tea into a hundred ghostly little cups.

“Do you really expect me to try all of them?” Nerguiin asked.

“You will!” the spirit thundered.

The voice made her take a step back. This was a powerful spirit; perhaps Sokhatai was right and antagonizing it wasn’t the wisest course of action.

She knelt before the first tray and tried the tea. It fell through her. So did the next two. As she worked her way through the hundred trays, the spirit grew more agitated and Nerguiin’s fears subsided.

“Well,” Sokhatai said, kneeling before one of the tea sets. “It would be a shame for all this tea to go to waste.”

She sat down to enjoy the translucent tea, which apparently was corporeal enough for her to drink. She looked up in surprise after the first sip and turned to Nerguiin. “I’ll say, this is some good tea. It’s certainly the best tea I’ve ever had.”

“Could we agree her word is good enough?” the spirit tried.

“Sorry,” Nerguiin said as she reached for the final tray. She held her eyes on the spirit as another swallow of tea passed through her jaw and splattered on the rooftop. “What now?” she asked the dejected wish spirit. “A thousand teas? A million? Surely you know your task is impossible.”

The spirit’s body sank all the way to the surface of the roof. “I cannot fulfill your desire, Ascended One.”

“So it seems. An eternity of service it is.”

“Only until I find you a tea you can drink. That is our bargain. Alternatively, you may change your wish to something else. If I can provide that, our contract will be fulfilled.”

“So,” Nerguiin said, “just to be sure, are you able to send me and my friends to the mortal world, and at the same time turn us back into mortals, alive and well?”

“That is within my powers,” the spirit said, peeking up. “Is that what you desire?”

Nerguiin grinned. “Not yet; I just wanted to know if you can do it. Thanks, Reshi. May I call you Reshi? My name is Nerguiin. That’s Sokhatai. Welcome to the team!”

“Reshi…” the spirit sunk even lower.

“A personal wish spirit!” She looked up at the sky and spun around with her arms extended, giggling wildly. “This is the best day of my afterlife!”

Reshi turned to Sokhatai. “Did something happen to her mind during the ascension?”

“No,” Sokhatai said. “She’s always been like this.”

“But…The Ascended are supposed to be mortals prepared for a journey of deep introspection! To strive for the center of the city where they turn into pure beings of absolute clarity and harmony, ready to receive the seven sacred lessons the Underworld can provide! To understand humility, compassion, selflessness—”

Nerguiin came to a dancing stop before the spirit. “Yeah, I never paid much attention to that whole Seeker nonsense.”

Reshi’s eyes widened. “Nonsense?”

“We aren’t Seekers, spirit,” Sokhatai said. “Just normal folk.”

“But that is impossible! You must have clear spiritual form to make the journey. The Golden City cannot be reached by those who don’t follow the Seeker tenets.”

Nerguiin walked past Reshi, smiling. “Yet here we are. Come on, Reshi, lots of places to see.”

Reshi let out a strange puffing sound. “How am I going to explain this to Mistress Ereshkigal?”

At the ladder, Nerguiin glanced down to the lower chamber and considered the fall, then leaped down, landing on the floor in a crouch. The staircase heading to the lower levels lay hidden behind a crate of fresh fruit. Nerguiin tried planting her tiny hands on the crate, but only ended up passing through its many figs and pomegranates. She turned to scowl at Sokhatai.

“Surely you aren’t regretting something?” Sokhatai said as she wrapped her hands around the crate and easily shifted it off the opening, revealing the staircase down.

Reshi floated next to them. “How did you know where to find these stairs?”

“Wasn’t well hidden,” Nerguiin said as Sokhatai cleared the final crates.

“This is most unusual. I am supposed to guide you on your journey and reveal this exit once you have become accustomed to your new existence. Should you move beyond this tower without first learning the rules and laws of the city, you will no doubt end up in trouble.”

“No killing,” Sokhatai counted on her fingers. “No damaging the city. Go through each of the city’s seven rings in the direction of Utu’s passing before opening the gates. Follow the Seeker tenets.”

Reshi looked between them. “But…This is forbidden knowledge! It should be impossible for anyone so freshly Ascended to possess.”

“You forgot the gong rule,” Nerguiin corrected.

“Oh, right: should a gong ring, close your eyes and wait for it to ring again before opening your eyes.”

“That’s it. Let’s get Zanyar in before he gets tired of waiting.”

“Zanyar?” Reshi asked.

Nerguiin’s smiled faded. “Yes. He’ll be waiting outside, won’t he?”

“Of course he is,” Sokhatai said. “We agreed on that.”

She headed down the circling stairs, Reshi’s huffing and puffing behind her making his displeasure quite clear. The staircase circled around an open workshop at the bottom floor. Much like most things about the city, it was unoccupied and appeared freshly made.

Nerguiin sauntered across the workshop floor and attempted to open the door, once again finding her ghostly hands unable to touch the wood. Instead, she walked through it, but her boots stuck at the other side. Cursing, she backed herself out again, then kicked the door to the streets wide open.

The evening sun touched the golden bricks, and the elongated shadows of the towers and nearby palaces lent everything a sinister tone. The buildings around them rose to heights of more than two hundred feet, and far above, clouds glided between the many spires. Unlike in Uruk, nothing came in mudbrick, but rather had been wrought in metals like bronze and gold and rare wood like alder and elm. Some white stone structures displayed no seams at all, but appeared to have been carved from a single giant stone.

A silver road—the Pilgrim’s Path—followed the curvature of the walls, around the outer ring. Were they to follow it, they would meet all the trials and challenges the Wanderer had reported.

“Let’s see,” Nerguiin said, turning away from the silver bricks. “According to the map, there’s a staircase heading up the exterior wall down a couple of alleys to west. But first, we need to find Anu’s Wandering Sanctuary. Reshi, where is it today?”

Reshi observed her in silence, glancing at the Pilgrim’s Path.

“Our contract compels you to guide us,” Nerguiin said. “What did you say? ‘I exist to guide you on your journey.’ Well, we’re in need of guidance.”

“Very well, Ascended One. Today, Anu’s sanctuary lies between the walled spirits of Kugal. It is—”

“Two streets north,” Nerguiin finished. “Thanks.”

Reshi floated a bit higher, taking on a darker tone. Nerguiin ignored him and made for a street heading north.

Sokhatai caught up to her, her long legs taking frustratingly long leaps compared to Nerguiin’s tiny steps. “Are you trying to get us in trouble?”

Nerguiin checked to make sure Reshi was still floating after them. She doubted the spirit would run, but she couldn’t trust the Wanderer having been right about everything. “He can’t hurt us. It’s in the rules.”

“You take too much after Miri.”

She turned to examine the vendor stands running the length of the smaller street at both sides, each offering a myriad of exotic fruits and vegetables. No one hawked their wares behind them, yet everything glistened with fresh, tongue-twisting moisture. The fruits and vegetables, like most things in the city, existed because Ereshkigal willed them to exist. But why were they there if no one would eat them? Surely they weren’t there for the Ascended, who had no need to eat.

Their way opened onto a tiny park where the temples and buildings nearby vanished behind a veil of palms and bushes. At the center, a circular earthen altar rose to a height of perhaps six Nerguiins, with a tall, thick cypress growing at the top. She trotted up the grassy steps to the base of the tree, to the shadows of the branches that swung in the wind.

“Hi!” Nerguiin said to the tree.

The leaves rustled.

“So Anu made this tree?” Sokhatai asked as she came up to the base of the tree.

“Yup,” Nerguiin said.

“Incorrect, Ascended One,” Reshi glided up the stairs and craned his body in a bow toward the tree, which replied by swaying toward him in turn. “Anu did not make the tree, but more than ten thousand years ago he planted the seed. Since that day, it has guided the Ascended.”

“Huh,” Nerguiin said. “I didn’t know that. So it’s a pretty damn old tree.”

“Show it some respect,” Sokhatai said, then craned her neck at the tree. “Honored tree, we require a hundred feet of rope to complete our pilgrimage. Will you assist us?”

The wind grew stronger, and the tree tilted to one side and lowered a rope from a branch. Sokhatai jumped up and grabbed the coil, then ran her fingers over its surface and nodded. “Good rope,” she said.

“Is it long enough?” Nerguiin asked.

“I think so.”

Nerguiin tapped her nose. “There’s something I’ve wondered for some months now. The journal didn’t say you could only request one thing—”

“Nerguiin, you are not doing that.”

“Great Anu tree,” Nerguiin said. “I also need gloves, for my hands are those of a ghost and I cannot touch anything. Will you grant me that?”

“No!” Reshi boomed.

A gong rang over the city.

Nerguiin’s heart skipped a beat. She shut her eyes tight and waited, listening to her heart race and Reshi moan next to her. A calm breeze teased her ghostly hair, and the leaves of the tree rustled tunelessly.

The gong rang again.

Nerguiin cracked one eye open, peeking at the scenery through her lashes. As far as she could see, nothing terrible had happened. She opened the other eye and shared a glance with Sokhatai who appeared to be contemplating murder, then turned to observe the source of a tingling sensation in her hands. A pair of red, slightly transparent mittens enveloped her hands, so well-fitting they felt like a second skin.

“Well, I got my mittens. Maybe it was only a warning.”

Sokhatai ran a hand through her black hair. “Stop trying to get us killed. Stick to the plan.”

She reached to touch the rope hanging from Sokhatai’s hand. The fabric felt solid under her touch. That made one problem less, if perhaps at the price of a horrible curse from the Goddess of Death.

“Reshi, is there a curse on me?”

“I sense a…Strange.”

From the north, the wind rose in a calm breeze that rustled the leaves. Then a gust from the west swayed the trunk.

Reshi bowed to the tree. “I will do as you ask.”

Nerguiin glanced between them. “What is the tree saying? Speak in Common Tongue, not tree!”

“Follow the tenets, Ascended One,” Reshi said. “Wisdom awaits you at the end of your journey.”

“So I’m not cursed?”

Reshi considered her for a moment, then turned to float down the stairs.

“Come on, this is important!” Nerguiin ground her teeth, staring daggers at the spirit’s gaseous back. “I don’t feel cursed.”

Sokhatai sighed. “Let’s go get Zanyar before you land us in more trouble.”

They turned back to the Tower of Ascension. Nerguiin led them down the silver Pilgrim’s Path in the shadows of the city’s outermost golden wall, where ornamental stone gargoyles perched high above. A series of zig-zagging stairs climbed up the wall, each tall step requiring her to jump and pull herself up with her boots and mittens. Before following them, Reshi glanced at the silver road behind them and let out a buzzing sound.

By the time her heart raced and her arms ached, Nerguiin had defeated the final step and stood straight with hands at her hips, getting a view of the circular rocky valley within the Underworld side of Zagros. The few plants that chose to grow there were all low shrubs or trees unlucky enough to have Anu carry their seeds to this barren land. The Golden City took up almost all the available space between the mountains, the outermost walls perhaps half a dana from the first snowy peaks. Of all the structures in the city, Ereshkigal’s spire alone contested the mountains in height.

As she crossed the wall to its outer edge, she measured its width as forty footsteps. Reshi floated in the air outside the wall. “You should not be up here. These walls were not made for the Ascended. You could fall outside the city, or something from the wasteland could harm you.”

“Don’t worry Reshi,” Nerguiin said. “We won’t stay long. Now be quiet—we need to listen.”

They headed west along the wall, away from the first gate of the Underworld, Sokhatai walking perilously close to the edge and searching the bushes below. They walked from one gargoyle to another, the golden glow of the wall so bright it hurt Nerguiin’s eyes.

But they heard nothing.

They passed more gargoyles, following the slowly curving walls for an hour, going from behind one Tower of Ascension to the next. Then Sokhatai came to a stop. Frowning, she tilted her head to the side.

Melancholic notes from a lyre rang from far beneath.

“He actually did it,” Nerguiin said. “The madman.”

Sokhatai tied her rope to one of the gargoyles and tossed it down the wall to the wasteland side. The lyre went silent, and the rope wiggled. She pulled on it, the muscles in her arms bulging with the effort, and after a minute or so an arm reached up to grasp the golden bricks, and Zanyar’s dark head and flushed face followed, then the bulging backpack and lyre case. Sokhatai gave one final pull as he fought his way up and collapsed onto his stomach with a groan. He rolled onto his side, breathing hard, his face contorted from exhaustion.

“You made it!” Sokhatai said.

Zanyar raised a shaking fist in the air. Cuts and scratches criss-crossed his arms, and an old ragged bandage wrapped around his left leg. His tan robe was stained dark crimson below his right knee. The instrument case displayed a few fresh scratches, but otherwise showed no signs of serious damage.

“This man is a mortal!” Reshi exclaimed, going pale around the edges.

Zanyar stared at Nerguiin for a while. He blinked. His lips resisted, then gave in to the grin. “You turned into a child. Idiot.”

She grinned. “Who’s the idiot who came here in the flesh?”

“You’re right, we’re both fools. Why are you a ghost, though?”

“It will be useful,” Nerguiin said. “How did you escape the Primeval Sea?”

“I swam to an island,” Zanyar said. “And when Ti’Amtum looked at me, she simply sunk back into the waters without bothering me further. I guess she thought I’d just stay there and starve. She didn’t expect me to swim from one island to another until I made it across.”

“In those waves?” Sokhatai asked.

“Got lucky, I guess.”

Nerguiin frowned. “Really? And you got here that fast?”

“Fast?” Zanyar asked. “It’s been at least a day.”

“It has?”

“But the Underworld entrance was really close to the city.” He pointed to the wasteland where an almost vertical slate of a mountain rose high. “It’s at the base of that rockface. There were no udugs or anything in the valley. It’s completely lifeless.”

Nerguiin and Sokhatai shared a look.

“Well,” Nerguiin said. “You made it here. That’s all that matters.”

Reshi floated closer to Zanyar, inspecting his body from head to toes as if trying to spot something he missed earlier. “But it should be impossible for a mortal to enter the city!”

“So,” Sokhatai said, coiling the rope. “It’s impossible for us non-Seekers to get here. And it’s impossible to have prior knowledge of this place. In addition, the Golden City is always equidistant in the spiritual vision no matter how far you travel. And now it’s also impossible for a man to come here still wearing his flesh.” Sokhatai smirked. “So, are you now going to tell us it’s also impossible for us to march right past Pazuza at the end of that boulevard and skip the whole pilgrimage thing around the city?”

Reshi lowered his gaze, fading a shade more.

“Cheer up, Reshi,” Nerguiin said. She patted the spirit on the part of its body where a human would have a stomach. Her mittens managed to physically touch him. “We are going to visit the center and then go on our merry way. Have you ever seen the center? It’ll be fun.”

Reshi inspected her, his body now so nearly transparent that only the two eyes shone bright white. “Tell me, who are you? How do you know so much about the Underworld?”

“We’re the great—” Nerguiin started.

Zanyar raised a hand to silence her. He stood up and wiped sweat from his brow, then took a moment to gather his wits about and gave a deep bow. “Honored spirit, I beg of you not to think ill of us. Once upon a time a woman we only know as the Wanderer managed to ascend from mortal life to the Golden City. She documented her ascension in a journal, detailing everything she experienced on her journey. We merely discovered her records and utilized them to get here.”

“The Wanderer!” Reshi gasped. “She was the most illuminated visitor.”

“Speaking of her—” Sokhatai asked, “—is she still around? We’d like to ask her some questions.”

“Oh, no. I am afraid she is well into the True Death by now.”

Nerguiin clicked her tongue. “Shame. Can’t have everything.”

“But why have you come here?” Reshi asked.

“Because the gods don’t listen,” Nerguiin muttered.

Sokhatai scowled at her. “Be careful, Nerguiin. We are in the Underworld. Gods live here. If they hear you mocking them…”

“The mortal world is suffering,” Zanyar cut in before Nerguiin could snap back at her. “For more than twenty years, it has received less and less rain each year until our world is perishing from thirst. We asked the gods for help, but none came. Many have died. If this continues, countless more will die. We’re here to find the lost rain.”

“I see,” Reshi said. “You think the gods did not hear you in the mortal world, so you came to plead them in person.”

Nerguiin shared a glance with her friends. “Yeah, about that…Reshi, is Ereshkigal listening right now?”

“No,” Reshi said. “She will only hear you if you address her directly, and even then she may not lend you her ear. To earn her attention, you must complete your pilgrimage and meet her in her spire.”

“And you’re loyal to us, right?”

He floated higher. “That is my duty.”

As none of them showed any signs of volunteering, Zanyar cleared his throat. “We’ve come to steal the Celestial Harp from Ereshkigal’s Hall of Judgment at the center of the city. With it, we’ll bring rain to the mortal world.”

Reshi blinked. He floated slightly backward, eyeing each thief in turn. Nerguiin glanced at the skies for possible lightning bolts. She examined the golden stone beneath her, wondering if rock-digging udugs might soon be climbing up their legs.

“I…” Reshi said. “I think I understand.”

“Reshi,” Sokhatai said, “what if we were to wish for you to give us the Celestial Harp and then send us back home?”

“That would be two wishes,” Reshi said. “I could do either one, but not both.”

“Shame,” Zanyar said. “But that’s not what we’re going to wish for anyway, is it? A woman by the name of Miri died recently, and we performed the rite of Ascension on her. She should have joined the city by now.”

The spirit remained silent.

“Reshi,” Nerguiin said, “you’re bound to our service. Where’s Miri? She may have used a different name too. If we are correct, she should linger in the Underworld for a week more before her spirit is sent to True Death. Is she still around?”

Reshi turned to face Ereshkigal’s Spire. “I cannot reveal the comings and goings of others. But someone came and went. This…Miri…still waits here in the Underworld.” He paused. “Is your wish to bring her back to life? That is within my powers. But then you would not be able to leave the Underworld yourself.”

“Don’t worry,” Nerguiin said, displaying her medallion. “You’re only the backup plan. We have the Moon God Nanna’s blood in these medallions. We’ll be leaving the Underworld by borrowing his power, the same way we entered. He has an altar in the city center, right? As soon as we’re there, with Miri resurrected and the Celestial Harp in our grasp, we’ll return back without needing your wish.”

Reshi inspected the medallion up close. On invisible hands, the medallion rose into air, reaching out from Nerguiin’s neck. For a long moment, he stared at its blue-dyed clay, glowing from stored sunlight.

“This thing,” Reshi said. “Oh, an oath. I see. You must be careful, for Nanna will not provide you with a way home.”

The three of them shared glances. Nerguiin turned back to Reshi, blinking rapidly. “Why?”

He glanced at Ereshkigal’s spire in the distance. “There are affairs which I may not discuss with you. As you do your pilgrimage, you will understand. But were you to place your trust in Nanna, you would never leave the Underworld.”

Sokhatai grabbed her own medallion, staring at it. “Did we build them incorrectly?”

“No,” Nerguiin said. “We followed the instructions.”

“So the instructions were wrong.”

“You have constructed amulets of great power,” Reshi said, “but they do not hold the power of the moon.”

“How is that possible?” Nerguiin asked. “What other power can it be? We used Nanna’s blood!”

Zanyar stared at his own medallion. “But if we can’t escape with these, we can’t use the wish right now to bring Miri back to life.” He squeezed the medallion tighter. “Are you saying…”

They looked at each other for a long moment.

“We can’t bring Miri back, can we?” Sokhatai said. “Not unless we find a different way to leave the Underworld and get our mortal bodies back.”

“The Stairs of Zagros?” Zanyar asked.

“You could do it,” Nerguiin said, “but Sokhatai and I are Ascended. We no longer have mortal bodies. We need the power of Nanna or Reshi to restore them. Right, Reshi?”

The wish spirit bowed. “That is correct. Ereshkigal holds the same power, but she will not return an Ascended back to the mortal world unless they have completed their pilgrimage.”

Frowning, Nerguiin looked at Ereshkigal’s spire, a mere thin speck on the horizon. Utu was already back in the mortal world, and the crescent moon rose above the mountains. Nanna promised he would help them. Not only that—he spoke his promise to the wind. If their amulets were corrupted, what did he mean by that?

She leaned against a nearby gargoyle, looking down at the bushes below. If they resurrected Miri, she and Zanyar could leave by the Stairs of Zagros, and as long as they survived meeting Ti’Amtum, they would be fine. But Sokhatai could not be able to follow them.

And Nerguiin herself had no intention of ever returning.

“What if,” Nerguiin said, “we were to wish for you to send me, Sokhatai, Zanyar, and Miri back to the mortal world? That wish implies Miri must be alive.”

Reshi considered for a long moment. “My powers are birthed by wishes. And if you truly wish for this, I will be capable of it.”

“Yes!” Zanyar whispered.

“So,” Nerguiin said, “we’ll make it to the city center before Miri’s spirit disappears, steal the harp, and return home with that wish. We have seven days.”

“Well,” Sokhatai said, letting his own medallion fall back against her chest. “At least we have a backup plan.”

Zanyar planted one hand on Sokhatai’s shoulder, then tried the same with Nerguiin. As his hand fell through her ghostly body, Nerguiin grabbed him with the mitten and squeezed back. Zanyar smiled at both them in turn. “We’re here now. We’ll figure it out.”

Sokhatai nodded. “Yes. We always do.”

“Damn right,” Nerguiin said. “Now let’s go rob Ereshkigal blind.”








CHAPTER THIRTEEN










At the second gate, the Ascended will find Pazuza, the King of Udugs, the most powerful of Ereshkigal’s servants. Pazuza remains in his vigilant guard, waiting for the day when the giants of the wasteland once again throw themselves against the wall of the Golden City. Though sightless, his ears are equal in sharpness to the blade of his halberd.

Follow the laws of the city, and he will grant you all the respect an Ascended deserves.
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Nerguiin hummed as she walked down the golden bricks of the central boulevard. The golden road connected the first and second gates of the Underworld, and in one form or another continued all the way through the city before ending at the entrance to Ereshkigal’s spire. The Wanderer’s journal didn’t answer for whom the Ascended Ring was built. No spirits or humans lived there, although the street with its carts, vendor’s stands, and normal refuse of a city suggested evidence to the contrary. As the outermost ring of the city, it also spanned the largest surface area, sizable enough to house Uruk’s population two hundred times over.

Sokhatai raised a hand. Zanyar and Nerguiin exchanged a nod, then followed her into the shadows of a nearby alley. Nerguiin peered around the corner at the gates leading to the Forest Ring a few hundred feet away. Pazuza, King of Udugs, stood on watch by the gate, leaning his gray stone hand on a halberd twice as tall as the udug himself. His four stone tails curled on the ground, and four wings, also stone, extended high above him. His eyeless dog’s head faced the boulevard, still as a statue. While Pazuza didn’t reach the top of the gargantuan gate behind him, built to give passage to some of the truly large denizens of the Underworld, he still stood taller than a dozen adult men.

“Yep,” Nerguiin said, looking the udug’s muscular stone body up and down. “That’s a mean one. You sure you got this, Sokhatai?” She turned around. Only Zanyar and Reshi kept her company.

“She left a while ago,” Zanyar said.

“Ah."

Even knowing what to search for, it took Nerguiin a good while to spot Sokhatai tip-toeing by the vendor stands toward the second gate, huddling in shadows and climbing onto and over the many terraces extending from the buildings. She jumped over one of Pazuza’s swinging tails, her movements graceful and elegant, ducking as another tail swung over her head.

Excepting his tails, the stone giant remained stationary. Sokhatai reached the golden gate, glanced at Pazuza over her shoulder, and began to ascend up the gate’s surface, its many reliefs and ornaments providing her with easy hand- and footholds. If Nerguiin or Zanyar had tried the climb, they’d both have fallen at the first leg, but Sokhatai managed it as though stone molded into perfect stepping stones and handholds under her palms and feet.

A jolt of ice struck Nerguiin’s body and made her jump and straighten with a gasp as Reshi flowed through her to peek out of the alley.

“If Pazuza hears her, she will not survive,” Reshi said. “Why take the risk? You have already reached the Golden City. You could walk the Pilgrim’s Path without any danger.”

“We are on a time limit, wise spirit,” Zanyar said. “It would take over a month to reach the center by circumnavigating each circle.”

“Thirty-two days,” Nerguiin clarified.

“Thirty-two days!” Reshi puffed. “No Ascended can make the pilgrimage that fast.”

“We’re going to do it in a week,” Zanyar said.

“And why did you come here as a mortal?” Reshi asked him. “Why not ascend?”

“Couldn’t do it,” Zanyar shrugged. “Nerguiin and Sokhatai tried everything, but I just don’t have what it takes. Besides—” he patted the lyre case tied to his backpack, “—someone had to bring the equipment.”

In the distance, Sokhatai reached the top of the gate and made a daring jump to catch a different part of the structure. She swung back and forth a few times, found her footing, and stood at the top.

“Remember, Reshi,” Nerguiin said. “You’re in my service. Don’t utter a sound.”

“Yes,” Zanyar said. “That monster may be blind, but he’s not deaf.”

Reshi buzzed. “Language, mortal! Do not refer to udugs with such a word! How would you feel if someone called you a pile of mud?”

He bowed at him. “My apologies, spirit.”

Reshi hummed. “Well, considering your company, please do take better care of your words.”

“There!” Nerguiin said as Sokhatai disappeared somewhere above the gate and a rope fell down to the street level behind Pazuza. “We’re next.”

Zanyar rubbed his hands together, taking a few deep breaths. “We practiced for this. Easy.”

“You’ll do fine. Just don’t make any noise. You’re twice the sneak I am.” She floated into the air, making Zanyar blink.

They followed the same path Sokhatai had taken. While Reshi and Nerguiin glided silently through the air, Zanyar’s soft boots occasionally scraped against a golden brick. Nerguiin glanced at Pazuza’s still shape every time a slight shuffle from Zanyar’s clothing disturbed the silence.

A brass fence by a terraced tavern blocked the passage, two dozen chairs and tables looking like the place was open for business, but no one chose to be there. Zanyar climbed over the railing, then ducked behind a table and crawled across the platform. Reshi floated higher in the air and followed after him.

Nerguiin considered the obstacle. The railing was too high for her, and the route around the terrace would put her too close to Pazuza, who now towered almost directly above her.

Wait a second, Nerguiin thought. I’m a bloody ghost.

She floated into the railing face first, easily sliding into the material.

Then her corporeal boots and mittens got tangled in the metal and made her topple onto the ground half within the terrace, half sunken into the street, sending a loud metallic clang ringing in the city. Nerguiin climbed out from the street with her mittens and turned to examine the udug.

Pazuza’s eyeless head stared right at her.

“Shit,” Nerguiin cursed.

The udug took a single earth-shaking step toward her, the halberd’s end clanking onto the street. The stone around his dog’s maw cracked, dust and pebbles falling to the ground, rows of stalagmite teeth shining in the evening sun.

“Ascended One,” the udug spoke, its abyssal voice as huge as its body, shaking the bricks of the street and reverberating in Nerguiin’s chest. “You have strayed from your path. I am Pazuza, the guardian of the second gate of the Underworld, he who first conquered the western wind and now commands all four. Under the authority of Ereshkigal, these gates will not open. Return to me once you have made pilgrimage around the Ascended Ring as the tenets instruct you.”

Nerguiin gestured to Zanyar without turning to look his way, and at the corner of her eye saw Zanyar continuing toward the rope hanging by the gate. She crossed her arms and took a couple defiant tiny steps toward the udug. Pazuza banged his halberd’s rear end down, the street trembling from the impact.

“I will not warn you again, Ascended One. Approach these gates and your journey will end here.”

Nerguiin headed to the middle of the boulevard, and as she walked, the udug’s head followed her, turning away from Zanyar and Reshi. Zanyar raised a hand in gratitude and scurried to the gate, trailing Reshi behind him.

“Great Pazuza,” Nerguiin said, craning her neck all the way up to see his head. “I have come here to witness first hand if your prowess in battle lives up to the fables they tell of you all the way from here to the mortal world. I challenge you to a duel.”

Pazuza raised his halberd. “May your spirit find eternal rest.”

Lips trembling, she grinned and stared at Pazuza as the halberd swung back and came crashing down on her. She closed her eyes at the last second, just as the blade touched her head and raced all the way down through her torso, tickling as it went. The golden bricks under her exploded. She cracked her eyes open, the halberd’s long blade firmly embedded in the ruined pavement between her feet.

She beamed at Pazuza. “Are you all right? Should I give you a moment?”

The udug considered her for several seconds, then raised the halberd, the splintered bricks flying up and falling down again. His four wings cracked and rained stone in a single, powerful flap that made the clouds above swirl and twist. He crunched his right hand into a fist with a sound like a mountain crumbling, clouds of dust and stone falling in a shower.

Wind gusted from the west, blowing Nerguiin’s hair and skirt. Thunder cracked and lightning bolts flashed around Pazuza’s fist with each flap of his wings.

The Wanderer hadn’t mentioned this.

“Hold a moment!” Nerguiin backed away. She didn’t plan on finding out if her ghostly form could shrug off lightning. “I’ve changed my mind! Look, I’m going away!”

Pazuza raised his fist high into the air. Nerguiin turned to the side and ran, jumping into one of the houses only a moment before thunder exploded behind her. Her hair stood up, and the air took on a sharp odor.

She was in an empty tavern, complete with a small stage for performers and a counter for barmen. She crouched behind the counter and wrapped her arms around herself.

The building shook. Lip trembling, she peeked at the ceiling as stone and rubble rained down on her and through her. Near the entrance, the walls cracked, then parted completely, and the top half of the structure lifted into the air. Pazuza held the structure in one hand, tossing it aside when it proved empty. Above her, open skies and an angry udug met her gaze.

Lightning danced around the udug’s fist. Nerguiin dashed through what had been a wall instants before and raced down an alley littered with crates and barrels. The foundation of the tavern exploded behind her, shrapnel peppering the alley, occasional sharp pieces of stone flying through her body, each likely fatal to anyone with a physical form.

She took a turn, then another, and after a few more twists turned to peer around the corner.

Did I lose him?

The monster’s massive body banged onto the building above, and the wall behind her crumbled. Screaming, she jumped to the side as lightning made a hole where she previously stood. Hair standing up like a hedgehog, she scrambled down alleys. Pazuza flew into the air and landed on top of the buildings in front of her, each of his feet on a roof of its own. The four tails waved behind him, and blindingly bright arcs of light flooded the air about them.

Then the roof gave in.

Pazuza stumbled, dropping onto his back and disappearing into the rubble and dust of a dozen demolished building as the earth itself roared and cracked, almost taking her off her feet.

The repair costs are going to be nasty, she thought.

Nerguiin bolted to the right, leaping over an abandoned wooden wagon and scurrying back to the golden road barely fifty feet from the gate. Sokhatai, Zanyar, and Reshi waited at the top, Zanyar beckoning with the rope. Nerguiin raced toward the gate, an explosion behind her announcing Pazuza landing on the golden road not too far behind. She sprinted as fast as her tiny legs could carry her, the rope approaching entirely too slowly.

“Get me up!” she screamed as she reached the gate.

She had barely squeezed her mittens around the rope before she went flying up, her negligible weight providing no challenge to Zanyar and Sokhatai, pulling at the top.

“Faster!” Nerguiin screamed, kicking her legs and trying to add whatever little lifting power she possessed.

Behind her, Pazuza’s fist shone brighter than before. He took aim, arm raised high above his head as a branched bolts of white light formed in his hand.

She wasn’t going to make it.

“That’s it then,” Nerguiin said, eyes meeting the udug’s sightless head with a resigned sigh. Her fingers closed around the medallion. “It’s impossible to win after all.”

Pazuza considered her, fist cracking and thundering, stone snout tracking her. The rope pulled Nerguiin higher. Pazuza cocked his head, then closed his maw and lowered his fist. The lightning disappeared. The four tails came to rest on the street.

Stunned, Nerguiin waited for the udug to deliver some new and fatal trick, but his head merely followed her as Zanyar helped her up to the top of the gate.

“Why?” Nerguiin whispered. Her friends shook their heads, seemingly as perplexed as she.

Pazuza stomped away to retrieve his discarded halberd and returned to his previous statue-like state facing the first gate of the Underworld with his tails swinging on the golden street. Dust settled around the Ascended Ring, and debris from their battle started to reassemble itself, each piece of a brick and mortar rejoining the others and navigating to their original place.

“What’s going on?” Sokhatai asked Reshi beside her. His body had gone pitch black.

Reshi hesitated. “Pazuza spares only the most devoted of all Seekers, and those of his brothers and sisters who help him in culling the malicious udugs tormenting mankind.”

“So that eliminates all the possibilities,” Sokhatai said. “What’s left?”

Nerguiin realized she was still holding the medallion. She turned it in her hand, looking at the red tear in the center.

Not the power of the moon, she thought.

“Then the King of Udugs is wise,” Zanyar said, bowing in Pazuza’s direction. “We thank you for granting us passage.”

“Whatever,” Sokhatai said. “Let’s go. The more distance we put between us and that thing, the better. I don’t know about you, but I highly doubt it’ll see much to like in me.”

Nerguiin followed her to the opposite end of the gate, waiting for Zanyar to slide down to the other side. Before taking the rope herself, she glanced over her shoulder at the King of Udugs standing in silent watch. She gave him a tiny wave.
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The Forest Ring: The Golden City has no agriculture of its own, and the wilds of the second ring grow under the whims of nature itself. Some spirits and lesser gods make their home in the forests, but I’m not sure as to the ring’s real purpose, especially since it stands between two urban centers. I suspect it might have something to do with the animals—perhaps they are the Ascended of this ring, and we humans merely the visitors? I did see my share of strangely intelligent creatures. Could this be related to the city’s strict rule on a vegetarian diet?

I never understood the sacred lesson of the Forest Ring, although I did notice myself to be treading more carefully in the rings that followed. It is a true test of perception to wander the ring’s entire length and not step on one of its many fragile creatures.
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Nerguiin slid down the rope. Below, in the second of the city’s seven rings, grew the gardens of the Underworld. The plants included the most beautiful flowers in all creation, and low-hanging tree branches with fat fruit ripe for the taking. Birds of all colors perched in their cover. A pack of goats sauntered past and disappeared into a thicket. A shaggy creature the size of a bricklayer's cart pushed over a young tree with its massive head and munched a mouthful of leaves. It turned to watch her, whuffing a warning and lowering a curved horn taller than Zanyar that sprouted improbably from the top of its snout. Surely, she thought, nothing like this could ever have lived in the mortal world.

Wherever Nerguiin looked, she found unsubdued nature bathing in moonlight—animals and plants familiar and new, side by side in the broad swathe of forest between the walls. It was as though the city ceased to exist for half a dana until the next wall’s golden shimmer in the distance where Ereshkigal’s spire rose to the sky far behind.

Nerguiin let go of the rope and dropped into the grass that grew up to her chest. The trees rose high enough to block any signs of the next wall except its golden gleam reaching into the sky. Birds and insects sang in a disharmony that was nonetheless pleasant to hear, wild and unrestrained.

Reshi floated down from the gate. Sokhatai untied the rope, gathered it into a neat coil, and navigated her own way down using the ornaments decorating the gate.

“Second gate done,” Sokhatai said, patting her hands. “Five more to go, and we already nearly failed. I don’t have high hopes for our success.”

“No dangerous udugs in this ring though,” Zanyar said. “Easy walking for a while. Reshi, is the swamp elemental guarding the third gate?”

“It is,” Reshi said. “The recent sunny weather has allowed it to grow strong and powerful.”

“I’m surprised,” Nerguiin said. “You’re giving us useful information instead of trying to hide it.”

“I am under an oath. I must assist you on your journey until I can fulfill your wish.”

“So give us some sausages,” Nerguiin said. “I’m peckish.”

“You misunderstand. I will not give you more wishes, only assist you in other ways. Unless you wish to change your wish to sausages?”

“No!” Nerguiin panicked. “Ghostly tea it is. You can’t believe how much I want tea right now.”

Zanyar balanced his heavy backpack on his shoulders. “No need for sausages, Nerguiin. Look at this beautiful forest. It provides us all we could ever ask for.”

“It’s not like Ascended have to eat anyway,” Sokhatai said. “We’re immune to hunger and thirst.”

“But I want to,” Nerguiin said.

The golden road extended from the gate behind them, but as soon as it pushed into the second ring, grass overgrew the bricks until some fifty feet into the forest they couldn’t see a single speck of gold. The bushes and trees to their left groaned and pulled their roots off the earth, the grating sounds and whispers in their leaves reminding Nerguiin of an old person moaning as they stood up on shaky feet. The plants stood upright, inched backward on their roots, and pressed into the forest so the silver Pilgrim’s Path heading around the ring opened, free of foliage. The wind, too, blew from the north and guided the branches further back.

Zanyar took out a pair of bronze machetes from his backpack, handing one to Sokhatai and using the other himself to slash a passage through vines and hedges to the front. They cut and hacked into the cover of the trees, now and then kneeling to search the shrubs for signs of the golden road beneath, and often discovering nothing but mud and dirt. 

Nerguiin floated through the vegetation, but her boots still tangled with the roots. More than once she fell on her face, sinking inside the dirt, having to fight her way back out. She scowled at the roots as they rose up. That seemed to help.

Zanyar whacked at a particularly thick and determined bush until it grudgingly gave way. They pushed through the last of it and gasped in unison at the sight before them.

They stood on the shore of a crystal-clear lake. A series of waterfalls foamed down cliffs to either side, but chose not to disturb the lake’s mirror-sheen surface. The cliffs above rose high into the air, the vegetation growing wild and dense all the way to the summit. On the lake floated groups of water lilies, leaves resting atop the still water, their purple and yellow blooms glistening with moisture.

A clearing surrounded the lake at the base of what could only be the tallest tree of the entire ring, its dense branches low like a natural canopy and its trunk thicker than a house. Under its shade, a tribe of monkeys wore lilies on their heads like hats. The oldest one sat on a throne of roots covered in flowers.

Grinning, Nerguiin dashed forward. Her thudding footsteps evoked ululations of alarm and a chaos of monkeys dashing back and forth around the clearing before gathering into a tight group near their elder. They shouted and bared their teeth, some waving sticks or pointing tongues at her.

“Hi! I’m Nerguiin. Your lake’s really pretty.”

The monkeys screamed louder. The elder reached for a cane next to the throne and, limbs stiff, stood on trembling legs. He strode through the tribe, the cane pressing little holes in the grass. In his wake, the holes closed again as soon as he raised the stick. The elder rose to his full height, meeting Nerguiin at eye level.

“You’re Siriwa, aren’t you?” Nerguiin asked. “Can I taste your sacred alcohol?”

Whether she could, she wasn’t sure, but since the Wanderer had written of the monkey spirit as being the closest thing to liquid divinity, she wasn’t going to miss the opportunity.

Siriwa looked her up and down, then chattered at one of his underlings. A couple of monkeys dashed into the forest, and—impossibly fast—returned carrying an overflowing porcelain jar as large as their bodies, its sides and top covered in moss. As soon as the lid came off, a slightly sour smell of fermented fruit touched her nostrils. The elder closed his eyes, raised a fist, and opened his fingers. A small cup waited on his palm.

“Thank you!” Nerguiin grabbed the cup with her red mitten. She dunked it into the jar and filled it with the monkey-liquor, then raised it towards her lips.

Zanyar grabbed her by the mitten. She frowned at him and tried to fight her hand free, splashing the liquor onto the ground, but his grip held firm.

“You’re too young to drink,” Zanyar said with a smile.

“I’m not! I’m almost as old as you are.”

Zanyar raised an eyebrow.

Nerguiin blushed. “In the mortal world I am.”

“It’s Zanyar’s turn to enjoy the city’s treasures,” Sokhatai said as she approached, hands in her pockets and eyes taking in the scenery. “And, as a ghost, you aren’t likely able to drink it anyway.”

“Well, I’m going to try!”

She allowed Zanyar to wrestle the little cup free of her mitten. He handed it over to Sokhatai, then bowed deep to Siriwa. He craned his head in response, resting a hand on the walking stick. Sokhatai considered the cup with raised eyebrows and sniffed at it. Nerguiin observed her with a sour expression as she took a genteel sip, closed her eyes, and smiled contently. Her cheeks gained a flush of red.

“Well?” Nerguiin snapped. “Is it good? What does it taste like?”

She sighed. “Sure is a shame you can’t have any of this.”

“Jerk.”

The elder monkey tapped Zanyar on the wrist. As he turned, Siriwa held two more cups in his hand. After bowing to the monkey, Zanyar took one and dipped it into the container. Nerguiin eyed the third cup while licking her lips. However, Siriwa offered it to Reshi who floated toward the monkey, lifted the cup into the air without touching it, and filled it from the jar. The cup disappeared into Reshi’s midsection.

He moaned with his eyes shut. “It has been four centuries since I last tasted your concoctions, Siriwa. Your skill has not faded in the least.”

As Zanyar emptied his own cup, Nerguiin followed each and every mouthful with a longing stare.

The elder made wild gestures at the other monkeys and the tree line. Nerguiin eyed the jar. If Siriwa wasn’t paying attention, all she had to do was dip her mitten in and…

She sighed, turning her gaze from the delicious liquor. She wouldn’t do it. If she ruined everything now, she wouldn’t reach her ultimate destination. She merely had to tolerate this a while longer, and she would gain something better in Ereshkigal’s spire.

The monkeys trickled back from the forest carrying all manner of fruit, vegetables, berries, roots, and mushrooms. A couple of them swayed under the weight of a much larger jar, and a group of six worked together pulling a rickety wagon full of baskets. The monkeys arrayed the food all around the pond’s shore on trays made from lily leaves, and lowered the larger jar next to the first one. Nerguiin glared at Zanyar while he sampled it.

“That’s all right,” he said, nodding at Siriwa. “She can have this.”

Siriwa magically produced another cup from his palm. She beamed at him, dunked the cup into the larger jar, and took a tasting.

The drink fell through her.

Reshi observed up close as the grass worked hard to absorb the puddle. “I am sorry, Ascended One. I would help if I could.”

She wanted to cry.

“Well,” Sokhatai said, “it’s almost night. We can’t walk through the forest when it’s dark and not accidentally step on something that might want to bite us. Shall we rest here?”

“Sounds good,” Zanyar said. “I’m half-dead from the walk to the walls.”

Zanyar and Sokhatai sat down to enjoy the feast while Nerguiin stood solemnly next to them, eyeing each moist fruit disappearing into her friends’ bellies. Reshi considered several of the long vegetables, some red, some purple, then floated them into his torso, rumbling with pleasure.

A pair of the monkeys approached Nerguiin on all fours, then stood eye-level with her. One of them offered her an elongated, deep crimson fruit. Its glistening oily surface gnarled and bent like a moon with a few long green strands hanging from the far end.

“Huh?” Nerguiin asked. “For me?”

Wondering if it was food fit for a ghost, she grabbed it with her mittens and bit into it, but her teeth merely passed through it without touching the fruit. One of the monkeys scratched his head. Siriwa walked over and grabbed the fruit, then made a few gestures at the other monkeys. They undulated and nodded in agreement.

“Well,” Zanyar said, reaching for the fruit, “let’s not waste it.”

He took the plant from Siriwa, and just as Zanyar bit the fruit in half, the monkeys waved their arms and screamed in alarm.

Zanyar’s face and ears turned bright red. He coughed, spitting the fruit out. “Hot! Hot! Water!” Sokhatai passed him a clay jug, and he drank it empty and lowered it, gasping. “What was that?”

Reshi floated over. “Food not meant for a human.”

“Food for ghosts then?” Nerguiin asked. “But I couldn’t eat it!”

“They made a mistake,” Reshi said. “And apologize for your pain, mortal Seeker.”

Zanyar hung his tongue out. “My mouth is on fire!”

Another monkey appeared with a jug of milk, and after guzzling some of that, his pain seemed to lessen.

Since Nerguiin needed to prepare for the edimmu anyway, she rummaged through Zanyar’s backpack and brought out two empty jugs sealed shut with corks. Zanyar turned to her, and Nerguiin showed him the jugs. “I’ll go get the source water. I can’t stand you jerks right now.”

“Be careful,” Zanyar said, reaching for a second helping of milk.

She wandered off to search for the origin of the thundering waterfalls. Keeping the lake at a distance, she circled around it and headed up a winding trail into the forest. Tree branches reached over her, many with bright fruit hanging just above her head. The path took her higher, all the way up to a spot hidden in the forest where the river came into existence by appearing from thin air. After pouring onto the ground, it decided to wander around, trickle down, and eventually made up its mind to turn into the waterfall.

She popped the corks off the jugs, lowering each container under the first magical appearance of water. When the jugs were filled, she pressed the corks tightly into their mouths. One for the swamp elemental, one for the witch of the Spirit Ring.

Now the edimmu, she thought.

Glancing over her shoulder, she scooped up some of the reddish riverbank clay and shaped it into the form of a human, using a stick to carve the eyes and mouth, then added a few final touches by scratching vague marks suggesting a skirt. If she squinted, it sort of looked like her, so she slid the mud human under the waterfall source.

Instead of turning the figurine alive, the falling water washed away most of the mud.

Frowning, she dipped the nearly-consumed figurine in and out of the waterfall like dunking laundry. By now, it should be alive. Why didn’t it work? Based on the journal, edimmu’s life-sucking powers could be resisted by creating a supplicant of one’s own spirit. All she had to do was combine water and mud, the ingredients of a human, under a magical waterfall.

This is bad, she thought, glaring at the stupid figurine. If she couldn’t make the supplicant, she would have to face the edimmu without stripping it of its most fearsome power.

“Shit shit shit,” she muttered. Guessing it had to a problem of inaccurate depiction, she scooped up more mud and detailed the next doll so it bore a closer resemblance to her, adding a face and grass hair, and making sure the skirt looked like her own. After comparing the new doll to the old one, she adjusted the proportions to be more childlike. Some half an hour later, when the moon glowed bright, she held a highly accurate mud replica of herself.

This time as she dipped it into the waterfall source, she reached higher, holding the figurine above her while freezing water sprayed all over her face and ran down her body. As the water touched her stomach, her body felt ten times its normal weight. Her arms ran out of strength, making them flop down numb.

That’s good, right? she thought, swaying from sudden vertigo. My spirit must have entered the mud.

Its eyes remained shut.

“Look,” she slurred at the waterfall source. Its waters poured down her, but her ghostly clothes remained dry. “I don’t like you and you don’t like me. But why don’t you just make my stupid supplicant alive?”

The water continued to pour out of thin air, not minding her in the least.

“And I’m supposed to be a ghost. Invulnerable. Impervious. You’re a liquid! Liquid doesn’t touch ghosts! If it did, I would be down there getting drunk right now! So how about you start acting like a bloody liquid?”

Since the water didn’t seem willing to cooperate, she followed the stream to the cliffs overlooking the clearing. As she tried to sit down with her legs dangling over the edge, her butt sank into the ground. Groaning, she floated into the air and craned her legs as though sitting in an invisible chair. 

The vista below showed the lake and the clearing around it, along with a tribe of monkeys enjoying a feast with her friends under the drooping branches of a giant tree. She floated onto her back and pouted at the night sky. In the clearing below Sokhatai laughed at something Zanyar said. He chuckled and patted a monkey on a shoulder before heading to the tree line.

If she was to stay in this world forever, she would have to defeat the edimmu fair and square. And eventually she would want to fix her body so she could eat and drink. Maybe she could ask Ereshkigal for a favor, although those always came with strings attached and were better avoided. If they didn’t need Reshi’s wish to get home, she could just spend that on herself. Or, once she had secured her name in the Book of the Dead and sent her friends safely home, she could simply take her time to explore the city. Given time, she would run into something capable of giving her a corporeal form. Although, inconvenient as her body was, no one could hurt her as long as she remained a ghost. That would have come in handy in the White Temple.

Absently, she rolled the medallion in her hand. What power did it hold? If it gave pause to Pazuza’s lighting, could Nanna’s blood control udugs? Maybe all the violence from Miri’s fight with the Bronze Warrior tainted the blood. Could the amulet be corrupted in some way?

Siriwa came to stand beside her, leaning over his cane and taking in the view. He lay down next to Nerguiin and joined her in staring at the moon. Nerguiin rolled her head to the side so that she looked into the monkey’s ear.

“Why aren’t you eating?” Nerguiin asked. “It’s your feast. If I lived here, I’d drink that booze all the time.”

Siriwa yawned.

“I suppose you’re right,” Nerguiin said, turning back to the sky. “It probably gets old after thousands of years. By the time I turned twenty, I was fed up with all the luxury they gave me in the White Temple. Sometimes you need something new. Can you imagine how happy I was to taste beggar’s gruel for the first time? Zanyar thought me crazy when I wanted seconds.”

The monkey sniffed.

“Laugh if you must. The first time I got stomach pains from river water I was giggling like an idiot.” She frowned. “Didn’t last long, though. I spent the next two days unable to eat anything. Miri had to spoon-feed me this foul medicine she’d stolen from the temple.”

She raised her hands high and observed the mittens against the sky. Her hands looked so small, but at least the temple brand was gone. “Do you ever wish you could go back and fix the past?”

Siriwa looked at the moon.

“I’ll bet you don’t. You have it so great here. You live in a paradise where you can be whatever you want. We mortals, we can only visit you. Then it’s back to being the same old boring us.” Nerguiin lowered her voice to a whisper. “But not me. I’m staying.”

Siriwa looked at her, yellow teeth exposed.

“You don’t get to judge me,” Nerguiin said. “I’ve made up my mind. I’m not going back. The others think there’s something waiting for us when we return with the Celestial Harp. A celebration. Tokens. Fame. Whatever. I don’t care; that all goes away when we die. But I’m not stupid enough to die. I’ll put my name in the Book of the Dead and stay here forever.”

The monkey elder looked deep into her eyes.

“Well,” she said, showing him the figurine. “I’m not going to stay if I can’t make this edimmu repellent work.”

Siriwa nicked the figurine from her.

“Hey!” she said, scrambling up. “That’s mine!”

Hands on her hips, Nerguiin watched as Siriwa scratched his butt and glanced at the waterfall source. He grabbed a few twigs from the ground and gathered them into a pile, searched for the loose leaves that littered the constantly shifting riverbank, and finally crouched up close to whisper a word to the twigs. A few hesitant curls of smoke rose from the leaves, and once Siriwa whispered more encouragement, a fire burst up, making him lean back and cover his face. After the fire was done spewing its initial rage, it settled into a warm orange campfire crackling on the riverbank.

Then Siriwa threw the figurine into the fire.

Nerguiin yelled, tearing at her hair. “What are you doing?! I spent half an hour making that!”

Shoulders slumping, she sighed and watched her handiwork burn. After a while, Siriwa took another twig from the ground and poked at the campfire. The figurine toppled out onto the grass, smoking, its mud dried and its beautifully carved form cracked all over.

Why did she have to tell Siriwa anything? Of course he would ruin her plans, not that it was going to work anyway if she didn’t have a way to fight the edimmu.

The charred mud thing opened its eyes, blinking at her.

Nerguiin stared.

Siriwa took the figurine and absently tossed it to her. Expecting it to be hot, she grabbed it with her mittens and tossed it from one hand to another, but found it only pleasantly warm. A mouth opened on the mud face, yawning.

“Uh,” Nerguiin said at the face. “Greetings?”

The mud mouth opened and closed without a word.

“I would ask your help in defeating an edimmu tomorrow. Would you help me?”

Its eyebrows met at the top of its nose and its mouth twisted into a grin. She took that for a yes and turned to frown at Siriwa as he waved at her and wandered off into the shrubbery. Why did the figurine work now? Had it required someone with great skill in magic to create it? But if so, why hadn’t the Wanderer mentioned that?

The smoke from the fire bent in twists on its way to the skies and coalesced into the shape of a human torso. Two beady eyes blinked at her.

“Shit, Reshi!” Nerguiin said, taking a step back. “How long have you been there?”

The spirit gazed at her. “Long enough.”

Nerguiin met his eyes, swallowing. He stared at her. Her heart beat faster.

“This plan of yours—” Reshi said, darkening to nearly black, “—have you told your friends?”

She shook her head. “Don’t tell them.”

“Why?”

“They would drag me back.”

Reshi loomed over her. The spirit’s ancient eyes made her want to squirm.

“Please,” Nerguiin whispered.

“Very well,” Reshi said. He shifted back to his normal white, illuminating the ground beneath him. “But if I were you, I would not dig a hole deep enough to be trapped in.”

She breathed out in relief.

“I sense that is a difficult word for you.”

“What word?”

“‘Please.’”

Nerguiin looked away. “Whatever. Why did you come up here?”

“Your friends sent me searching for you. They were worried.”

“Of course they were,” Nerguiin sighed. She fetched the two jugs full of magical water. “Because that’s all I can do: get into trouble.”

Clouds veiled Nanna, and darkness like the deepest forest surrounded her. On her journey back downhill, she cursed every time her boots tripped her up. Reshi glowed with white light, but only brightly enough for her to see what had already managed to ensnare her. When she finally made it back, she was ready to bite the first thing that came into her view.

“There you are,” Sokhatai said all too merrily. “We wondered if we should come searching for you, but the food was too good. So, did you find it?”

Nerguiin raised the two jugs with her left hand, hiding the mud figurine behind her. “Origin of the waterfall. Turns out it’s magical. Big surprise there.”

“Good work,” Zanyar said. He took out blankets from his backpack. “We’re still on schedule. We’ve already cut a week from the intended journey around the ring.”

“Nine days,” Nerguiin corrected. “Tomorrow we’ll make it at least to the Paradise Ring, perhaps all the way to the Divine Ring.”

Zanyar tossed them blankets and lay down, using his backpack as a pillow. As he started plucking his lyre, Nerguiin planted the two jugs near his backpack and rested the mud figurine beside her blanket. It blinked at her.

“What’s that?” Zanyar asked.

“A spirit,” Nerguiin said. “Just something to keep me busy.”

Yawning, Zanyar stared at the branches of the giant tree above. “Paradise Ring will be nice.”

“I thought it was the Spirit Ring you wanted to see,” Sokhatai mumbled, already wrapped in her blanket. “With its music and song and all.”

“It’s all good.”

Reshi faced the moonlit lake where the waterfall still coursed down the slopes to the pond. “Perhaps you expect too much of our city.”

“It’s got to be better than Uruk,” Nerguiin grumbled. She attempted to roll into a ghost sausage inside her blanket, but as her body slipped through the fabric, leaving only her boots and mittens inside it, she sighed, scrambled back out, and decided to simply float just above the grass.

“I wonder what Miri is doing now,” Zanyar said. “Is she floating at the gates? Or is her spirit somewhere else?”

“Hey Reshi,” Nerguiin said. “Can’t you at least deliver a message to her? Tell her we’re trying to bring her back? Or just tell her we’re here.”

“That I cannot do, Ascended One.”

She floated sideways so her elbow leaned on an invisible bed. “I can’t help but notice there are a lot of things you can’t do. I wonder why the Wanderer told us you would be worth more as a servant than as a single wish.”

He bopped up and down for a while. “I suspect she said those words due to a sense of nostalgia.”

“How so?”

“We spent many months together, and by the time we reached the center, I had grown to know her as a close friend. I suspect it was the same for her.”

She smiled. “Wait, are you saying you knew the Wanderer personally? What was she like?”

“It was long ago, but though I may be immortal, my memories are not.”

“Tell us something.”

His body became more and more transparent until it looked as though he wore the stars themselves. “She was the most curious human I have ever met. When the trials defeated her, her anger would erupt like a volcano. Yet she would accept this rage as a part of the journey. She would let it cool and fade, and try the trial again when she understood what she was lacking. There was rarely a task she had to try more than twice.

“But what I most admired about her was how she accepted the less desirable parts of her spirit. At times she was wrathful or proud, other times cowardly or indifferent. But not once did she let those parts of her guide her actions.” He paused. “They did guide her tongue, though, and from what the wind tells me, Ereshkigal learned more about mortal profanities during her visit than in the last hundred years combined.”

Nerguiin listened to his story, leaning a mitten against her cheek. “Well. She didn’t write that in the Wanderer’s Journal.”

“Yet, as she defeated one ring after another, she did not lose those parts of her. Instead, every time her tongue gained a will of its own, she would spew her curses until they ran out, and then would ask why she said such things. And at every gate, as she met with the guardian, she would refuse to move on until she understood what the ring was supposed to teach her.” He turned to look up at the tree above. “Oh, how long she stayed here in the Forest Ring, demanding the elemental answer questions it could not even hear, not knowing she had already learned the sacred lesson of that ring.”

“And what lesson is that?” Nerguiin asked.

“Your pilgrimage will bring you the answer, Ascended One.”

On the other blanket, Zanyar absently plucked the lyre on his chest. “I hope you aren’t expecting us to measure up to her.”

“I would never measure you up to anyone, great bard. You are who you are; others have no role in that.”

“That’s good,” Nerguiin said. “Zanyar’s too dumb to understand any lessons you try to teach him. Believe me, I’ve tried.”

Zanyar tossed a pebble at her, but it merely passed through her head. “I memorized the tablets.”

“Yeah? Tablet fourteen, last part?”

“‘When the bothersome ghost girl taunts you, throw stones at her until she falls silent.’”

“All right, you two,” Sokhatai said, burrowing into her blanket. “Get some rest.”

While soft snores from Sokhatai and Zanyar filled the night, Nerguiin lay floating on her back, looking at Reshi. He waited beside her, the stars still visible on his body, although the sky itself was hidden in the canopy of branches.

She liked this ring. Once her name was in the Book of the Dead, she would return to the forest and taste Siriwa’s sacred alcohol. She would wander around the entire ring and see all those things the Wanderer wrote about. And there had to be things even she hadn’t seen.

She yawned. Maybe she, too, could write a journal.

________




NERGUIIN SNAPPED AWAKE in earth-smelling blackness. She gasped, unable to breathe, then realized she was hanging like a hammock from her mittens and boots, head and body sunk inside the earth. She floated back onto the surface, coughing and wheezing.

Utu rose over the trees. Zanyar snored contently next to Sokhatai, who was busy performing her usual morning exercises. Passed-out monkeys lay all over the clearing, some awake with their mouths open and a tormented, regretful look in their eyes. One of them rubbed his temples, empty mug in hand.

“About that—” Sokhatai said, out of breath as she did sit-ups with her boots anchored to a tree root, “—why does a ghost need to breathe anyway?”

“Well, why do you need to breathe, jerk?” Her shoulder slumped. “Sleeping as a ghost is hard.”

“Actually, you did well. I woke up a while ago. You were floating above the grass until just now. I was going to pull you up if you couldn’t get out.”

“Well, at least I got some sleep.”

“Seven hours.”

She looked at the mud figurine. It yawned. “Feels like less.”

Reshi floated closer to her. “Now that you are awake, Ascended One, I would have you try this.”

He held a translucent tray with a steaming cup. Nerguiin sighed, but took it with her mitten. “You know that isn’t going to work.”

She paused.

What had to be thousands of trays and cups littered the lake shore, some sitting on the lilies where frogs sipped their morning tea. There were tea cups on tree branches and on Siriwa’s throne. A stack of trays and cups by her bedroll threatened to topple over, and a particularly large ghost pot was half-sunken into the earth.

She looked around with her mouth open. “You’ve been busy.”

“This one,” Reshi said proudly, “is a blend made with the waterfall source. I mixed it with Siriwa’s personal cultivations and added something special from the Primordial Chaos that will surely sate your unique palette.”

Narrowing her eyes, she accepted the cup and took a careful sip. A freezing sensation brushed her tongue, but then faded as the liquid dropped through her.

“Anu’s storms!” Reshi said. “I was certain that would work!”

“Keep trying,” Nerguiin said. A shudder went through her, and her tongue turned numb. “I’m sure you’ll get there in a hundred years.”

Sokhatai reached down to her toes with her legs held straight.

“You know,” Nerguiin said as Reshi floated off to sulk by the lake shore, “your body doesn’t need the exercise. You’re an Ascended now. You already have a perfect body.”

She stood up to bend her back. “I’m not doing this for my body.”

“Why then?”

“Routine.”

Nerguiin yawned. “If you say so, but I’m not planning on exercising ever again.”

Disturbed by the noise, a few monkeys groaned and held their heads, standing up on shaky feet. Some merely chose to sit on their bottoms or stared with glassy eyes. Zanyar let out a deep puff of air.

“Gotta say,” Sokhatai said. “Nice part of being Ascended: no hangovers.”

Haunted by the previous night, Zanyar let Sokhatai take the backpack for the day, although he still held on to his precious lyre. As they departed and said their farewells to the monkeys, only a couple waved after them. Siriwa sat on his throne of vines and roots, resting his face against his palm while absently waving with the other hand.

“That’s the good life,” Nerguiin said as she pushed into the forest, cradling the mud figurine in her mittens.

“I don’t feel alive,” Zanyar said.

“Focus,” Sokhatai said. She ducked under a branch and set her eyes forward. “We’re getting close. Remember the plan. We’re facing the swamp elemental next.”

________




WHEN THEY REACHED the third gate of the Underworld, the sun burned high in the sky, although by the time they noticed the golden wall among the foliage, they were already almost at its base. Like the earlier gate, this one stood tall and strong, with a carved surface that would provide Sokhatai an easy way up.

The gate’s guardian wiggled like a forest given motion. Its roots, branches, and vines slithered over, under, and around each other, oozing foul-smelling drops of violet sap onto the surrounding trees and bushes. It covered a good chunk of the nearby forest, rising as tree trunks and barbs serving it as feelers extending toward them from its core somewhere deeper in the forest canopy. Sinuous branches covered the third gate as though holding it shut with its many-needled limbs.

“So, who wants to go?” Sokhatai asked. She raised a jug containing the waterfall source.

Nerguiin raised a hand, and Sokhatai passed her the jug. She handed the figurine spirit to Zanyar and rose cautiously into the air, holding the jug between her mittens, and floated toward the forest that was the monster’s body. Behind her, Sokhatai and Zanyar fought their way through the undergrowth as close to the gate as they could before the thorny branches grew too thick to permit passage.

“What do you plan, Ascended One?” Reshi asked, hurrying after her.

“You said the weather’s been nice and sunny lately. As a result, the elemental is large and powerful.”

“That is correct.”

“So perhaps it’s also thirsty.”

She floated through the foliage and approached the writhing branches jug in hands, making absolutely certain not to disturb any of the barbed vines. She searched for a good tree to climb, then headed toward it. A moment before her hand connected with the trunk, the bark oozed violet goo. She pulled her hand back.

“That was close,” Nerguiin said. She glanced at the others. “You two good there?”

Sokhatai gave a thumbs up.

“It doesn’t have ears. No need to be quiet.”

She searched for another tree to climb. Each of the ones nearby wiggled in some way, and the others glistened with moisture. The only likely candidate lay behind a particularly dense section of the monster’s vine-like limbs growing as a spiraling tunnel. As she entered the tunnel, she retreated backward when a bush rose to block her passage, then dipped inside the ground to squeeze behind a trembling shrub before moving on.

At the other end of the green tunnel, she reached the base of what appeared to be the single healthy tree in this part of the forest. She gave it a good few moments of scrutiny. Then she waited some more. The tree remained placid, so she landed a mitten on it. The monster didn’t eat her.

“I got a good tree!” Nerguiin shouted.

In her corporeal form the tree would’ve been child’s play, but as a ghost balancing a heavy jug, each and every branch up took its own share of curses. On the other hand, she weighed practically nothing and could easily select even the weaker branches to pull herself up. Upon reaching one of the highest limbs, she hung from its length with one hand, keeping her eyes on the elemental’s central mass directly below her. It was a pulsating ball of green fur the size of an ox, perhaps five feet in height, surrounded by a segmented shell that opened in the middle to reveal circular rows of teeth. Something icky and purple glistened at the bottom.

She pulled the cork on the jug and poured, letting water rain down into the monster’s maw. Drops spattered the branches, twigs, and wiggling vines. The water streamed down leaves and trunks and flowed to the ground, touching the forest guardian at its roots.

Vines and tentacles coiled in, withdrawing to a single point. Nerguiin poured out more water, and the forest became a blur of motion, sending her tree swaying until only a single small bush of sharp and thorny twigs remained on the ground painted violet with poison.

That should do it, she thought, shaking out the last drops from the jug—the elemental would concentrate on absorbing the water before posing any danger again, and by that time they’d be gone.

She dropped down from the tree and sauntered over to inspect the furry bush up close. A part of her wanted to pet it, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to find out if poisons worked on ghosts.

“Marvelous,” Reshi said, floating directly above the bush. “You tricked the elemental with fake rain.”

“Yup, we’re great like that.”

“But what would you have done if it had rained the previous day?”

“Sacrificed Sokhatai and made a run for it when it was busy eating her.”

She gave the bush a final look, then floated to the gate where Sokhatai was already halfway to the top. Nerguiin took the spirit figurine from Zanyar and eyed the gate. Just like that, they had defeated the third of the seven gates.

The rest was going to be easy.








CHAPTER FIFTEEN










Spirit Ring: I enjoyed my time in the Spirit Ring. The smaller divinities associated with the Golden City make their home here, and they are, for the most part, a merry sort. The visiting Ascended will find themselves welcomed in many a festival and celebration. During their circumnavigation around the ring, they will get to know spirits and udugs from grave haunts to night sparrows.

To move on, the Ascended is expected to make a contribution to the city. Some choose to build a temple, others entertain the locals with their mortal cooking, a thing of much celebration for the spirits not used to mortal cuisine.

The Spirit Ring teaches the Ascended the ways of the Underworld, and makes sure those who move on have the good of the community at heart.




The Wanderer’s Journal, Map Chamber




Sokhatai’s hand slipped.

She fell a few feet, but brought her fall to a stop by grabbing a protruding segment of the gate, swinging left and right a few times to locate a safe foothold. She glanced over her shoulder, scowling at them.

“Reshi,” Nerguiin said, trying to sound like her stomach hadn’t just somersaulted. “You wouldn’t be able to open these gates, would you?”

“Unfortunately not. The ones who wield that power include the gate guardians, Ereshkigal herself, and Gatekeeper Neti.”

“Annoying. Why place the gates here if we can’t use them?”

“You could complete the pilgrimage around the Forest Ring and commune with the elemental, as you are expected to.”

Nerguiin shook her head. “Not going to happen. I’d much rather risk Sokhatai breaking her neck. Miri doesn’t have that much time before she dies the True Death.”

Sokhatai completed her climb without further dramatics and dropped a rope down for them to climb. Once Nerguiin was safely up on the wall, she scurried across the gate’s length to spy at the other side.

The forest disappeared and civilization took its place. Where the Ascended Ring contained daring towers and temples, the Spirit Ring expanded as a sprawl of smaller structures. Half a dana away, clearly visible in the bright day, the fourth gate of the Underworld awaited easily accessible at the end of a wide road of golden bricks, Ereshkigal’s spire rising behind it, now slightly larger.

A myriad of spirits and wondrous creatures wandered below. Some had gaseous bodies like Reshi, others like bubbles of water flowing on the ground. There were winged creatures like bronze-toothed birds made of water and air, scorpion spirits and other crawling things, bearded men with a bull’s body, and a few fire monsters from which others kept a polite distance. A ten-foot skeleton with several birdlike creatures perching on its skull tiptoed between the smaller spirits, careful not to step on anyone.

Nerguiin could hardly hold her excitement: These were the true denizens of the Underworld. If her plan worked out, she could soon be dancing among them. Grinning, she glanced over her shoulder at the others.

Sokhatai rolled her eyes. “We’re coming. Try not to explode.”

While Zanyar fought with his backpack and Sokhatai tied the rope to one of the reliefs at the forest side of the gate, Nerguiin searched the Spirit Ring until her gaze landed on the wooden palisade encircling a compound not too far from the gate, a faint blue light escaping from the interior. The Wanderer’s Journal put the edimmu inside those walls. But was the map still accurate?

As soon as they had all landed on the golden bricks at the other side of the gate, a mudbrick house to their left trembled and yawned. It rose on two skinny legs, blinked its windows, and inclined its entire mass toward them in a bow. In the space it had vacated, the silver Pilgrim’s Path hugged the golden walls on the left and residential houses on the right, heading around the Spirit Ring.

Nerguiin marched past the walking house and took the golden road toward the next gate, trying to see everything at the same time. At their sides stood homes built for the various spirits, many looking identical to the mudbrick constructions in Uruk, although on some vegetation grew from between the bricks, creating a cover of green foliage, and flowers decorated some of the walls. Some spirits gaped at the visitors, others moved on without a second look. A pack of ghost mongooses trotted after Nerguiin, but they scampered away when she tried to pet them.

At Ninkasi’s Plaza, an expansive square space of cypress planks, a paved road of black bitumen encircled the Spirit Ring, starting and ending at the plaza equally far from the third and fourth gates.

“Halfway there,” Nerguiin said. Ereshkigal’s spire rose high behind the gate.

“So,” Sokhatai said, “are all of these spirits Ascended?”

“Nah, they’re just spirits Ereshkigal has allowed to live in her city. Like the monkeys in Forest Ring.”

Zanyar rubbed his palms together. “I can’t wait to get started.”

“What do you plan, mortal?” Reshi asked warily.

“Fear not, spirit,” Zanyar replied. “This time we’re actually obeying the rules—almost. And we’re going to make the expected contribution to your city.”

“Oh!” Reshi floated straighter. “That is most generous of you. Why, though?”

“Because we all love Miri,” Zanyar said.

“And because we can’t defeat Dioneh,” Sokhatai said. “She’s not going to let us climb the gate without something to smooth things over.”

“But mostly it’s because of Miri,” Zanyar said, tapping the lyre case on his back. “We’re going to give you an original composition.”

Sokhatai nodded at the gate in the distance. “Let’s make sure the witch is open to the proposal first. I want to make sure we’ve got the escape route ready in case anything goes wrong.”

They strolled over the plank plaza and took the golden road to the fourth gate and walked leisurely for perhaps two hours. Near the next wall, the paved road passed through delicately cultivated gardens, hedges rising over Nerguiin’s head, and rows of flowers growing between them. Here and there, sprouts of legumes pushed through the ground, for their flowers, she supposed, as the locals had no need to grow food of their own.

The gate was unguarded.

“Should we just climb over?” Sokhatai whispered.

“No,” Nerguiin said. She narrowed her eyes at the concealing hedges that surrounded them. “I’m sure Dioneh knows we’re here. Don’t do anything stupid.”

Sokhatai snorted. “This comes from you?”

“What do we do?” Zanyar asked.

Nerguiin took a deep breath and shouted at the top of her lungs, “Guardian!”

Sokhatai and Zanyar jumped.

“I’m coming, I’m coming!” a woman’s voice replied.

A hand pushed a shrub aside, and a young woman stepped through, muttering to herself. She wore a black dress with violet at the edges, its hem brushing the grass. Her black hair came down to her knees, more than a few twigs and leaves tangled in it. Her eyes shone white, and a red beetle the size of Nerguiin’s thumb clambered up a lock of her hair.

As she stepped forward, one foot entangled itself in the hedge roots and she tripped and stumbled onto her face between two bushes. Grumbling, she picked herself up and brushed dirt off her dress, pushing her way through to the thieves.

“Yes, Ascended, welcome to the city and all that,” the witch Dioneh said with a smile, slightly out of breath. She looked at Zanyar for a long moment, still smiling, then blinked at Reshi. The smile faded. She looked Nerguiin up and down, closed her eyes, and sighed. “Oh, boy.”

“Thank you for meeting us, Dioneh,” Nerguiin said, taking a step forward. “We—”

The witch batted her shining white eyes at Nerguiin. “So. Two Ascended, one of whom is a ghost. A bloody mortal. A wish spirit bound to servitude?” Her voice rose in pitch toward the end. “And you stand before my gate without completing your pilgrimage around the ring, and with no contributions to the city.”

Nerguiin opened her mouth to speak, but the witch gave her a scowl, and she swallowed the words. “And you are, at best, one day old. How did you get here so fast? What was Pazuza doing? Siriwa?” She turned her gaze to Zanyar. “And you, mortal, how did you even get in? Neti should be guarding the first gate! Am I the only one in this city who does her job?”

The outburst left them speechless.

Dioneh took a deep breath, rubbing her temples. “Please. Explain yourselves. Why are you here?”

“We’ve come to ask for the permission to cross your gate,” Nerguiin said.

“Refused.”

“We knew you might say that.” Nerguiin nodded at Zanyar. “So we brought you something that might make you change your mind.”

Zanyar lowered his backpack onto the golden bricks and brought out the remaining jug filled with the waterfall source. He offered it to Dioneh with both arms.

“Source water?” Dioneh asked. The red beetle had reached the top of her head and perched there, antennae wiggling. “Do you think bribing me is going to get you out of this?”

Nerguiin wanted to say yes, but Zanyar cut in before she managed that. “Think of it as compensation for the trouble. We will be providing a gift to your city, but we don’t have the time to complete the pilgrimage. We’re here because the mortal world needs us.”

“Needs you?” Dioneh asked. “Why?”

“The rain has abandoned the mortal world,” Zanyar said. “The canals run dry, crops fail. People thirst and die before their time.” He spread his arms and dropped them to his sides. “And the gods refuse to help us.”

Dioneh glanced to the side, lips pressed tight. The beetle compensated, turning so its wiggling antennae always faced Nerguiin. She wanted so much to pluck it off her head.

“We need the Celestial Harp,” Zanyar said. “With it we can create rain. You were once mortal, Dioneh. Surely you must still care for your old home?”

“And how did you hear about that?”

“The fables about your prowess reach far and wide. When the ocean came to Meluhha—”

Her eyes glowed brighter. “And if you know the story of Meluhha, you should know that city no longer exists. Ti’Amtum made sure of that. Do you know what brought her to the oceans of the mortal world? The Celestial Harp. We thought we could command the winds, and that pride killed a whole city.”

“Not everyone,” Zanyar said. “You stood tall and faced the ocean. In the time you provided, many were able to escape. The stories also tell how you entered Anu’s garden and navigated its mazes, how you healed the plague of Mehr, and—”

“So I earned my place in the Golden City,” Dioneh said. “For all the good it did me. The fact is I’m not a mortal anymore, and my allegiance is to Ereshkigal. I can’t cross her.”

Zanyar hesitated, then took a step forward and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Dioneh, we need to get through your gate. Please, grant us passage. Lives depend on it.”

“This drought,” Dioneh said, brushing Zanyar’s hand off her, “how serious has it grown?”

“Eridu is no more,” Nerguiin said. “Uruk is about to fall. Ur holds on, but only because Nanna sacrifices his own blood to the land.”

“Really?” Her white eyes opened wide. “Nanna does that?”

“Yes,” Nerguiin said, “but Anu and Utu don’t speak to us, and Inanna is gone.”

Zanyar nodded. “This drought will be the doom of our people.”

Dioneh chewed her lip, looking at the closed gate beside them. The beetle scurried down from her hair to her cheek. Absently, she guided it onto her finger, allowing it to climb up her hand.

“The drought is magical in origin,” Dioneh said. “But if Nanna is helping the people of Ur, perhaps the others will come around soon. With time, it might pass. And the culprit is already gone.”

“Culprit?” Nerguiin asked. “Are you saying someone cast this curse on our lands?”

“Yes.”

“Who?”

She pressed her eyes shut. “It was Inanna, the Goddess of Love and the patron of Uruk.”

Nerguiin’s eyes widened. “Inanna? But she’s been gone for—” the pieces snapped together, “—twenty years. When the rain vanished.”

“But why?” Zanyar asked. “Why would she do that?”

“Pride,” Dioneh said. “Once, a mortal refused her hand, and powerless to win him over, she doomed him and his people to destruction. She stole one of the hundred curses from Ereshkigal and released it upon the mortal lands. When her wrath cooled and regret set in, she found her powers faded. No matter how she tried, the curse refused to return to the Underworld. Only Ereshkigal, who first forged the curse, or several gods combining their strength, could reverse Inanna’s actions. But the others wanted to see her suffer for her pride.”

Her glowing white gaze traveled from one face to another. “And to force her to experience the cost of her hubris, the other gods made her watch as her people died. That is why you suffer. But, she is now gone, and there is no more reason for the curse to continue. Maybe in some years the gods will be merciful.”

Nerguiin shared glances with the others.

“But,” Zanyar said, “in a few years the cities and people of Sumer will be gone.”

Dioneh observed them, the stark glow of her eyes fading and her shoulders slumping. “Could you give us a minute? I need a few words with Reshikhalen.”

Nerguiin tensed. “Why?”

Sokhatai grabbed her by the mitten, pulling her along. “Because she’s a powerful witch, and she says so. Now come on.”

She resisted for a moment before giving up and looking over her shoulder while Sokhatai dragged her away. Reshi and Dioneh stared after them, the witch opening her mouth only when the thieves were far enough away not to hear their words.

“I hope she doesn’t break Reshi’s oath,” Nerguiin said.

“We can’t do anything about that,” Sokhatai said. “Let’s follow the plan. She was the most difficult obstacle, and it looks like we might win her over.”

They paused a bit further away and waited as Dioneh and Reshi held their conversation near the fourth gate. All around them, spirits went about their lives. A pair of walking trees paused in their stride, their trunks bending low to bow in passing. Nerguiin waved at them. An elephant barely the size of a dog ambled over to inspect Zanyar’s lyre case. On its back rode a black snake that had coiled itself into knots so dense it seemed to have a torso, and as Nerguiin tried to pet the elephant, the snake opened its impossible knots and slithered around her mitten, hissing. She shrieked and pulled her hand back, and the snake returned to its place on the elephant’s back. A group of ten monkeys with white hoods walked past, chanting, canes tapping against the bricks.

Dioneh walked toward them, her black dress and hair swaying in the wind and Reshi floating by her side, his colors now grayer, like uneasy clouds before a storm. As Dioneh came to a stop, she frowned at Zanyar and his lyre.

“We had a talk,” Dioneh said.

“And?” Nerguiin asked.

“We won’t kill the mortal.”

“That’s…” Zanyar said, “good. I appreciate that.”

Dioneh turned to the black spire at the center of the city. “I can’t give you the Celestial Harp, but I won’t stop you from continuing to Ereshkigal’s spire to plead your case. But you must complete the pilgrimage around the Spirit Ring. I expect you to understand the ways of the Underworld. And you must contribute something to the city.”

The three of them shuffled. Nerguiin frowned at the planks, stealing a glance at Zanyar.

He cleared his throat. “Honored Guardian, we have a second purpose to our quest. A friend of ours sacrificed her life for us. She has entered your city, and we hope to prevent her passage to the True Death. We have to reach the center before her spirit fades so we can return back with the harp, bringing her with us.”

Dioneh opened her mouth to speak just as the southern wind gusted with a powerful howl, sending loose flower petals dancing into the air.

Reshi let out a hum. “Perhaps, Guardian Dioneh, this is an affair best explained by Ereshkigal herself.”

She turned to Reshi, her hair swaying. Reshi let out a low rumble, his body turning black.

“What?” Nerguiin demanded. “Stop rumbling, Reshi! You took an oath! I command you to answer me.”

“I cannot,” Reshi said. “I may not lie, and speaking half a truth is not much better. In this matter I hold not one, not two, but three oaths that seal my words. But…Seven gates have opened. That is what I am permitted to say.”

“Seven?!” Nerguiin shouted. “So Miri’s already in the spire! How did she get there so fast? She should be outside the gates for fourteen days!” She met Dioneh’s white eyes. “Look, Guardian, we need to move. If Miri is already in the spire, we don’t have a lot of time.”

Dioneh shook her head. “You must complete your pilgrimage first. If you don’t learn what the city wants to teach you, it will cause you trouble later. That is the way of the Underworld.”

Zanyar knelt, lowering his head, and Sokhatai followed his example. Feeling silly, Nerguiin perched on the ground, hunkering down on her boots and mittens.

“Stop that,” Dioneh said.

“Guardian,” Reshi said, bowing low, “in this case I would plead for your aid as well. Grant them passage, I beg of you.”

“Reshikhalen, don’t bow at me. It’s unseemly.” As none of them stood up, Dioneh glanced around, looking uncomfortable. “Fine, but just stand up already! This is embarrassing.” They stood, and Dioneh chewed her lip, glancing at Ereshkigal’s spire. “You must provide a service to the Golden City. I’m not willing to risk my own neck without an excuse. And it better be a bloody good offering. Only then will I open my gate for you.”

“That is all we ask,” Zanyar said. “We’ll give you a song the likes of which the Underworld has never heard.”

“That’s not good enough,” Dioneh said. “I will accept the song for your passage, bard, but the other two must contribute as well.”

Sokhatai frowned. “What kind of contribution?”

“If you did your pilgrimage, this would be something you would learn on your own.”

“It’s fine,” Nerguiin said. “We’ll find something to do.”

“How long do we have?” Sokhatai asked.

“Reshi, if we take until sundown, will we have enough time to reach the center before Miri passes to True Death?”

Reshi floated in place, silent. Nerguiin tapped her foot, staring at him until his color changed from gray to white and he let out a buzz, lowering all the way to the ground, head bent low.

“I suspect that is a fitting time,” he said.

“That sounded like a half-truth.”

“And that is why it pains me so.”

Zanyar rubbed his hands together, nodding in the direction of Ninkasi’s Plaza. “Let’s gather an audience worth playing to. When you’re out there giving your contribution to the city, spread the word: Song worthy of the Golden City, delivered today at dusk!”

“Sure, why not?” Nerguiin said, eyes already locked on the compound near the third gate. If she worked fast, she could have an edimmu’s finger, contribute to the city, and still help Zanyar get his crowd.

________




NERGUIIN GIGGLED AS she ran through a gathering of wind spirits, each a small sphere of gray storm that danced in the air in her wake. Spinning to gape at everything, she darted between the legs of a man whose height rivaled the walls. She sprinted across the Lane of Eleven Mornings where a man perched on stairs, his beard so long it reached from one side of the street to another where a humming woman hung laundry on it and a pair of bats hung upside down from its length. Nerguiin peeked into the Place of Morning Gatherings, where a school of fish swam in and out of the stone bricks, soaring on invisible waves.

Once she was fully immortal and permanently in the Book of the Dead, this was the place she wanted to explore most. It would take her several weeks to walk the ring’s entire length, maybe years to see every spirit living here. And this made only one of the city’s rings.

She darted into a narrow alley between two mudbrick houses. A hole on her right permitted a view into one of the homes, which turned out to be a cave of crystals with hordes of blue slimes climbing up and down ice pillars. The next house contained a darkness so deep it consumed the light of day in the alley. Once she pressed through it, she took a turn to find herself surrounded by burning walls. Coughing from the smoke and following the map in her head, she took one more turn to an open park of green grass bordered on one side by rough wooden walls. Near the walls, the grass died and rotted.

Here we are, she thought, clutching the mud figurine.

A wave of uneasiness hit her like a scorching wind. When she looked at the palisade, something in the air itself told her to stay away. Once she took a step, the feeling intensified. Each step toward the wall birthed a new fear begging her to flee.

Nice try, she thought.

Head held high, trembling only a little, she strolled through the warding magic, and as she approached, the palisade gate swung open as though invisible hands pushed it gently from the inside. The compound held a small stone ziggurat, not unlike the one in Uruk, with a well-worn staircase heading to the top.

She marched through the gates. As soon as she was on the first stone step, the gates swung shut behind her, as quietly as they had opened. Excepting her footsteps on the ziggurat steps, no sounds accompanied her. She reached a platform at the top, barely large enough for her to stand on. In front of her, the ziggurat ended in a vertical drop to a pit.

A skeleton emerged from below, rising up to look down on her from the height of three men. She faced the giant with her mouth hanging open, and only then glanced down. Corpses littered the pit by the skeleton’s feet. Some were human, others creatures of unknown kinds. Old blood painted the walls, and rats scurried across the rotting flesh, gnawing on bones and fighting each other for the best scraps.

“Welcome to my temple,” a whisper came from the ziggurat below her feet.

“Uh, hello?” Nerguiin said. “Who might I be speaking to?”

“My name is Olgurra. What’s yours, little ghost?”

“It’s…” Nerguiin hesitated. “What are you, Olgurra? Are you the ziggurat or the skeleton?”

“I am both. I am the air, and I am the ground. I am the thousand thousand sacrifices and their screams. I am an edimmu.”

Yes! she thought.

“Have you come to join me in my carnage, sister? Please, I have plenty to share.”

Sister. The udug thought her its brethren, perhaps because she was a ghost.

“I want to see you with my own eyes,” Nerguiin said. “Show yourself.”

The giant skeleton lowered its hand down next to Nerguiin, palm open. “Step on my vessel’s hand, sister, and I’ll lower you down.”

“Well, I don’t know if—”

The hand grasped her and closed its bony fingers in a tight fist. She yelped, her ghostly body sinking into the giant’s hand, but her mittens and boots holding her trapped inside the bones. The hand rose, lifting her and tipping over so that she hung downward.

“What…?” she began.

The hand opened.

Yelling, she fell into the pit, diving deep into rotting corpses, her mittens and boots anchoring her hands and feet in place while her head dipped into the horror below. She floated up, scrambling to her feet. Wherever she looked, decaying flesh and bones surrounded her. The walls of the pit rose too high to climb, not that she would be leaving before she owned one finger of an edimmu.

“Help yourself,” Olgurra whispered. “Grow strong.”

The skeleton crouched down beside her, lifted the lower half of a human body, and shoved it into its mouth, the legs dangling onto its chin. Its teeth munched on the bone and flesh, but the bits it swallowed simply fell through the ribcage and returned to the top of the pile.

Stay calm, Nerguiin thought. Edimmu exist because corpses aren’t buried properly. If I bury some of these bodies, the udug will lose its strength.

She pulled bones aside until she reached the bottom of the pile, then grabbed a half-decomposed head and dug a hole in the greasy, blood-saturated earth, gagging as she rolled the head in and covered it with dirt.

“Are you not hungry?” a nearby skull whispered in Olgurra’s voice.

“I just ate,” Nerguiin said. She grabbed a hand, fetched several arm and leg bones, and dropped them into a hole. If she buried all the corpses, it would kill the edimmu. But as long as she took care to leave a few bones exposed, she should be safe. She only planned to maim the ghost—that shouldn’t be against the rules of the city.

Glancing at the sun, she wiped sweat from her brow. Only a few pieces of bones still remained unburied, but the edimmu’s whispers still rang same as before.

Well, just a couple more bones should do it, she thought.

She squatted by a human ribcage with a rat perching on it. The rat pounced onto her mitten and bit into the cloth. She shook it away, and the rat scurried off to mope at the far corner of the pit and watched as she piled dirt over the bones.

The giant skeleton thumped onto its bottom and collapsed against the sacrificial pit’s wall, unmoving.

“I’m…exhausted,” the edimmu whispered into the wind. “What are you doing to me?”

“Don’t worry,” Nerguiin said. She tossed a few more fistfuls of dirt on the ribcage. “You could use a nice, long nap.”

“Stop.”

“Make me.”

The air around the giant’s skeleton shimmered in violet wisps that gathered to a single point, to a man-like mirage with two pale blue eyes glaring at her. Its mouth opened, and a violet mist flooded the pit. The reek of death and decay made Nerguiin slap a mitten on her mouth.

Now!

Holding her breath, she rammed the mud figurine into the soil and buried its bottom half. The figurine’s eyes narrowed to a scowl as it opened its mouth and took a deep breath. The violet mists spiraled around her, few fingers of violet questing in Nerguiin’s direction, others approaching the figurine.

She waited with a mitten over her mouth. One by one, the curls of mist abandoned her and surged to the figurine’s direction instead, then streamed into its mouth. The edimmu hissed as its life-consuming rancid fumes trapped inside mud.

“Thanks, spirit,” Nerguiin said, gasping as the air cleared. “You may go now.”

The mud figurine closed its eyes, the fumes safely stored inside its body.

The edimmu howled and lurched forward, its translucent form flowing in a searching gait. It toppled against her, its hands pressing tight around her throat. Wincing from the pain, she pried its hands off, then turned around as Sokhatai had taught her and twisted the udug into a lock between her torso and arm.

She forced its palm open. Nine fingers extended from its hand, each long, thin, and twiggy like a tree branch. She pried at the smallest one. The edimmu hissed, but the finger refused to break.

It’s still too strong, she thought, searching the carcasses nearby while the edimmu flailed in her hold. Only a single skull and a leg bone remained in the pit. Dared she bury just one more? The udug might die from it, but she needed that finger.

The udug swatted her on the side of the head. She stumbled and sank into the rotten earth. Shaking her head, she floated back up and landed on her boots, then rushed to the leg bone and haphazardly kicked dirt over it. The udug’s incorporeal body dropped to the ground on two feet, and like a dog spraying water, the translucent bits shook off, leaving it black like charred wood.

There! she thought. It’s vulnerable!

She ran into the edimmu and grabbed it by the arm, then kicked it in the knee and whacked its bent form to the back of the head until it fell onto its stomach. She grabbed its hand and pried the fingers open. It cracked like dry charcoal, and flakes of its flesh peeled off.

“Nerguiin!” Zanyar’s voice came from above.

He stood at the top of the ziggurat. Reshi floated beside him.

“An edimmu!” Reshi boomed. “Stay away from it!”

“Edimmu?” Zanyar said. “The corpse udug, right?”

“Wait—” Nerguiin started.

Zanyar jumped into the pit. He landed in a crouch, facing the black udug held in Nerguiin’s arms. Bellowing, he rushed at the edimmu, but his body merely passed through its form and he toppled face-first into a mound of dirt.

As the edimmu fought to stand up, Nerguiin bent one of the fingers. In a sickening crack, the finger popped right off, producing a wind-like howl from the edimmu. She backed away, marveling at the black digit in her grasp. She removed her right hand mitten and pressed the udug’s finger against her own. Her vision blurred and a sense of vertigo made her wobble to the side. As the dizziness passed, her right index finger was longer and twiggier, with a sharp nail at the end. She restored the mitten on her hand.

“We need to bury the corpses, right?” Zanyar asked.

He threw mud on the last skull protruding from the ground. 

“No!” Nerguiin shouted.

The edimmu’s blue eyes flicked wide open, then vanished into wisps of wind with the rest of its body. The whispers silenced.

“Oh,” Nerguiin said. The hair on the back of her neck stood up. “You killed the udug.”

“Yes,” Zanyar said, smiling. “Are you all right? Reshi told me you were in danger.”

“You don’t understand! You killed—”

A gong rang over the city.

She pressed her eyes shut, and to be sure, covered them with the mittens. “Close your eyes, you idiot!”

A wet hiss. Zanyar screamed. The piercing smell of burning flesh mixed with the rancid stench of the pit. Zanyar moaned in pain, but Nerguiin pressed her mittens closer against her eyes.

The gong rang again.

She opened her eyes. Zanyar lay on his back, his tunic pulled open and bright script flaring light from his bare chest. He looked down at it in wide-eyed horror, then met Nerguiin’s gaze. Reshi glided down from the ziggurat above, his gaze fixed on Zanyar’s chest.

“What does it say?” Zanyar asked.

“‘Murderer.’” Nerguiin read.

He looked at the sky. “This doesn’t count! I was helping my friend!”

“It’s no use. The curse is already on you.” Nerguiin lowered her gaze. Hidden inside the mitten, one of the fingers on her right hand was still longer than the others. At least she still had the edimmu’s finger.

“What does the curse do?” Zanyar asked. He concealed the cursed glyphs beneath his tunic.

“I don’t know. The Wanderer was cursed on her travels, but it wasn’t for anything as serious as murder. She said it took a day before she was punished. She woke up in the Divine Ring to find a boulder attached to her leg. She had to make it through the Silent Trial and the last leg of the ring with it hanging from her ankle.”

“We can only hope it’s a boulder,” Zanyar said, trying a smile. “You two can help me carry it.”

Nerguiin smiled back, lips shaking. “I’m not carrying your stupid boulder.”

“For murder,” Reshi said sadly, “the punishment will be severe.”

“Reshi, go get Sokhatai,” Nerguiin said. “We need a rope to get out of here.”

Reshi floated up and sped away. They waited for the curse to manifest itself, but all that happened was a few rats returning to the pit, digging up the buried bones. When Reshi came back with Sokhatai, she looked down with a disgusted sneer.

“Are you good?” Sokhatai asked. “I heard the gong. Was it you?”

“Afraid so,” Zanyar said, wincing at the pain of standing up. “Get us out of here.”

Once they were safely back on the larger streets outside the compound, Sokhatai brought them to a stop, hands on her hips. She glared at Zanyar, then scowled at Nerguiin.

“We got cursed,” Zanyar said.

“No,” Nerguiin said. “You got cursed.”

“Yes. I should have listened to Nerguiin. She tried to tell me I was going to kill the edimmu.”

Sokhatai’s scowl silenced them. “What were you even doing in an edimmu temple?”

Nerguiin challenged her stare. “I went exploring.”

“Exploring? Do you realize what’s at stake here? We had a plan! Stick to it!”

“We can still do the performance,” Nerguiin said.

“Can we?” Sokhatai asked. “What if your curse sent Ereshkigal racing out of her spire to get us?”

She shook her head. “Curses don’t work that way. We can still continue our journey. We just have to accept the punishment when it comes.”

“And,” Zanyar cut in, “next up: Paradise Ring! Easy sailing for a while. Cursed or not, we’ll get to enjoy good food, drink, and beautiful—”

“Times have changed,” Reshi interrupted him. “It has been centuries since the Wanderer wrote about our city. You may not find the Paradise Ring to your liking.”

“How bad can it be?” Nerguiin asked. “It’s Mamkhal’s ring! The goddess of healing and motherly love!”

“You will soon see, Ascended One.”

Sokhatai sighed. “Well, I’ve made my contribution.”

“What did you do?”

She counted on her fingers. “I donated my blood to a starved monster, helped someone up from a well, mended a broken carriage, sang a few songs, and taught a few moves to this warrior I met on the way there.”

Nerguiin blinked. “I didn’t realize I needed to do that much.”

“I’d rather not risk Dioneh turning us away. What did you provide for the city?”

She shrugged. “Still working on it.”

“It’s almost dusk! What have you been doing all this time?”

“I’ll just give Dioneh the source water if I run out of time. That’s why we got it.”

Sokhatai poked at her, the finger sinking into her chest. “What if that’s not enough?”

“Relax! Dioneh will understand. I hope.”

Zanyar stepped between them. “Nerguiin will make it work. Don’t worry. She’ll be singing with us, so that has to count for something.” He looked at the sky. “Let’s head back. It’s almost time.”








CHAPTER SIXTEEN










Dioneh the Guardian makes her home in the Spirit Ring. Once mortal, Ereshkigal granted her permanent residence in the Golden City for her acts of heroism in protecting Meluhha when the ocean came. She is an ancient and powerful sorceress, more than capable in her role as the fourth gate guardian, and famed for her wisdom.

Show her generosity, and she will return it in kind.




The Wanderer’s Journal, Pool Chamber




Utu sank low on the red-hued horizon. On the cypress planks of Ninkasi’s Plaza, Nerguiin waited as Zanyar adjusted the tuning bar on his lyre. Sokhatai scowled at everything in turn. Around them, a ring of hundreds of spirits waited on freshly built seats expanding outward and rising so that the performers were easily visible to everyone. One creature, the moving stone house with legs they had seen earlier, took up most of the northern side of the plaza. Many others took seats inside and looked out from the windows or perched on the red-tiled roof. In the sky circled flocks of serpentine creatures like ribbons of cloth.

Near the front row, a group of twelve warriors with bronze armor stood watching, each identical to the one who had come after them in the mortal world, but from their lack of weapons, Nerguiin suspected them to be here for music rather than murder.

She scanned the crowd of creatures and monsters, but couldn’t find Dioneh the Guardian among them. Why wouldn’t she observe the spectacle? With most of her time spent getting the finger of an edimmu, Nerguiin had yet to make a contribution, and if Dioneh wasn’t there to see the performance, would she even accept that as her tribute?

Zanyar cleared his throat, strumming the strings up and down, the notes ringing clear and in tune. He took a deep breath, looked up at the stage around him, then nodded and smiled at Nerguiin and Sokhatai.

The last of Utu’s light fell below the walls.

“This is it,” he said. “The Lament for Miri’s Passing. Are you ready?”

Red glyphs flashed to life under Zanyar’s tunic. He screamed, falling onto his knees and clutching his chest. Another, brighter flash of light, like an invisible kick, knocked him onto his back. The smell of burnt meat rose from his body.

“The curse!” Nerguiin shouted. “It’s happening!”

The spirits watching them let out murmurs and cries, some sounding like rain, others like the flapping of wings.

“It’s coming, and it could be anything,” Nerguiin warned. “It might rain fire, or it could be…I don’t know…swarms of stinging insects.”

Reshi tilted his head, listening as the wind went still. “No…It is not that.”

“What is it then?” Sokhatai asked with a dagger in hand.

He floated higher, looking at them with his beady eyes bulging. “Nishakai.”

Sokhatai and Zanyar turned to Nerguiin.

She sniffed.

Sulfur.

“Uh… Run. Run!”

On the stone street directly in front of Zanyar, a perfect circle about two feet in diameter spewed out green flames hot enough to make all three of them shy back. The spirits on the stages erupted in cries and shouts. Some took flight in a mad flapping of wings, others jumped down, fleeing the plaza in a stampede that forced slower-moving spirits to disperse or be trampled. The moving house slammed its windows shut, stood up on its legs, and wobbled away, some of the spirits on the roof tumbling to the ground.

From the green fire, two horns appeared, rising higher.

“Run!” Nerguiin screamed, pulling Zanyar up.

She ran as fast as she could, pulling him for the first few steps. Then Zanyar broke free of her grasp and continued on his own, glancing over his shoulder.

“What is that thing?” Zanyar shouted.

“An udug!” Nerguiin said. “It will hunt us until you’re dead!”

“We can’t run that long!” Sokhatai shouted. “Can we kill it?”

She tried to picture the Wanderer’s journal in her mind. There was a mention about this type of udug. It spoke of a weakness, and as it wasn’t a citizen of the Golden City, they could slay it without retribution.

“Nerguiin?” Sokhatai asked.

“I’m thinking!”

At the end of the plaza, she glanced at the udug on their tail. It resembled a short man with two elongated horns. He wore black metal armor, the surface reflecting the green fire at the end of his two-headed poleaxe. The udug came after them at a leisure jog, the lips of his gray face curved in a hungry smirk and the air burning with green wildfire in his wake.

“He can throw fire at us,” Nerguiin said, thinking as they took a corner and turned to a smaller bitumen road between rows of mudbrick houses. “His armor cannot be harmed by weapons. He’s entirely cold and ruthless, and only Ereshkigal personally can command him. He’s vegetarian.”

“I don’t care about what he eats!” Sokhatai shouted.

They ran onto a bridge that crossed over the roofs of houses on the lower level of the city.

Bridges. Water.

“Water!” Nerguiin shouted. “We need water!”

Sokhatai grabbed the jug of waterfall source from her belt.

“No,” Nerguiin said. “A lot more. A river’s worth. Reshi, where’s the closest canal?”

“That way,” Reshi said, turning his body so he floated sideways on the bridge. “But you will never make it. The nishakai has been playing with you so far, but he will want blood soon.”

“I’ll distract him,” Nerguiin said. “Maybe he won’t notice he has the wrong prey.”

Sokhatai stared at her, then nodded and tied the rope to the metal railing on the bridge. Zanyar vaulted over and climbed down the rope to the street below. Nerguiin turned to face the way they had come, Reshi bopping up and down beside her.

“Are you sure?” Sokhatai asked. “If the udug’s fire can harm you, that’s it for you.”

Nerguiin took a breath and let it go. “I know. I’ll join you later. Reshi, lead them to the river.”

“Don’t tarry too long.” Sokhatai hopped over the railing and followed Zanyar, trailed by the wish spirit.

The nishakai approached at a sprint. The fire from his body rose a dozen feet into the air, tinting the night sky green.

Nerguiin patted her mittens together and locked her eyes with the approaching monster. She grinned and made two small fists. “Let’s see what you can do.”

The udug slowed to a walk, inspecting her.

“So it is a child I am to slay today,” the udug said as he approached, his deep voice seeming unsuitable for his short stature. “It’s been a while. Ereshkigal doesn’t often give me the pleasure. What is your name, little girl?”

“What’s yours?” Nerguiin demanded. The smell of sulfur made her cough. She commanded her eyes not to glance at the rope still hanging from the bridge.

The nishakai spun his poleaxe in a circle as though it weighed no more than a feather, then thumped the pole’s butt end onto the bridge, slouching against it. “They call me by many names, but there is the name the Ascended scream at me when I do my work.” He raised his head and made a grin revealing sharpened teeth. “They call me…Mercy.”

“Well, Mercy,” Nerguiin said, “you sure are ugly. If there were many more of you, no one would want to stay in the city. And you smell terrible.”

The udug cackled and spun his poleaxe. “Amusing. Die.”

The weapon moved so fast Nerguiin didn’t see it coming, but she did feel a faint whiff of wind as something whooshed through her midsection. She glanced down to ensure she was still securely attached to her legs.

“My turn!” Nerguiin shouted at his surprised face. She pounced forward, launching a mittened punch at his midsection. The magic mitten came to a stop with a bonk.

“Ow,” Nerguiin said, rubbing her hand.

The poleaxe whacked against her right hand, directly on the red wool. The blade connected with the mitten and sent a shock up her arm, but the magical cloth remained intact.

“What are you made of?” Mercy asked.

“Yellow rice, honey cakes, masgouf…” Nerguiin counted on her fingers. “Two days ago I had some goat too. Or was it the morning before? It’s hard to keep track.”

The nishakai took a step closer. The green flames on his body blazed fiercer, the sudden burst high enough to be seen from outside the city. His expression contorted into pure fury. Fist blazing with fire, he lunged at her throat. The hand passed through her, but the flames caught on her skin and hair. They licked at her clothes and raced down her body. They felt like a warmth that hesitated to burn her, but increased with every passing moment, warmer, then hotter, then burning. She screamed and jumped away from the udug’s hand, and the fire vanished along with the pain. A few red marks remained on her translucent skin.

“So you do burn,” Mercy said, following her with a confident gait as she backed away. “You and I are going to have some fun times together. Ereshkigal doesn’t take pity on offenders. You broke her laws, and for that I thank you. It’s not often I get to enjoy burning someone as entertaining as you.”

She shied further away, keeping her eyes on Mercy’s burning hands. If the flames were to touch her longer, would they harm her permanently?

He raised his hands high above his head, stared at her for a good moment, then struck them down in an eruption of green flames that enveloped her from all sides. First she felt only mildly hot, but the longer the flames burned, the more the heat grew. She shouted and dashed away from the fire, spinning her arms, but the flames followed her like a cloud, burning her all the way through. She tried jumping to the side and whacking her clothes, but the flames, and the pain, clung to her like a living thing.

How much more time did the others need?

Not one second more.

“Idiot!” Nerguiin shouted through green fire. “Ereshkigal will have your head!”

The nishakai laughed. “And why is that, little dead child?”

She pressed her eyes shut, screaming the words. “Because I’m not the one you’re after!”

The flames vanished.

She collapsed onto the ground, leaning on her mittens, her knees sinking slightly into the stone. She was afraid to look at her own arms and legs. They had to be burned black. The fire was gone, but the memory of it remained.

“What are you talking about?” Mercy asked.

She tried a grin, but her lips merely trembled. “Do you see a cursed brand on me? By all the gods, are all udugs this stupid, or is it just you?”

He leaned toward her and sniffed at the air. Nerguiin glanced to where the others made their escape at the far end of the street below. Mercy followed her gaze just as Zanyar and Sokhatai darted left at a street corner. He leaped down from the bridge, landed on the stone below with a burst of flames, and raced after the others in a mad rush, a firestorm burning in his wake.

He’s fast, Nerguiin shook her head. They would have never made it if she hadn’t distracted him.

Swallowing, she finally dared to look at her skin. She was burned black, yet all over her body, spots already recovered, healthy skin growing from the middle of the burned patches. In only a minute, her skin was back to normal. Either the green fire wasn’t meant to kill, or her ghost body was special.

With searching steps, she grabbed the rope and slid down to the street below. At the bottom, in something that could be a canal that held houses at both sides, she followed the still burning green footprints imprinted into the stone.

Cries of the udug’s fury echoed through the city. Light came from some of the mudbrick houses lining the street. A lone bipedal hound peeked out from behind the curtains of a home, but drew back as it saw her. Winded, she urged her tiny feet to run faster. The others might not be able to kill the udug themselves. As the houses passed her at a glacially slow pace, she once again cursed her decision to manifest as a small child.

After turning one final corner, she came into a view of a bridge with a river roaring underneath. She slid to a stop, mouth hanging open.

Zanyar and Sokhatai stood at the far end of the bridge, looking powerless next to the udug’s immense green bonfire. Between them and the udug, Reshi floated as a much larger white and blue cloud than his usual form, a newly-formed mouth wide open and eyes narrowed. An endless stream of wind roared from his mouth, pummeling with the force of a storm. Mercy leaned forward, feet sliding on the street, the fire from his body escaping to the skies behind and licking the nearest house with enough heat to soot the stone.

He rammed his poleaxe into the bridge and brought himself to a stop, then made an attempt to take a single step. In response, the wind gusted, and Mercy slid one further step back, groaning with effort.

“Reshikhalen!” Mercy shouted. “You will burn in eternal fire for this! You are a servant of Ereshkigal, not Anu! Do not think to command the wind!”

Reshi’s voice came from the wind itself. “My duty is to the Ascended.”

“Enough!” Mercy screamed, sounding desperate. “I will not tolerate this! I was promised prey!”

His back faced Nerguiin and his feet slid slowly but inexorably toward her and nearer the edge above the turbulent waters. Nerguiin glanced at Reshi, swallowed, and sneaked behind the nishakai.

“I will burn you!” Mercy screamed. “Ereshkigal will tear you asunder!”

Nerguiin mustered her courage, and burst into a run. The wind paused and, in surprise, Mercy sprang forward at the precise moment Nerguiin’s mittens ploughed into his back, sending him toppling to one side against the edge of the bridge.

Sokhatai rushed forward and drop-kicked Mercy in the chin, sending him flipping over the railing.

“This is not—” he screamed.

Then he hit the river.

A deafening hiss accompanied vast clouds of steam bursting from the river, so hot Nerguiin yelped and jumped back. The mist dispersed into the night, and the heat on her skin turned warm, then merely wet.

The udug’s death left the streets foggy and eerily silent. The river flowed under the bridge with indifference, probably not having noticed anything at all disrupting its passage. Reshi shrank in size and lowered back to his normal floating height slightly above the street.

“Reshi,” Nerguiin said, “that was amazing!”

“It was my duty,” Reshi said weakly.

Sokhatai leaned on the railing and stared at the water. “It’s dead. Good job.”

Nerguiin remained silent.

“What?” Sokhatai asked. “It’s not climbing out of the water, is it?”

“Zanyar, open your tunic.”

Zanyar pulled the cloth aside. The cursed script still glowed on his chest.

“But we killed it!” Sokhatai said.

“For tonight.”

“What do you mean?”

Reshi was the one to answer. “Tomorrow night it will return. And nishakai do not make the same mistake twice.”

“And how will it do that?” Zanyar asked. “Will it pop up from the ground in a boat?”

“The gate,” Nerguiin said. “We have to go. Now.”

They raced through the foggy streets back to the bridge, retrieved their single precious rope, and headed to the Ninkasi’s Plaza where the stage now waited empty and abandoned, Zanyar’s lyre toppled over. After recovering the instrument and rushing to the fourth gate of the Underworld, they spied a silhouette standing in the mist. They drew closer, and Dioneh’s worried face met them. They slowed to a walk, breathing hard.

“Where did this fog come from?” Dioneh asked.

Nerguiin leaned against her knees, focusing on merely getting air into her lungs, and held up one hand. Why did a bloody ghost even need to breathe?

“We…” Zanyar said, “I. I got cursed. We really need to get through your gate.”

“No.” Dioneh shook her head. “I told you. First you must contribute something to the city. Only one of you has done so.”

“We’ve got a nishakai on our tail.”

“So why do you still live?”

“We destroyed his body,” Nerguiin said. “Threw him in the river.”

She snorted. “Did you now?”

As none of them spoke, Dioneh looked at Reshi. The spirit lowered to a bow. “They speak the truth. The udug is slain.”

“Truly?” Dioneh asked. “You killed a nishakai?”

“It’ll be back tomorrow,” Nerguiin said. “And it might be just a tiny bit angry. If we want to avoid it, we’ve only got one day left to reach the center, and that day includes the Paradise Ring, the Divine Ring with its gauntlet, defeating the Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes, and actually getting to Ereshkigal’s palace. So…if you wouldn’t mind, we really do need to move on.”

Dioneh sighed. “Sod it. Give me the jug.”

Nerguiin looked at her, confused.

“The cursed waterfall source! Come on, hand it over!”

Sokhatai threw her the jug, and Dioneh tossed it over her shoulder into a nearby shrub. “There. You’ve contributed. Go.”

The gargantuan gates rumbled open, but ceased moving as soon as the smallest gap permitted them passage. Nerguiin shared a stunned look with the others.

“A word of advice,” Dioneh said. “Don’t antagonize Warden. I’m sorry, but I don’t have power over her, and no one can resist her wrath.”

“Warden?” Nerguiin asked.

“The guardian of the Prison Ring.”

“Wait, prison? The next ring is the Paradise Ring.”

Dioneh shook her head. “Not anymore. I wish you good luck on your travels. Now go. Ereshkigal throws a fit if the gates stay open too long.”

Hesitating, they headed to the gate. Zanyar, clutching his chest, handed the backpack over to Sokhatai. Nerguiin passed through the narrow slit to the next ring, and her steps came to a stumbling stop.

This was not a paradise.








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










Paradise Ring: Here, the Ascended will find every mortal delight made reality: food, drink, music…the Paradise Ring grants it all. And therefore, for us humans, it is by far the most dangerous. After all, it is only the Ascended of the strongest resolve who enters the paradise and chooses to move on. I would lie if I claimed to not have hesitated at the fifth gate.

It should be no surprise that this ring tests the raw spiritual resolve of the Ascended.
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The fourth gate of the Underworld opened onto a small pier of cracked golden bricks with jagged edges, leading to a canal. Several rickety rowing boats waited on the uneasy waters, tied up at the pier. Ruined buildings listed to the side, many with charred walls. Nearby, a single spire lay against a palace, having toppled a good half of the structure into the water. Moss and vines crept down the walls, and where roads should have been, canals flowed, the water in them green and stinking, flotsam and filth following the sluggish currents. Instead of songs and chants, the echoing sound of dripping water rang in the air. The silver Pilgrim’s Path wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

“Reshi,” Nerguiin said. “What’s going on?”

“This is what happens to those who earn Ereshkigal’s wrath.”

“She destroyed her own city?” Sokhatai asked.

“That and more. Some survived. To atone for their crimes, she sentenced them to a thousand years of labor. The one who most hurt her, Ereshkigal tore asunder, binding her to an udug’s spirit. She needs no name other than Warden, for that is her existence; a thousand years of servitude to share her torment with those most deserving of it. She wields the magic and cunning of an udug combined with a hatred for all life. That is who guards the next gate.”

Behind them, the fourth gate thumped shut. Nerguiin stared at the golden bricks under her feet, some of them poking up from the ground and others missing, revealing the dirt beneath.

Zanyar started laughing. Sokhatai, after frowning for a moment, chuckled against her fist. Reshi looked between them, eyes wide.

 Sokhatai laughed. “Why do you always get me into these situations?”

“You’re the master thief here,” Zanyar said.

“There was a time in my life when I could take any job and do it. Clean and done. Then I met Miri. Tell me Zanyar, have we ever done a job without messing it up somehow?”

Nerguiin scowled at the water and sighed. Why did the Paradise Ring have to be flooded? This was supposed to be the beautiful ring, the ring of endless pleasure.

“Well,” Sokhatai said, smiling. “there was that time in Abad…”

“No,” Zanyar said. “Miri fell in the canal and we had to fish her out. The guards almost got us because they followed the puddles.”

“I don’t know…Does Ur count?”

“Nerguiin got lost! We spent a whole day looking for her!”

“Hey!” Nerguiin said, blushing. “You gave me a shitty map! And I had never been to Ur. Do you know how big that place is?”

“But…” Reshi said. “How can you laugh at a time like this?”

“Reshi,” Zanyar said, “this is what we do. An angry Goddess of Death ready to murder us, an udug-construct blocking our passage, and a blood-thirsty nishakai hunting us is nothing new.”

“The nishakai—”

“We’ll find a way to kill it,” Sokhatai said. “Look, this place is full of water. And if things get too dangerous, we’ll use Nerguiin’s wish to get home. Always have a way out—the first lesson my master taught me.”

“You do not understand,” Reshi said. “The nishakai will not stop its hunt on the border of the mortal world.”

Zanyar still grinned as he wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. “What?”

“The nishakai will follow you out of the Underworld. You will never be free of it. It will die a thousand deaths if needed, but eventually it will fight its way to you.”

The last echoes of their laughter died.

“Wait a second,” Sokhatai said, raising a hand. “Even if we use the wish to leave the Underworld, Zanyar’s not safe?”

“That is correct, Ascended One.”

Nerguiin stared at Reshi, trying to understand what the spirit had just said.

“Oh boy,” Sokhatai sighed, hanging her head. “Here we go.”

Nerguiin tapped her nose. “Curses. Lifting them. Right.”

She paced back and forth, feeling Zanyar’s and Sokhatai’s eyes on her back. The Wanderer had made passing mentions of curses, but she didn’t have personal experience with nishakai.

“You’re silent, Nerguiin,” Sokhatai said. “I like it.”

“Shut up.”

“Still, it means you’re thinking. What’s on your mind?”

She spun, pointing at Reshi. “Mamkhal, the goddess who guarded the Paradise Ring. What became of her when Ereshkigal cursed the city?”

“She was no longer needed, so she returned to her estates near Ereshkigal’s spire. She still enjoys a quiet life there, tending her gardens on the northern banks of the Lake of Song.”

Nerguiin paced, nodding. “Mamkhal can lift curses, as long there’s a good reason. Zanyar’s case is simply a tiny accident, nothing sinister about it. She’ll see reason. All we need to do is make our case to her.” She looked at her friends sheepishly. “So: just figure out a way around Warden, get through the Divine Ring with a nishakai on our tail, and take a little detour to the Lake of Song before we snatch the harp, bring Miri back to life, and head back home. Easy, right?”

Zanyar sighed. “Let’s go then.”

They climbed into one of the rowboats. Zanyar handled the oars while Nerguiin did her best balancing at a crouch, mittens grabbing the edges, stiff as a plank as she faced the smelly water. Reshi floated beside the boat.

A mountain of refuse and rubble from a toppled spire blocked the path where the golden bricks should have led to the next gate, and they had no choice but to follow the flow of water west. Their boat glided in silence under the shadows of the listing buildings.

Nerguiin imagined the map, but didn’t recognize any of the buildings. Whatever cataclysm had struck the Paradise Ring, the streets now appeared to be in different places. All she could tell was that the canals forced them to go around the ring, as the Ascended were supposed to.

“So,” Zanyar said, winded from the rowing. “I assume fighting Warden is not an option.”

“I guess,” Nerguiin said.

“Sneak around him and try our luck climbing the gate?”

“That would be my call,” Sokhatai said.

Reshi caught up to the boat, floating sideways. “Warden already knows you are here. When the gate opened, you became hers to do with as she likes.”

“No sneaking, then,” Sokhatai said. “Nerguiin, maybe you can distract her like you did with Pazuza and the nishakai. Maybe she can’t hurt a ghost.”

Nerguiin frowned. “The nishakai’s fire hurt me, and Reshi said Warden wields magic. Bad idea, but I’ll do it if needed.”

“But—” Zanyar said, groaning as a sudden change in the stream sent their boat ramming against a metal lamp pole poking up from the canal, “—if Warden knows about us, why do we still live?”

“Two of you are Ascended,” Reshi said, “and it is your destiny to come here. If you make pilgrimage around the Prison Ring, Warden will have to open the gates for you. However, she will not allow a mortal to pass through.”

“Go around the ring,” Sokhatai said. “This is the fourth ring, so it should take less time than the ones before. Can we do it?”

“Ten dana,” Nerguiin said. “At least four and half days. And that’s assuming easy walking. Who knows how long it’ll take us to clear this stupid nonsense of a ring.”

Sokhatai glanced at Reshi. “Warden is an udug, right? What about bribing her? Udugs are all greedy bastards.”

He rumbled.

“I take that as a no.”

“There’s a risky alternative,” Nerguiin said. “We can use my wish to lift the curse. Or,” Nerguiin turned to Reshi, “is your power sufficient to undo Ereshkigal’s curses?”

Reshi hummed. She narrowed her eyes at him.

“We’d be stranded,” Sokhatai said. “We’d have to find some way to return to the mortal world without a wish spirit.”

Zanyar shook his head. “Let’s see if we can think of something else. We have until night before the nishakai returns. Maybe we can reach Mamkhal before that.”

He guided the boat between a pair of towers collapsed against one another. A torn gap on the side of the taller one displayed a flooded chamber full of mirrors. The Trial of Resolve. That made the shorter tower the Trial of Foresight.

Shame, Nerguiin thought. I would like to have done the mirror test.

The current took them to an open space, likely a flooded market where a destroyed six-story building of stone blocked their passage. A thick forest of vines hung from the windows all the way to the water surface, so thick it left the lower sections of the structure veiled in green. A waterfall poured out from a hole in an upper floor, leaving the open space misty. Waves sent their boat rocking, and Nerguiin latched on to the sides of the boat with her mittens.

As the flow of water guided them to the overgrown wall, the foliage parted and revealed an opening into a low-standing tunnel, or rather, the flooded alcove of a gatehouse. As they rowed into it, they crouched low to avoid hitting the ceiling. Some of the vines latched onto Sokhatai’s hair, determined to join their voyage.

“This is awful,” Nerguiin said, mitten hanging in the water as they glided through the tunnel. Her voice echoed. “The map is all wrong now. None of this was in the journal.”

“And?” Sokhatai asked.

The tunnel ended, opening onto a courtyard like a rectangular pond. The building surrounded them, each of its faces overgrown and ruined. A willow rose from the middle of the water, only the green dome of its crown visible.

“This is not how it was supposed to be!” Nerguiin said. She scooped up a floating yellow flower, crushing it. “I wanted a paradise! What do we even do if we meet a trial that wasn’t in the journal?”

“It’s all right,” Zanyar said. “We’ll just take the challenges as they come.”

“You don’t get it! I don’t know the answers to those riddles!”

Sokhatai sighed, looking at her with a tired expression. “If the Wanderer did it without the journal, we’ll manage it too. Stop being childish.”

“I am a child.”

“We both know that isn’t true.”

Nerguiin glared at the water. “Everything from now on is unexpected. For all we know, they’ll have sea serpents here. Maybe they’ve moved in now there’s water. There’s at least that immortal one the Wanderer saw in the Center.”

“Mer,” Reshi said. “He still lives in the city, although he has taken to land long ago. Not much swimming left to him in his elder years.”

“How can he be old if he’s immortal?”

“Old age is not something that comes with wrinkled skin or worn scales, Ascended One. It is not the pain in the back or the stars of the night sky growing faded and blurred. It is not a child bouncing a child of their own on their knee. No, old age is the lack of change: it is when you think of days long past and realize they were seen by the same eyes you now possess.”

Reshi’s colors shifted to bright blue and white. The waters parted in his wake, although he didn’t touch them.

“I’m old,” Sokhatai said.

As the boat made its way past the willow, the currents swirled in a weak whirlpool. Except for the way they came, no options for further passage made themselves available. Rubble blocked a second alcove, and rusted metal bars a third one. On the building’s rooftops, wooden walkways crossed from one section of the roof to another.

“Looks like this is as far as we go,” Sokhatai said. “What’s waiting for us up there, Reshi?”

“The prisoner compounds, Ascended One. You can reach the fifth gate by following the bridges above. However, if you go to the gate now, Warden will stop you. She will not permit any interruptions to your pilgrimage.”

“So what do we do?” Nerguiin asked.

The boat glided to one of the overgrown walls covered with deep-crimson flowers and butterflies of all colors. Zanyar let the oars clank against the sides, inspecting the mossy walls above. The lake lapped against the boat and rocked it back and forth. Wind gusted, pressing their boat firmer against the wall.

“I’ll climb up,” Sokhatai said, sighing. “We’ll know more once we see what the compounds are like.”

Nerguiin latched onto the boat’s side as Sokhatai stood up, balancing despite the violent rocking. She latched onto the vines, gave them a few testing tugs, then made good speed scaling up. Halfway to the top, she came to a halt and disappeared through the vines somewhere inside the derelict building. Soon, a rope fell down and Zanyar grasped it with arms and legs. Sokhatai’s strong arms pulled him up one tug at a time.

As Nerguiin waited for her turn, Reshi observed her beside the boat. She scowled at him. “What?”

“Perhaps I was mistaken. You are on a pilgrimage.”

“I’m getting tired of your Seeker nonsense.”

“As you wish, Ascended One.”

“And don’t call me that. My name is Nerguiin.”

When the rope returned for her, she grabbed it and waited for Sokhatai to reel her in. Halfway up, she eyed the murky waters below, wondering if she even could swim now, or if the weight of her boots and mittens would drag her to the bottom. The rope came to a stop, and Zanyar pulled her through the thick veil of vines into a dusty chamber.

On the floor, where the vines permitted a view of it, symmetrical kaleidoscopic shapes decorated the white stone. An empty pool, large enough to swim in, filled most of the interior. A moldy smell assailed her, added to the stench of the still waters down in the courtyard. At the other side of the pool, Sokhatai peered through a hole torn through a wooden double door.

“A bathhouse?” Nerguiin asked. “Why did we come here?”

Sokhatai pushed the door’s brass handle down and checked if the path was clear before turning back. “Because I didn’t plan to pop out onto the roofs. Reshi may say whatever he wants, but I’m not showing myself to Warden if I don’t have to. We’ll make it to the gate by passing through these derelict buildings.”

Zanyar shared a glance with Nerguiin. “That’s going to take a long time, with the nishakai being on our tail and everything.”

“We have fifteen hours. It has to be enough.”

They headed out into the hallway, passing chambers filled with empty brass pools and bathtubs. Sokhatai shifted a curtain of slimy vines aside, revealing a window. Nerguiin poked her head through the wall to get a look. Another canal lay below them, and a wide gap between them and the opposite building. High above, a hanging rope bridge connected one roof to another.

Sokhatai leaned against the windowsill. “We’d have to climb down, swim, climb back up, and repeat it until we’re done. There’s no way to the other side, excepting the bridges. We could find a second boat, but we don’t have time to navigate the canals until we get lucky and discover a path to the fifth gate. And the current below looks too strong to swim.”

Zanyar glanced out the window, looking up at the bridge above.

“We have to do something,” Sokhatai said. “Let’s climb up and traverse the compounds at roof level. We’ll have to make a deal with Warden. It worked with Dioneh.”

________




A GOOD HUNDRED feet above the canals, Nerguiin climbed onto the building’s flat roof, the stone warm in the morning sun. The ring’s golden wall rose over the tallest structures, joined by a pillar of deep blue smoke. A rope bridge led to another flat roof where hundreds of prisoners—spirits of all imaginable shapes and kinds—brought down great hammers onto pieces of rubble, each crumbled chunk growing back to full size as soon as the prisoners picked up their hammers again. Hundreds more languished in cages barely big enough to hold them. The spirit closest to the rope bridge, a walking tree flashing with lightning, rammed its trunk against a boulder, leaving scars on its bark. A pair of monkeys picked up the broken chunks of rock and gathered them into a pile that shrunk before their eyes.

There were humans too, in filthy rags and ragged loincloths, lifting hammers with bloodied hands, their haunted faces displaying the hopelessness of their situation. No chains bound the prisoners together, no guards patrolled the compounds, and as far as Nerguiin could tell, the prisoners could have just walked away.

In the buildings and canals below, the opulence of the Golden City still shone, if only as a memory of a past age. On the rooftops, though, stood ugly wooden and metal cages. Huts and rickety hovels made out of planks looked ready to collapse with the next stiff breeze. One of them near the bridge held a living skeleton clasping its knees, jaw clattering, empty eye sockets staring forward.

Sokhatai led them over the bridge in a crouch, but Nerguiin was pretty sure that only made them look more suspicious. The tree spirit ceased its work to observe their arrival. A few sorry leaves still clung to its wide-spanning branches, and its roots feebly tried to burrow into the rocky ground. Turning on its roots, it returned to its silent work of slamming its trunk against the boulder. An old man, beard reaching down to his waist, wiped sweat from his brow and shook his head before turning back to tap a chisel against a ruined statue of Inanna.

“They can see us,” Zanyar whispered. “Why don’t they alert Warden?”

“There is no need,” Reshi said. His body had gone completely black.

A three-headed eagle regarded them from a cage barely bigger than it was. It slouched, its legs spread under its body, one of its wings bent at an odd angle. Nerguiin tore her gaze away from its pleading eyes.

Sokhatai strode ahead, keeping her eyes on everything at the same time. The roofs of the nearby buildings stood close enough to allow plank floors to connect them into a larger platform. Now and then ramps led up to higher and lower levels.

After one more rope bridge, they followed a roof to the edges of a destroyed building that overlooked a stagnant, lifeless pool of water surrounded by collapsed houses on all sides. The air smelled of algae and rot. At the other side of the pool, the golden road climbed up from the water and ran through an open space toward the closed fifth gate of the Underworld. Spiked fences surrounded the clearing, leaving the murky pool as their only option for reaching the gate.

Before the gate, an enormous bonfire blazed with white flames that gained a blue hue higher in the air. A hundred prisoners tossed chairs, tables, pots, beds, and other refuse into its heat, then returned to fetch more from a pile at the side that grew taller every time they removed some of it. Behind the white fire, a tall figure stood by the gate.

Warden may have once been human. Her legs cut off at the knees where the stumps turned into shafts of spears that left her standing high like on stilts. The arms could have belonged to a giant—huge, muscular, and bulging with veins. Her rotting skin occasionally flashed with deep red glyphs in arbitrary places, not unlike the curse on Zanyar’s chest, each pulse making her jerk and twitch, while black ooze exploded out of her flesh, showering the ground nearby. The prisoners avoided stepping in the puddles.

Warden’s eyes were locked onto them. Even from this distance, Nerguiin wanted to cower in fear. Something inside told her all was lost, that nothing in her life mattered; this monster would make sure of it. Warden remained standing at the far side of the bonfire, giant’s arms crossed under her chest. Her udug’s hungry grin told them she had no need to chase intruders, for they could do nothing but approach her and plead their case. The only way to the gate was through her.

Zanyar raised a hand to his mouth. “Is that what happens to those who anger Ereshkigal?”

“Only if they’re caught,” Sokhatai said, sounding a lot stronger than Nerguiin felt. “Come on. No going back now, no matter how terrified you are.”

Nerguiin started to follow, but Zanyar didn’t move. He stared at Warden, eyes wide and brow sweaty. Nerguiin grabbed him by the hand, making him look at her. He gave a small nod and allowed her to pull him forward. He held onto her hand.

They lowered their rope from the roof, climbing down to the brown water below. With a sigh, Zanyar jumped off the rope, splashed into the pond, and swam toward the stone plaza at the other side.

“Of course I have to swim,” she whispered, sighing, and let go of the rope.

She plummeted down. Underwater, her ghostly form felt heavier than ever before. She kicked as fast as she could, but could barely move. The old terror from her first dive with Sokhatai returned to her. Like a living thing, the pool drank her vigor. She shut her eyes. Easier to fall asleep, she told herself, then jolted herself back to waking consciousness. Swim, idiot.

Kicking faster, she reached the surface with barely the energy to breathe. A solid black form floated past beneath her. She waded after Zanyar, certain that something horrid would be grabbing her legs at any moment.

At the opposite end of the pool, Zanyar crouched waiting on the jagged bricks and lifted her out of the water. Immediately, she toppled onto her stomach and sank into the ground. She found the strength to crawl back out and tried to squeeze her clothes dry, but found them untouched by the water. They smelled foul anyway.

As soon as Sokhatai and Reshi followed them, they continued across the golden road toward the fifth gate. Nerguiin walked with her eyes barely open and her feet occasionally making up their mind to trip her up or step in the wrong direction.

They passed the raging bonfire, its heat painful even at a distance. All this time Warden stood unmoving, waiting. By the time they reached her, the fumes from the fire made all of them cough and rub their eyes. Flakes of soot settled on their faces.

Sokhatai tried to speak, but closed her mouth without managing a word. She looked up at the monster’s face high above them. A glyph on her side flashed, and as the black ooze sprayed out, fresh blood flowed from the wound.

“We demand passage,” Nerguiin said, voice shaking.

“Two Ascended,” Warden said, voice wheezing and breaking, then booming with a different, more monstrous tone. “One mortal. A wish spirit. Two will go.”

“Two?” Nerguiin asked.

Warden pointed to her right where the spiked fence was torn, opening into a dark alley in the rubble where Nerguiin might have expected to see a silver path. “The pilgrimage remains undone. You have not learned the sacred lesson of my ring.”

“Perhaps we can make a deal,” Nerguiin said. “Something in return for you to open the gate for us. All of us.”

Warden’s eyes rolled around, showing white. They rolled again until a second set of eyes appeared—yellow, slit like a lizard’s. Her mouth opened wide, revealing an impressive number of sharp teeth. She took a single leap forward, the spear legs skewering the ground in front of Nerguiin and pushing up dirt and pebbles. Nerguiin froze, gawping at the spear shafts, then upward to the knotted stumps and Warden’s twisted, decaying body. How could something so large move so fast?

Then her giant hand grabbed Zanyar by the legs. He yelped in surprise as Warden lifted him into the air, hanging him upside down. The lyre case slipped off his back and clattered onto the ground. As Sokhatai took the first running step forward, Warden turned, spearing the ground so that she rammed face-first into the shaft. She reeled back, hand on her nose.

“A mortal should know his place,” Warden said. A red glyph flashed on her forehead, and agony contorted her face. “The Ascended will resume their pilgrimage. The mortal will die at sunset by nishakai fire. This I command.”

She walked away, each footstep clicking and clacking as her spears stabbed the gold bricks, at one point impaling a caterpillar spirit too slow to avoid them. She reached her free hand into the white bonfire, her flesh burning with a sickening hiss. Howling, she pulled the arm back, retrieving a bronze cage from the flames, and dropped it on the ground beside the fire. She threw Zanyar inside and slammed the cage shut.

Then she turned to face them, crossing her arms, waiting. Zanyar stood up in the cage, looking around in bewilderment and gasping as his hand touched the hot metal bars.

“Let him out!” Nerguiin shouted, running toward the cage.

Warden opened her mouth wide and vomited black goo in a warding circle around her and the cage. Nerguiin slid to a stop. She dipped her boot into it. Nothing happened.

Then black tendrils climbed up her leg, erupting into a red glyph around her skirt, and something like an imaginary spear strike hit her in the head. Gasping, she stumbled back, holding her head. The tendrils withdrew back into the ground, the glyph fading. As Sokhatai rushed toward the cage, Nerguiin held her hand up.

“Don’t step in that,” she said, rubbing her forehead.

They stood at the outer edge of the circle of black goo, facing Zanyar in the cage, sweat coming down his face. If they didn’t do anything, night would fall and the nishakai would come for him. But what could they do against this monster?

Reshi floated beside her, a low rumble escaping him. She could wish for all of them to reach Mamkhal’s home in the center where they might be able to rid Zanyar of the curse, but without Reshi’s wish, the others would end up stranded in the Underworld. If they got the harp but didn’t have an escape route after that, that might mean dooming the world to a drought. But if she didn’t find a way past Warden, she wouldn’t reach the Book of the Dead. 

She squeezed her mittens into fists. 

“Reshi,” Nerguiin said. “I think I might be ready to use my wish.”

“No!” Zanyar shouted. “Don’t waste it on me! Go around the ring if you have to! You must get to the center! What is my life compared to returning the rain?” He continued in a broken whisper, “…and saving Miri.” 

“We need to think,” Sokhatai said. “As hard as it is, we have to leave him for now. We have until night.”

Nerguiin looked at the sky. The sun had yet to reach its highest point.

“We’ll be back for you!” Nerguiin shouted. “Don’t worry! We’ll figure this out!”

Zanyar tried a smile. “Of course you will.”

Closing her eyes, Nerguiin forced herself to turn away and head toward the hole in the fence. Sokhatai walked with her head bowed. As they reached the path, Nerguiin looked over her shoulder, meeting Zanyar’s eyes. 

Warden stood waiting, arms crossed and eyes locked onto her.

Eyes burning, she passed through the hole and followed the alley, walking around the ring.








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










The Ascended who speaks with Mamkhal of the Paradise Ring will find themselves showered with hospitality of truly divine proportions. As a god and a close friend of Ereshkigal, Mamkhal is perhaps the wisest of all the gate guardians. Based on the stories I have found, I suspect her to be the oldest god in the Golden City—even older than Ereshkigal.

The legends say she sees all destinies before they happen. In the time I spent with her, I saw nothing that could disprove those claims.




The Wanderer’s Journal, Pool Chamber




Nerguiin, Sokhatai, and Reshi waited in an abandoned bathhouse a short distance from the fifth gate. Even inside, fumes from the bonfire still lingered. Sokhatai leaned against the wall, lips pursed, and Nerguiin crouched on the floor beside her, counting the pieces of a splintered ceramic jug. The only way forward went through a window where two sets of manacles waited on the floor, etched temple script commanding the Ascended to wear those for the trials ahead. If they tried to make their way around the ring, they would have to tackle challenges they didn’t know, and the journey might take weeks.

“Maybe I’ll go take a peek outside,” Sokhatai said. “See if I can find a way to climb the wall itself. I don’t think it’s possible, but with all this rubble, maybe there’s a way.”

“And abandon Zanyar to the nishakai?” Nerguiin asked.

Sokhatai rubbed her temples. “If you hadn’t gone exploring, Zanyar wouldn’t be cursed and we wouldn’t have this time limit.”

“I didn’t kill that udug!”

“And why were you in that edimmu pit?”

She looked away. Reshi hummed, floating higher, and Nerguiin shot him a scowl. He sank back down.

“What are you not telling us?” Sokhatai asked.

“Not your business,” she said.

“It is my business if you’re about to do something stupid again.”

“Again? When have I done anything stupid?”

She cocked her head. “Do I have to answer that? Let’s start with Uruk. You sold me to the temple guard. How about Eridu? Because of you, the Bronze Warrior found us. In Ur—”

“Eat shit! It’s not like you haven’t made any mistakes.”

She sighed, staring at her with a tired expression. “Name one mistake I’ve made.”

Nerguiin opened her mouth, then closed it, glaring.

Sokhatai hopped through the window and leaned against the windowsill. “I’ll help you out. I swallowed my complaints and accepted you into the team.”

“You know, you can be an absolute goat shitting—”

Sokhatai walked away. “Stay here and don’t get us into any more trouble. I’ll be back in a bit. If I don’t find anything, we’ll use Reshi’s wish.”

As Sokhatai disappeared behind a collapsed building, Nerguiin screamed and kicked at the broken pieces of a jar on the floor. Tears in her eyes, she stormed down the hallway.

________




NERGUIIN CROUCHED BY an empty pool in one of the side chambers. A torch behind her cast shadows on the far wall. Her hair made interesting patterns as its flowing motions mixed with the flame’s chaotic dance. Her shadow appeared twice her normal size.

She picked a bronze pot from the ground and threw it at the shadow, scoring a precise hit on her own head. The throwing lessons hadn’t been wasted on her, not that they were much use when Sokhatai did it ten times better.

Her shadow faded. She glanced over her shoulder to see Reshi blocking the flame. He didn’t cast a shadow himself, but provided the light behind him the strength to reach the far wall without Nerguiin disrupting its passage. Wish spirits were strange.

“What do you want?” Nerguiin asked, reaching for another pot. She didn’t have a target anymore, so she just rolled it in her hands.

Reshi floated to her and the shadow on the wall returned. “Sokhatai returned from her scouting. There is no way over the wall.”

She rested her chin against her knees. “What does it matter? We aren’t going to find a way around Warden. That was your plan all along, wasn’t it? Get us here where we have to give up.”

“If that was my plan, I would not have shown you what Ereshkigal wishes to remain hidden.”

“Great, really amazing. We’ve seen the arse end of Ereshkigal’s city, and now we know she definitely won’t give us a chance to negotiate if she catches us.”

“I believe you can find the strength to make it to the next gate. I have a good feeling about you.”

Nerguiin twitched at his choice of words. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do you show us kindness? We’re thieves. We’ve come to rob you. We aren’t wise, enlightened beings of bliss and harmony who piss holy words and shit better tomorrows.”

“Indeed, that is not what I see. I see you, Nerguiin.”

She rolled the pot in her hands. “You used my name.”

“It was your desire not to be referred to as Ascended One.”

“And I only needed to ascend to find someone who would finally start using my name. Fancy that.”

“Why did you ascend?”

“You know why. I’m going to trick Ereshkigal and earn myself an eternity in the Golden City. Death is a fool’s game—I’m not going to play by her rules.”

Reshi changed form, first dissipating into a black mass, then turning into Nerguiin’s shadow on the wall, forming shapes and patterns that defied the light’s normal motions. Nerguiin watched with her mouth open as Reshi transformed the shadows, which began to move on their own.

“You are running from something,” Reshi’s voice said, coming from all directions at the same time. A small figure ran along the wall, looking back over its shoulder. “But in following this road, you took a turn not meant for you. Instead of going forward, you turned back. This is not who you are.”

The little shadow stretched into a silhouette that resembled the adult body she had abandoned with her mortality, then disappeared and popped back into existence as the figure of a child.

“You have returned to a past you never had.”

She swallowed around a tightness in her throat. “What’s wrong with that? I never had a childhood, so I’m making my own.”

“The priests and priestesses took it from you. They assumed you to be chosen by the gods when all you wanted was to see what waited beyond the temple walls.”

“Yes,” she whispered.

The picture changed to White Temple, her prison, complete with its walls that revealed the outside world without reaching it, and gardens that grew only what she was allowed to eat. The shadows twisted, and a small figure stood among tall ones. People came and left, ecstatic to see the merest glimpse of the promised child.

“I hate them,” Nerguiin whispered. “I want those years back.”

The silhouette grew to maturity again, then bent over on a cane. “For mortals and spirits—even gods—time must flow,” Reshi said. “It enslaves us all, breaks and torments us. It is unfair and cruel.”

The hunched figure fell on its stomach, joined by a crowd singing lamentations.

She shook her head. “That’s not me. I’m not going to die. I’m simply taking back what’s mine. I’m a thief, Reshi. That’s what I do.”

The shadows faded. Reshi materialized in front of her, inspecting her with his small white eyes. “Very well, Nerguiin. Book of the Dead it is. Write your name using that finger of yours and Ereshkigal will be unable to slay you.”

“I know,” Nerguiin said. “But…my friends. And Miri. I need to get them back home.”

Reshi was silent for a long moment. “What if I told you I may have a solution? Warden will accept a trade. However, it would have to be something rivaling two Ascended and a mortal. A wish spirit ought to do it.”

Nerguiin stared at the pot in her hand. “I won’t let you sacrifice yourself for us!”

“My duty is to the Ascended.”

“You have a contract with me. You aren’t going to be able to uphold your bargain if you’re imprisoned. No, I command you to stay with us.”

“I cannot do that.”

Nerguiin frowned. “What?”

“I can only fulfill wishes, Nerguiin. You do not wish for this.”

She jumped up. “I just did!”

“But deep down you do not wish for it to happen.”

Nerguiin grabbed onto him with the mittens. “What are you talking about? I want you to stay with us!”

“Keep your friends close,” Reshi said. “The time will come for them to return safely. This I promise you.”

“How can you know that?” she demanded, her voice breaking. “You won’t be there.”

The torch flickered out. Its flames gathered into a stream of light, spiraling around her in ribbons and butterflies, glowing with brightness fiercer than its original heat. One end of the stream burrowed into her navel, the other into Reshi’s midsection, the light fading and shrinking as the spirit absorbed it. A warm knot radiated inside her chest like a second beating heart.

“Wish spirits cannot lie,” Reshi’s voice came inside her head. “We are older than the Underworld, older than Ereshkigal. When we came into existence, the Golden City had not yet entered the dreams of the giants who would build it. A pact we make is more binding than Ereshkigal’s hold over death itself. Were she to step in my way, I would travel the boundaries of life and death in defiance of her. Should the True Death come for you, I would give my essence in your place. Should the world come to an end, I would search the Primordial Chaos for what remains of you. That is my oath to you, Nerguiin.”

The heat in her chest stirred and flared. If she focused on it, the fire exposed a little knot to her—something she could tug at. She raised a hand to her chest, feeling the new heart under her palm. “Is this…?”

“It is my soul,” Reshi said. “Warden may imprison my body, but as long as my soul goes with you, no chains can hold me.”

She raised her head, meeting the spirit’s gaze, trembling in both fear and anger. “Why, Reshi? Why would you give this to me? I’m a thief! I’ll take your soul and I…I’ll misuse it. Why would you trust me with something like this?”

“If you have it in you to ask that question, I have nothing to fear.” Reshi floated a bit higher, glancing at the wall. “Go speak to your friend. You must not continue this pilgrimage alone.”

“We aren’t pilgrims.”

“It is a pilgrimage…of a different kind.”

She pursed her lips. “Well, I don’t know if Sokhatai even wants me around. Even if we get past Warden, Zanyar’s probably going to die as soon as the nishakai gets hold of him. That’s all because of me. If I hadn’t been stupid, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

Reshi squinted in a way that could have been a smile. “Do you think I offered my soul to someone who could not overcome a single nishakai?”

“But I can’t! Even if we get past Warden, we’ll be in the Divine Ring. There’s no water there! You won’t be there to help us. We’re still too far from the center to get there before the nishakai attacks.”

“You three will prevail. I will speak with you again when the time is right.”

Before Nerguiin could reply, Reshi faded. She stood alone in the chamber. The torch on the wall was out, yet the fire in her chest burned warm and loving.

Head hanging, she made her way back to the large hallway, turning to face Sokhatai, who was whittling a piece of wood by the window. Nerguiin mustered all her lessons in stealth, approaching as softly as she could. With the calm wariness of a resting lioness, Sokhatai glanced over her shoulder, and Nerguiin came to a stop a dozen feet away, back stiff and hands clenched in fists. She tried to find her voice, but the fear of refusal made her look down in shame. 

Sokhatai returned to her whittling. “Come here.”

The voice wasn’t angry or commanding. That terrified her more than anything else Sokhatai could have said. She obeyed and crouched beside her. She really missed being able to sit on her arse.

“I may have said some things I didn’t mean,” Sokhatai said. “I haven’t slept for a day, and the situation was pretty bad. I let that get to me. It was very unprofessional. I apologize. Cursed or not, we would still have had to find a way to slip Zanyar past Warden.”

“Uh,” Nerguiin said, scratching her cheek. “I understand. I’d still like to be part of the team, if that’s all right with you.”

“Great,” Sokhatai said awkwardly. “Now, let’s return to planning, and this time I’ll try not to blame you for stuff that wasn’t anyone’s fault. What do we do now?”

Nerguiin lowered her gaze. “Reshi…gave his soul to me. And he plans to sacrifice himself to Warden to buy us passage.”

Sokhatai’s mouth fell open. “I’m sorry?”

“I hold his soul.”

“What does that even mean?”

“It means we have a way out. We can use his wish whenever we’re ready to return. Even now, if we wanted to.”

She let out a stunned chuckle. “So, we’re fine?”

Nerguiin nodded. “We’re fine.”

Sokhatai lay on her back on the wooden floor, letting out a relieved moan. She let the whittled wood slip from her fingers. “That’s it, then. We just need to defeat the nishakai!”

“We have Reshi’s sacrifice to thank for that. The Wanderer didn’t lie: the wish spirits truly are the greatest of all treasures in the Underworld.”

________




AS THEY RETURNED through the bathhouses and alleys, following rubble and debris, the fumes from the bonfire took a more pungent turn. Now they smelled like burning flesh, and for a moment Nerguiin wondered if Warden had grown tired waiting and had just thrown Zanyar into the flames. However, as they took the last tunnel into the open plaza by the fifth gate of the Underworld, they found Zanyar still in the bronze cage and Warden standing about, giant’s arms crossed.

The bonfire, though, burned with new intensity. Now the flames changed color from white to black, sometimes green to orange. They burst up periodically as though bellows fueled them, and each time the fire reached high into the air, storm winds from the west gusted across the plaza, sending dead leaves flying into the air.

Hulking monsters, reaching as tall as Warden herself, carried entire chunks of buildings on their shoulders as they gathered great heaps and piles of stone. Some fed the stone chunks to the flame. Their flesh looked stretched, as though it had been stitched closed over a greater volume of muscle inside.

A winged udug with a red body soared down from the skies, landing on top of the fifth gate of the Underworld, its talons digging into the stone. From the murky pool rose humans, covered in brown slime, crawling toward the bonfire using only their hands and gathering into a pile of writhing limbs.

“What are these things?” Sokhatai whispered.

“I don’t know,” Nerguiin said.

As the bonfire blazed higher than before, a long hand reached out from its fiercest depths. One of the muscular leathery monsters grabbed the arm and pulled, and a pitch-black creature was born from the flame. It slithered onto the gold bricks, a writhing black mass, and drew itself up on skinny legs. Bones cracked and broke through its flesh, expanding out in every direction. Its skin tore and peeled away, revealing red muscle. The bones bent around it into a shell that made it seem carved from white stone. As the carapace hardened into place, the creature jumped high into the air and disappeared over the nearby buildings.

“She’s creating new udugs,” Nerguiin said. “They’re born from fire. That kind of fire.”

Sokhatai and Nerguiin approached Warden, warily glancing at the hundred or so monsters going about the work of feeding the bonfire. Zanyar held to the bars of his cage, his face sooty and strands of hair escaping from his braided beard.

“We offer a trade,” Nerguiin said.

Warden stared into the depths of the bonfire.

Nerguiin clenched her fists. “We offer Reshikhalen, a wish spirit, in trade. In return, you will open the fifth gate of the Underworld and grant all of us, including Zanyar, passage.”

The flame roared and cracked. Warden stood still.

“Warden?” Nerguiin said. “We—”

“I accept.” Her voice came out as a whisper. She remained transfixed by the flame.

Nerguiin swallowed. “You do?”

An earthshaking rumble announced the gate opening. The winged red udug on the gate took flight, flapping higher into the air until the midday sun obscured its form. Zanyar’s cage door spun open. He tottered out, his robes smoking with little fires that he slapped at with blistered hands.

“Run,” Warden said, her mouth hanging open. “Lest the gate close.”

Sokhatai started to a run, pulling Zanyar with her, but he broke free of her hold and rushed to fetch his lyre case before following. Nerguiin hesitated, looking up at Warden. The monstrous udug grinned at the fire, the corners of her stretching further back than was possible.

“Where’s Reshi?” Nerguiin asked.

Warden licked her lips.

“Nerguiin!” Sokhatai shouted. “Come on!”

“I need to know,” Nerguiin said. “What did you do to him?”

“I…” Warden whispered. Her head turned, and Nerguiin took a step back from the madness in her eyes. “A wish spirit’s essence burns so beautifully, does it not? The raw power of the Primordial Chaos, unchecked, uncontrolled.”

Nerguiin gasped, looking at the fire for a long moment.

Then she scrambled after the others.

Reshi…








CHAPTER NINETEEN










Divine Ring: To those who manage to leave the Paradise Ring behind, the Golden City presents its most daring gauntlet of trials. The Ascended who makes their way to the Divine Ring will find themselves being tested for their wisdom, and I advise the Ascended to come well-versed in the complete Seeker tradition. Common sense is considered mandatory.

In the Divine Ring, you will find its guardian, the Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes. I stress that the Ascended must never utter a lie while within the confines of this ring. The Wall of Faces hears it all and forever imprisons those who speak the smallest of untruths.

Your pilgrimage within the Divine Ring tests your understanding of the true meaning of the Seeker tenets.




The Wanderer’s Journal, Map Room




The gate was closing.

Nerguiin ran as fast as her tiny legs could carry her. Sokhatai and Zanyar made it through the gate and turned back to beckon to her. Her mittens and boots scraped the stone as the gate closed around her. She squeezed through as it thudded shut and leaned against her knees to catch her breath.

He isn’t dead, she told herself as her heart raced and Reshi’s soul beat with its ever-constant pulse.

They stood before a network of ravines and pits extending so far down they turned black, looking as though a god had brought down a fist and cracked the earth into splinters. Bridges reached from one island to another, sometimes over such distances it seemed as though Ereshkigal’s will alone supported their weight. The air was murky gray and foggy, and raw magic danced in the air as green specks and fireflies. Half a dana away, the city’s sixth wall waited behind a hundred bridges. Behind it, Ereshkigal’s spire dominated the midday sky, its shadow traversing the islands and ravines like a sundial.

The first flimsy rope bridge crossed to a lump of black stone that reached up from the depths below with only a few sickly sprouts of grass defiantly choosing to grow from the cracks all over its surface. A single human-shaped guardian stood on it, although from so far away Nerguiin couldn’t tell which one it was.

“We can’t make it to Mamkhal in time,” Zanyar said, inspecting the skies.

“Probably not,” Nerguiin said. “We have to fight the nishakai on one of the islands or try to make it to the Center and hope we find something useful there.”

“We don’t have Reshi with us,” Sokhatai said. “There’s no water in sight. We can’t hide anywhere. We only have a couple of daggers, and they won’t do much of anything.”

They stared at the cracked landscape.

“Well,” Nerguiin said, “we can at least make it to the Wall of Faces. It won’t make the situation any worse. Maybe we’ll find something useful on the way there. And remember, no lying. We’re in the Wall’s sphere of influence.”

They stepped onto the rope bridge. While it spanned wide enough for them to walk side by side, it rocked under their feet, and the lack of any kind of railings made it seem a fair bit narrower. Wind howled and pushed at them, and Nerguiin clung to Zanyar to keep from being blown off the edge. Of course Anu was trying to murder her, because what else was he good for?

To avoid looking down, she fixed her eyes on the distant figure atop the black stone. The island’s guardian was a mud person wearing crimson armor, and as their procession approached, he turned his armored head to them. The island, perhaps a thousand feet in diameter, was made from jagged, many-faceted black crystals jutting up from far below. Seven bridges of different designs extended out to the other islands.

“I assume you all know what to do?” Nerguiin asked.

“Yes,” Sokhatai said. “Stay silent and let you do to the talking.”

“That’s right. No matter what the guardian says, you just keep your traps shut. I’m the only chance you have for defeating these trials.”

At the end of the bridge, Nerguiin raised a hand and brought them to a stop before stepping onto the island itself. The guardian, leaning on a massive sword, met them with his face masked behind a helmet. Only a small crack allowed his eyes to peer out.

“Visitors approach the island,” Nerguiin intoned, taking care in choosing her words.

The armored man nodded. “But is it true Seekers I see?” He spoke in a human voice with an abrupt pause between each syllable. 

“We come with wisdom.”

“Then tell me, what did the vagrant give to the man of Ur after sleeping in his yard uninvited?”

She knew this one. “An ugly stone from his own garden,” Nerguiin said instantly. “The man of Ur was insulted and threw the stone at the vagrant, driving him away. The next day Anu brought rain to the land, and when the man visited his garden to enjoy its beauty, he found the stone shining brilliant blue. It was lapis lazuli. The vagrant had tried to tell him that, but the man, in his ignorance, did not listen.”

“Correct,” the guardian said. “But what will you give to me to cross my island?”

“I have already given it. One day it will rain, and you will understand.”

The guardian turned his gaze to the distant skies. “Then I will wait for Anu’s arrival. You may proceed, Seekers.” He raised one hand from the sword’s hilt and pointed to one of the bridges leaving the island. “The pilgrimage continues that way.”

“We seek the Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes.”

“In that case, you will take the invisible bridge to the west.”

Nerguiin entered the island, her boot slipping on the smooth crystals. Once the guardian gave his permission, they had nothing to fear from him. Unfortunately, this guardian appeared to be a spirit trapped in mud, mechanically reciting magical instructions without a will of his own. If he were a real spirit, or human, she might have been able to bargain with him and make him fight the nishakai.

On the opposite side of the island, Nerguiin grabbed a few broken-off pieces of black crystal and tossed them into the air. Some continued to fall until their spinning forms disappeared into blackness, but a few bounced on an invisible surface. She grabbed a few more pebbles and spread them wider until the edges of the bridge became visible. It was a narrow beam, once again with no railings, but luckily extended only a throwing distance away to the next island.

“You can talk now,” Nerguiin said as she made her way across the beam while holding onto Zanyar’s arm for support. “As long we’re on the bridges. Just remember: no lying.”

“I don’t remember that story,” Zanyar said.

“Seeker tablet one hundred six,” Nerguiin said. “It’s five tablets before the fun story about the goat that gets drunk. In the maze below the White Temple, third prayer chamber.”

“I want your ability to remember useless trivia,” Sokhatai said.

“It helps if you spend your childhood being beaten for forgetting.”

Sokhatai winced. “Sorry.”

“At least I’m putting it to good use now. There’s a kind of beauty in using the Seeker legends against the gods themselves. Now, be quiet—here’s another challenge.”

Nerguiin jumped off the beam bridge and let out a breath of relief as soon as her boots touched sand. At the center, she stopped to investigate the four bridges heading over the ravines, each of different manufacture. The Wanderer’s Journal documented the entire Divine Ring, yet there were far too many islands to remember. Each one without a guardian held a tiny clue, according to the journal. But what did this one have?

Crossing the sands while tapping her nose, she glanced at the skies. She approximated the distance to both walls and Ereshkigal’s spire. The bridges nearby came in uneven angles. She pulled her mittens through the sand, digging to see if something could be buried, but as far as she could see, this particular challenge didn’t contain a clue. All the while she worked, Zanyar and Sokhatai waited in silence.

Tablet 488, Nerguiin realized. The story about the unnamed god who wandered through a desert in search of a single special grain of sand. The god spent many ages checking one grain at a time until none remained. Resigned, he stuck his hands in his pockets and prepared to return home in shame, only to find the special grain had been in his pocket all along.

She felt at her sides, then at her waist. A little mound poked from the side of her skirt. As soon as her mitten touched it, a clay tablet took form inside. She pulled it out.

East, Nerguiin read the single symbol on its brown surface. But is it east to the next gate or east to the continuation of the assumed pilgrimage?

Tossing the tablet into the sand, she took the eastern bridge, this particular one a battlement with menacing spikes. The dark wooden planks groaned under their boots.

“Almost forgot that one,” Nerguiin said. “If this is the kind of stuff we face, the trials will be a lot harder than I expected.”

“You’re making me nervous,” Zanyar said. He peeked over the battlements into the ravines.

She was too short to see over them herself, so she focused on the challenge waiting for them ahead, a tiny island with only two new bridges. And the guardian…

“Crap,” Nerguiin said.

Another Nerguiin waited on the island, standing with her arms crossed and a smug grin on her face. She wore an identical knee-length blue skirt, her skin slightly transparent and black hair floating as though underwater. Nerguiin came to a stop before the fake one. The others would be seeing mirrors of themselves as well. This would be the challenge they were most likely to fail, the one where her knowledge of the Seeker tenets wouldn’t help them in the least. Aizi udugs copied the appearance and personality of those they saw, wielding personal memories and knowledge as weapons against their victims in an attempt to drive them to despair and to give in to the udug’s one-sided contracts.

“Not so smug now, are you?” the Aizi said.

The wrong thing uttered in front of the udug would give it more strength. She glanced at Sokhatai and Zanyar, who looked stunned, but at least they remained silent.

She faced the guardian. “So, what do you want, udug? I could say we are Seekers on the path to wisdom, but we both know that’s goat shit.”

“True,” the udug said. “I also know why you’re here. Would you like me to tell your friends? I’m sure they’re dying to know what little Nerguiin wants to do in Ereshkigal’s palace.”

“I know you won’t be able to tell them anything about me. That’s your curse. You know everything about the people you see, but cannot share it with anyone else. For all I know, you’re speaking to the others right now, but I can’t hear any of it.”

“Oh, I’m telling them all kinds of interesting things.”

“Why don’t you share some of that with me? Tell me, what are you telling them?”

The udug glared at her. “Things.”

“What’s that? Don’t want to lie?”

“I can lie if I wish!” the Aizi snapped.

She didn’t sound like that when she got mad, did she?

“Afraid of something?” Nerguiin asked. “Perhaps the Wall of Faces? Go on—speak a lie. I dare you.”

The udug scowled at her. “You have a very annoying mind.”

They stared at each other, Nerguiin and her friends still on the bridge, the udug at the center of the island. Aizi bit her lip.

“This is harder than usual,” the udug said.

“I’m waiting…”

“I bet Reshi is having fun. Burning for centuries in that bonfire. How can you live with that?”

Nerguiin laughed. “Of all the things you could use to rattle my mind, you went for Reshi? Seriously, Aizi, that’s weak. At least taunt me with Miri like I expected.”

“But you knew it would be coming,” the udug said, looking at the ground. “You came prepared for everything I could say to you. Well, this is a refreshing experience. It’s strange to meet someone who understands me so well. You have the mind of an udug. When you get your name in the Book of the Dead, you’ll fit right in. It almost makes me feel filthy to share your thoughts.”

Nerguiin stood tall. “So what now? We’re at an impasse.”

“No,” the udug said. “I can still break one of your friends.”

“Can you?” Nerguiin said. Of the two, Sokhatai would manage. Zanyar, though…

He stared at the udug with wide-eyed horror. He opened his lips slightly, but swallowed the words before they could come out. Sweat rolled down his face. If the udug used Miri against Zanyar, he might fail the test, no matter how much Nerguiin had prepared the two for the trial. Love did strange things to a man.

“So,” Nerguiin said, trying to keep the worry from her voice, “are you liking your job? Busy lately?”

The Aizi scowled at her. “What do you think?”

“Surely you’d like to do something more interesting. Something with a real challenge.”

“I’m not fighting the nishakai for you.”

Right. Mind reading.

“Why?” Nerguiin asked. “Afraid?”

“Yes, I’m afraid of him. I’m not an idiot.”

“So are you saying couldn’t read the nishakai’s mind and defeat him using his own strength? Are you not stronger?”

“The nishakai knows more about my kind than your precious Wanderer ever did. He’s not going to fall for my tricks.”

That was surprising. The Aizis were quite intelligent and proud. If one admitted weakness, what did that say about the nishakai? Could she use that somehow?

“We killed it once already,” Nerguiin said. “Help us kill it a second time.”

“Ha!” the Aizi said. “You just made it mad.” She stared at Zanyar so fiercely her head trembled. “It’ll probably rip all of you to pieces, Ereshkigal’s law be damned.”

Considering the Aizi didn’t get sucked into the Wall of Faces, she believed in her own words. How angry would the nishakai be when he got to them that night? Udugs despised the other types of udugs, so perhaps playing them against each other might work. The nishakai had to have a weakness the Wanderer hadn’t mentioned.

“There is one,” the Aizi said, reading Nerguiin’s mind. “But if I tell you, I’ll be his next prey.”

“Come on,” Nerguiin said. “He won’t know who told us. And he’ll be too angry to ask questions.”

Zanyar winced. The Aizi fell on her knees, holding a hand against the stone. Whatever the two of them were talking about, Nerguiin had to finish it soon. She needed to keep the udug talking—anything to distract her.

“I can hear you,” the Aizi said. “Sometimes I wish I couldn’t read minds.”

Wait a second, Nerguiin thought.

She recalled the memory of being consumed by nishakai flames. She made sure to remember every sensation as her skin began to burn and turned charred, as the flames licked her clothes and the heat became so hot it turned to burning cold.

The Aizi screamed and clutched her head. The magical illusion faded for a moment, and the udug’s fingers turned claw-like, pressing into its own head.

Nerguiin held on to the memory.

“Enough! I’ll tell you!”

She let go of the memory. The udug lay on her stomach, breathing hard.

“Well?” Nerguiin said. Beside her, Zanyar let out a sigh of relief.

The Aizi frowned at the stone. “You already know about water. But what the nishakai don’t want you to know is that unlike other udugs, they weren’t born from flames. The fire they wield is one they claimed. But they tamed only one half of it, the fire which burns green. But natural fire, that terrifies them. It reminds them of their own defeat in the face of true flame.”

If the Wall of Faces hadn’t been there to enforce absolute truth, Nerguiin would have kicked the udug. This made no sense—the nishakai burned when they came to hunt the convicted. They shot flames out of their hands.

And they feared fire?

The Aizi glanced up at her from the ground. “You have your answer. Now get off my island while you still can. The north bridge takes you to the Wall of Faces.”

“Is there an island with fire? One we can reach before evening?”

The udug lay on the ground, scowling. “Technically I’m not supposed to answer that.”

“But you’re going to, aren’t you?”

The Aizi opened her mouth, showing sharp teeth, a disturbing sight on Nerguiin’s own face. “I’ll admit, I kind of want to see you embarrass the nishakai a second time. Seek Utu’s Abode. The southern bridge is the one you want.”

Utu’s Abode, she thought. If she remembered correctly, it was quite a way off on an island to the west, but if they needed fire, they couldn’t ask for a better place. She grabbed Zanyar and Sokhatai by their wrists and pulled them forward.

“You all right?” Nerguiin asked as soon as they had stepped onto the bridge and left the Aizi still spread out on the ground, glaring after them. “No lying.”

“I’m fine,” Sokhatai said, examining Zanyar.

“That was…” Zanyar said. “I’ll be fine.”

Nerguiin pressed her fingers tighter around Zanyar’s hand and led him on. He gave her a weak smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“You put that udug in the dirt,” Sokhatai said over her shoulder. “What did you say to it?”

Nerguiin considered the next island waiting for them. Another guardian stood ready, this one a chain of silver twirling in the air—a hope spirit. Not too bad, in the grand scheme of things, but useless for their present dilemma.

She turned to Sokhatai. “I know how to defeat the nishakai.”

“Really?” Sokhatai asked.

“Yeah. We need fire.”

“Fire? Let’s snap a few twigs from one of these islands and make a torch.”

She shook her head. “We need a lot of fire.”

“How much?” Zanyar asked.

Grinning, she glanced at the sky where Utu still shone above them. What might the nishakai think of the Ever-burning Forest?

________




THE GUARDIAN, A transparent woman, half-buried in ash, whose form distorted everything behind her, met Nerguiin’s stare. Around the island were a hundred other statues, all identical, all silent.

Come on, Nerguiin thought, shifting weight from one foot to another. Blink already!

Her eyes stung, but she commanded herself not to blink. Flakes of ash fell from the sky, forming into ankle-deep banks on the ground. Behind the statue-woman, on the next island, a roaring blaze consumed the forest, blackening the sky with smoke.

Utu sank below the horizon, and the skies painted red. Nerguiin wiped tears from her cheeks. A few stars were already visible.

The statue blinked. Dizzy with relief, Nerguiin rubbed her eyes.

“You know the power of silence,” the statue said. Its voice whistled like a flute, each word a melody. “But what does it mean to be silent?”

“It means the Seeker can listen,” Nerguiin said, speaking so fast the words ran together. “And by listening, the Seeker shows readiness to accept the wisdom of others. Can we go?”

“And what wisdom will you part this island with?”

This wasn’t the normal question. Sokhatai raised her eyebrows and Zanyar glanced at the western sky, pulling down on the collar of his tunic so the cursed glyph peeked out. She met the statue’s eyes, hesitating. If she said the wrong thing, the guardian would send them back the way they came, and they wouldn’t make it to the Ever-burning Forest before the nishakai attacked.

What could the answer be? The statue’s lesson was to be patient until the guardian was willing to impart its wisdom. But all it had done was stare at her for minutes upon minutes. It had barely said anything. What was the wisdom in that?

“Might I try?” Zanyar asked.

Nerguiin frowned. “If you get it wrong…”

“Do you have an answer in mind?”

“Not yet.”

“So I might as well give it a go.”

She sighed. “Look, Zanyar, I know you want to help, but to answer these things, we are supposed to quote the Seeker tenets. Do you even know what those say?”

“No,” Zanyar said to the statue. “I don’t know. And that is my answer, guardian: I don’t know what wisdom you are trying to teach us.”

The statue rotated to face him, its whole body turning as though on a wheel. As it moved, the slight tremble set the ash on its shoulders sliding to the ground. “And why is that?”

“Because someone who seeks wisdom must also know when they lack it.”

“Yes,” the statue said. “And for understanding that, you are a true Seeker.” It turned to face the bridge heading to the Ever-burning Forest. “The southern island is the correct one.”

They sprinted onto the bridge, a rusty metal thing corroded through at several points. The slight vibrations from their feet sent ash falling into the ravines below.

Sokhatai slapped Zanyar on the back. “Nicely done!”

Stupefied, Nerguiin ran after the others. Had Zanyar just understood a Seeker riddle before her?

As they reached the other end of the bridge, they paused at the edge of a wildfire. The powdery gray mounds on the island glowed with light. A dense cloud of black smoke rose into the sky, flakes of burned leaves raining down to form deeper banks closer to the tree line. The flames rose high into the air, destroying palms and conifers, yet never quite burning the entire forest. Every day Utu would set the forest alight as he entered the Underworld, and every night the trees would grow back again.

They continued wading through the ash towards the forest. As they approached, the roaring flames became louder, and the smoke so thick it made them cough. When their faces were covered in soot, Sokhatai dug through the backpack for what little water they had left and ripped one of the blankets into slices, wetting them and passing them around. The moist rags made breathing easier, although Nerguiin couldn’t tie one around her incorporeal neck and had to hold it over her mouth.

“What is this place?” Sokhatai asked, face veiled.

“Utu’s home,” Nerguiin said. “Let’s see what the nishakai thinks about all that fire.”

Zanyar tightened the rag over his mouth as he fought through the banks, and when they rose high enough to reach Nerguiin’s knees, she floated up, but her boots remained covered.

Howling, Zanyar fell onto his knees and clutched his chest. The cursed glyphs on his chest flared to light. Green flames shot up from a bank nearby, sending a burst of ash swirling up.

“Ignore the udug!” Nerguiin shouted, coughing from the smoke and pulling Zanyar up. “Run into the forest!”

The trees drew nearer. Behind them, green fire joined orange. A small path snaked between the trees, and Nerguiin led them down it, running between thick trunks, most of them on fire, the heat so fierce it stung her. Above, the flames lent the sky an orange glow. Before them, choking smoke cut their vision to only a few feet.

They came to a stop between a dense cluster of trees that barely allowed them to stand side by side. Burning twigs and branches fell from the trees. Sparks whirled in the air like fireflies. Open fires burned all around them, yet the flames touched only some of the trees, as though choosing to leave others unburned. Sooty and sweating, they stood with their backs to a wall of fire, facing the way they came.

“Grab some burning logs,” Sokhatai said. “Anything you can hold. We’ll attack it from all sides at once. Try to push it into one of the fires.”

Nerguiin searched the mounds for a suitable stick, one that burned at its many-branched end but wasn’t too hot at the other one, and just to be sure, she grabbed another stick that resembled a spear with its sharp end smoldering with a red glow, although in doing so she had to abandon her already-dried rag. She stepped to Zanyar’s left, and Sokhatai went to the right so that they formed a triangle. Zanyar lowered his backpack onto the ground, holding a massive log in leather-gloved hands.

The nishakai Mercy strolled into view, his black metal body reflecting flames. He glanced around at the burning forest, his expression calm and his purple eyes sharp. He wielded two axes of a silvery metal, and on his back hung a quiver of javelins.

“So this is where you make your stand,” Mercy said, his deep voice commanding. “I’m here to kill the mortal, but the others I’ll do for the sport.” He licked his lips. “And don’t worry, little ghost, this time I brought something special for you as well.”

He squeezed his fingers around the axe shafts, causing them to glow with blue light. As Nerguiin looked at them, something like a cold tingle shot through her body. A burst of burning leaves rained from the sky and the veil of smoke grew so thick they could barely see the forest surrounding them.

Zanyar coughed while keeping his gaze fixed on the nishakai. “Nerguiin? It doesn’t seem to be afraid.”

She swallowed. “The fire should still hurt it.”

An entire tree came down with a groan. Its impact with the ground produced a swarm of sparks so bright that Sokhatai disappeared behind walls of fire, and when the air cleared once more, she was nowhere to be seen.

With a fwoom, Mercy erupted in a circular burst of green fire. Zanyar wobbled back, putting up an arm to cover his face as a wave of nishakai flames enveloped him. The green flames clung to Nerguiin’s skin on their way through her, but felt only warm.

The forest fire rose in fury and the green one faded. Mercy cocked his head at the burning trees. Windmilling his arms, he let out another burst of nishakai flames to birth a blazing cloud that challenged the roaring wildfire around them.

Wind gusted from the south, making the trees bend. Their trunks groaned and cracked, the flames flaring so bright they blinded Nerguiin. As the wind calmed, Mercy’s flames subsided and died.

“So be it,” Mercy said, shaking himself. “I’ll kill you the old way.”

Almost lazily, he dropped the axe from his right hand and took a javelin from his back quiver. He steadied it for a moment, then heaved it into the patch of trees where Sokhatai had disappeared. The javelin whistled past almost too fast to see.

Sokhatai’s scream pierced the night. Mercy took another javelin, turning to Zanyar.

Nerguiin rushed towards the udug, yelling, jumping over a burning bush with her stick held high. The udug turned to her, a glowing axe in his left hand. A sharp-toothed grimace spread across his face. Nerguiin swung, aiming for the armored leg, but he simply stepped aside. She thrust with the burning spear, but Mercy lifted his foot and stomped down, cracking the shaft, and lifted the axe high.

Before the axe could slice her in two, Zanyar struck the udug in the head with his log, the clanking impact sending him toppling to one side. The javelin fell into the ash. Mercy’s armored head leaked glowing orange bits of metal where the burning log had struck him.

Zanyar jumped after him, whacking with the log, each strike producing a hiss and an orange glow, the udug’s black metal peeling off in flakes. Together, they beat him as he lay on the ground, but he lifted his axe and repelled their strikes. Nerguiin kicked ash in his face before swatting him in the head with her burning stick, but even without being able to see, he blocked their attacks.

One of Mercy’s javelins lay abandoned in the ash, its wooden shaft burning and the tip glowing hot. Nerguiin grabbed it and rammed it at a cracked point in Mercy’s armor. He rolled, took the javelin by its shaft, and ripped it from her hands. His fingers hissed at the point where they touched the hot wood, and as his body turned back their way, he rammed the javelin into Zanyar’s chest.

The point bounced off him. The shaft splintered in two and dropped to the ground. Flopping onto his bottom in the pile of ash, Zanyar looked down at his chest in surprise. Mercy blinked.

Nerguiin grabbed one of Mercy’s abandoned axes, barely able to lift it with two hands. As she held it high, the blade close to her face, she felt something like a tickle on her cheek.

The flames shifted, and Sokhatai appeared behind Mercy. She pushed her body against a tree, grimacing and grunting. The tree roots tore from the ground. The tree tilted into a perilous angle, and as Sokhatai shouted, the tree came crashing down on top of Mercy and Nerguiin. Zanyar bellowed as he jumped from its path. Burning branches impaled Mercy, who roared in agony. 

Nerguiin scrambled out from beneath the branches, her boots and mittens getting stuck and tangled. Sokhatai limped to her and pulled her out just as the toppled tree erupted in fiercer flames, and Mercy, trapped somewhere beneath, shrieked.

Zanyar limped to them, clutching the Nanna medallion. It was punctured in the middle and cracked all over. The leather lyre case on his back smoldered.

“Good thinking with the tree,” Nerguiin said. Then she noticed the profusely bleeding wound on Sokhatai’s right leg slightly above her knee. “Oh, crap. We need to—”

A form leaped out from the pile of burning branches. Mercy landed on his stomach in the ash. His armor was gone, revealing a body like that of a man’s, strong and muscled, but gray of skin. He fought his way back onto his feet, bleeding green from many cuts and breathing with a whine. One of his two curved horns came to a jagged end in the middle.

“No way!” Nerguiin shouted. “How did that not kill it?”

“At least the armor is gone,” Sokhatai said. She took a bronze dagger from her belt, limping toward the udug. Her leg leaked blood all over the ground.

Nerguiin ran after her, picking up a burning stick. Mercy stood in a crouch, eyeing each of them in turn as they formed into a ring around him.

Sokhatai made a sign with her fingers.

Distraction.

Nodding, Nerguiin kicked ash at Mercy from behind. He spun to face her, and Sokhatai threw her dagger. He spun again, swinging his arm and showing them the dagger piercing his palm. Smiling, he pulled it loose and used the edge to scrape blood from his cheek.

We can’t defeat this creature, Nerguiin thought. Not this way.

Mercy dashed at Sokhatai, faster than before. Sokhatai’s eyes widened as the dagger sunk into her side, cutting deep. She gasped and fell to the ground. Mercy leaped on top of her and pulled the dagger loose in a spray of blood, then struck at her again, but Sokhatai grabbed him by the wrist and stopped the weapon a few inches away from her skin. Her arms trembled. The dagger came lower, sinking toward her side.

Zanyar hammered Mercy in the back with his lyre case. The instrument inside rang in a dissonant chord as he pummeled the udug over and over again.

Of course, Nerguiin realized.

“I’m sorry!” Nerguiin shouted. “I really thought nishakai feared fire!”

Snorting, Mercy forced the dagger lower, almost into Sokhatai’s flesh. “I fear nothing.”

A dreadful shriek from a thousand mouths pierced the air, so loud it silenced the forest fire. Frowning, Mercy looked up. A stream of silvery air raced down from the smoky skies, swirling around Mercy in shining spirals. Countless faces lived and died in the silver mist.

“Wait,” Mercy said, his voice alarmed. “I didn’t—”

As though all color left him in a heartbeat, his body crumbled into a million tiny flakes of ash. A silver ghost rose from his flesh, eyes bulging wide in horror as he screamed a silent scream. The silver faces coiled around him, twisting and squeezing until his ghostly body broke loose and joined the others surging into the sky. His ghostly arm shot toward Nerguiin and a weak, spiraling green flame flew through her like a spear, but it merely danced around her a few times before fading along with the rest of the nishakai.

Then the three of them stood alone in the burning forest. Nerguiin let out a moan, toppling down onto her mittens.

“What was that?” Zanyar asked.

“The udug lied,” Nerguiin said. “The Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes stole his spirit.”

Zanyar carefully opened the lyre case, and the instrument trickled out in a pile of bent and dangled parts. He sighed and dropped the case. Sokhatai coughed in a gurgle of blood. They rushed to inspect her, and as Nerguiin saw the injuries, she took an instinctive step back. Her face oozed clear fluid from a dozen burns that exposed her flesh. She lay on her back, her leg and torso bleeding.

“The goddess,” Zanyar said. “Mamkhal. Where is she?”

“I, uh,” Nerguiin stammered. “In the Center.”

Zanyar ran back to the toppled tree to retrieve his backpack and pulled it open. He upended it onto the ash beside Sokhatai, searching the pile of clothing, ropes, and rations for the bandages and poultices. There was no way to clean her wounds, but he dabbed salve onto her burns, and tied a bandage around her torso. She squeezed her eyes shut as a tear pushed its way out of the corner of her eye.

“How are you?” Zanyar asked as he wrapped the wound on her leg.

“I’m—” Sokhatai began.

“Stop!” Nerguiin screamed, flailing her hands. Zanyar and Sokhatai froze. “Don’t say you’re fine! The Wall of Faces. Lying and all that.”

Sokhatai let her head fall back on the ash. “Right. Thanks. That was close. I’m too tired for this shit.”

“Don’t worry,” Zanyar said as he wrapped another bandage around her leg. “We’re almost to the center. Aren’t we, Nerguiin?”

“Yes,” she said. “Only a few hours to go. Can you manage that, Sokhatai?”

She pursed her lips. “I’ll try.”

________




NANNA GLOWED BRIGHT in the star-filled sky. They stomped over the last wooden bridge and limped toward the sixth gate of the Underworld. When the bridge ended, they climbed boulders and jumped from one outcropping to another. The last of the islands appeared to be the one where Ereshkigal had stored the debris from digging the ravines, inconveniencing pilgrims one last time before they reached the Center.

Nerguiin fought her way up a gravel mound, each breath smarting like a knife in her side. She carried Zanyar’s backpack, its weight unreasonable for her small frame, especially since she couldn’t wear it on her ghostly shoulder. Up ahead, Zanyar led them up the perilous terrain with Sokhatai on his back. After defeating one final incline, he let out a groan, shifting Sokhatai’s weight. She winced at the sudden movement.

“There it is,” he said.

Where the rocks slowly thinned out and gave way to a mirror-sheen black surface, a road of golden bricks began, leading to the next gate. The spire at the center of the city appeared to stand almost directly behind the gate, lights clearly visible from its many lit windows in spite of the late hour.

The Wall of the Faces with a Thousand Eyes, Ereshkigal’s penultimate guardian and the sixth gate of the Underworld, blocked the entrance to the Center. Countless wailing faces flowed like liquid humanity. Never quite formed, never settling into any set of features in particular, they gaped in turn at those who faced their judgment. The three thieves were still too far to hear the gate’s truths, but close enough to listen to its mourning.

Zanyar’s boot slipped, and with a curse, he and Sokhatai tumbled down the gravel hill. They came to a stop on golden bricks at the bottom. Nerguiin slid down after them.

“You good?” Nerguiin asked. “And no lying.”

Sokhatai stood up and tried putting some weight on her leg. She closed her eyes and hissed through her teeth, then took a couple of limping steps. “I’ll walk for this part.”

“We’re almost there,” Zanyar said. “We just need to climb that thing.”

“That might be a problem,” Sokhatai said. “I’m not going to do much climbing right now. One of you will have to do it.”

When it came to climbing, Zanyar and Nerguiin were about equally good, but Zanyar was an adult with strong arms. He seemed to come to the same realization and reached a hand to Sokhatai, who passed him the rope. He supported her limping form across the golden bricks toward he sixth gate.

Nerguiin eyed the thousand faces, each moaning as they came into existence, the echoes of each cry lingering in the open terrain after the face who had made it dissolved into the next.

“Remember,” Zanyar said, “whatever you hear, it’s the gate making me say it.”

Nerguiin’s heart raced, making a strange counterpoint to Reshi’s soul pulsing in a calm, orderly rhythm. She didn’t want to do this. It was one thing to not lie, and completely different to speak the truth. There were things her friends didn’t need to hear.

“We know,” Nerguiin said. “It’s just words.”

He took a deep breath and marched to the gate, and upon nearing it, he let out a shout that Nerguiin heard inside her own mind; an absolute truth that could not be denied.

“I did not cross the Primeval Sea with my own strength!” he shouted. “For it was Ti’Amtum, the Mother of Chaos, who granted me passage!”

Nerguiin narrowed her eyes.

“The waves carried me to an island,” he said as he fought his way up the gate. He grabbed one of the moaning faces, but then pulled back as the face disappeared under his touch. Another one faded under his leg, leaving him hanging with one arm. “Where Ti’Amtum’s serpentine body surrounded me. And as I faced death, I pleaded—not for my own life, but for Miri! If I died there, I couldn’t bring her back to life! And as my fear overcame me, I struck a deal with her.”

Sokhatai sighed. “Great.”

He managed to find another face just as it was appearing, used it to bring himself back up again. “I made all the promises I could! For Miri’s sake I traded the world away! When we leave with the harp, I will play it three times to bring Ti’Amtum to the mortal world! I will open the barrier between the worlds and let the oceans see Ti’Amtum’s wrath once more! I will do all that and more if it brings Miri back to life!”

As he climbed higher, more words poured out. “I don’t care about the harp! I don’t care about the drought! All I want is to hold Miri’s hand once more! I—”

The shout cut short. He pulled himself to the top of the gate, rolling onto his back and staring at the night sky breathing rapidly. Whatever more he had to say remained his own truth.

“Yikes,” Nerguiin said. “We have a new problem.”

“Before we worry about Ti’Amtum,” Sokhatai said, “let’s just get to the other side.”

After resting for a moment, Zanyar attached the rope somewhere above and tossed it down.

Sokhatai turned to Nerguiin. “I’m sorry for what I’m about to say. I’m afraid most of it will be about you.”

“Just words,” Nerguiin said.

Not that she had much to fear; Sokhatai had already said what Nerguiin feared the most.

Just words.

Sokhatai limped to the gate, and the moment her hand touched the rope, the magic forced her mouth open. Her eyes bulged, and for a small moment, nothing happened.

But then the words came out.

“I lied!” Sokhatai yelled, Zanyar pulling her up one tug at a time. “I betrayed and crossed men twice my size! Every time I was about to lose a finger, I framed someone else for my mistakes!”

Confused, Nerguiin looked at her as the rope pulled her up.

“And the last time,” Sokhatai shouted, “I killed my master! I threw him to the dogs and made them fight for the scraps, only to save my own hide!” She tossed her head left and right, pain contorting her face. “He was like a father to me! I sold my family! Dozens died because of me! My brothers and sisters, all those who protected me when I was young, all of them I traded away that I might live!”

The rope tugged her higher, almost to the upper edge where Zanyar pulled as fast as he could. Sokhatai reached her hands up, trying to grab him. Nerguiin watched in horror as the wall’s awful compulsion tore Sokhatai’s spirit open.

“When Miri reached out to me, I feared every night something would force my hand once more! I did everything not to lose her, or you, or—”

Sokhatai heaved herself over the gate’s top, screaming as her wounded leg banged against the stone, and collapsed, weeping.

Blessed Anu, Nerguiin thought, a chill filling her and making her jaw tremble. What am I going to say?

The rope came down again. Nerguiin stared at the thing as if it might lash out and strangle her. Walking stiffly, she approached the gate. The faces floated on the surface, each staring at her in anger, despair, fear, or longing. Maybe Mercy’s face was among them.

As she walked, a pressure in her throat grew until it became overpowering. By the time she grabbed the rope and Zanyar started pulling her up, she lost all ability to resist.

“Miri died because of me!” Nerguiin shouted as she flew up.

No! Don’t tell them!

“I told the Bronze Warrior where to find her because I didn’t want to die, and now I will cheat the Goddess of Death and stay in the Golden City forever! I will betray my friends! They would never abandon me, but I’m afraid they will because I’m weak and stupid and foolish and I don’t ever listen! I will use the finger of edimmu—”

With that, it was over. Her negligible weight had provided Zanyar little challenge. She trembled, staring with haunted eyes at the wall’s unmoving topside, identical to the other gates of the underworld. With no one to observe them, the moaning from below faded, leaving Nerguiin standing in painful silence next to her friends.

“You betrayed Miri,” Zanyar said, voice dangerously quiet.

“No!” She jumped up, grabbing him by the arms. “It was the wall making me say it!”

Anger contorted his face. “It was also the truth.”

“I had no choice! Usun was the Bronze Warrior, but I didn’t realize it at first! He had me at spear point!” Voice trembling, she pointed at Zanyar. “And how are you any better? When your life was at risk, you sold off the whole world to Ti’Amtum.”

His lips pressed firmly together. His fingers turned white around the coil of rope.

“What did you mean?” Sokhatai asked, face still pale from her own experience. “You said you’re going to betray us. Stay in the Golden City forever? What’s that cunning mind of yours scheming this time?”

“I didn’t mean that!” Nerguiin said, heart racing and breaths coming fast. By now they were beyond the gate’s influence. She could lie all she wanted.

For once, Zanyar didn’t come to Nerguiin’s aid. He coiled the rope, observing her.

“Spill it,” Sokhatai said, eyes drooping. “Or will Zanyar have to lower you back down for a few seconds more?”

Nerguiin shook her head. “It’s my life. I will do with it as I wish.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Let’s just steal the harp,” Nerguiin said. “I will tell you once we have it. I promise. No harm will come to either of you. What I’m planning is between me and Ereshkigal.”

“You don’t understand, Nerguiin,” Sokhatai said, limping across the gate. “Your life is no longer only yours to gamble. It includes us.”

Exhaustion took over the anger on Zanyar’s face, and the fingers around the rope opened. “Nerguiin, if you plan to do something stupid, we have a say in what it is. Allow us to be stupid with you.”

Sokhatai blinked, frowning at him.

“So if I told you, you wouldn’t stop me?” Nerguiin asked.

“I didn’t say that,” he said.

“And that’s why I won’t tell you.”








CHAPTER TWENTY
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Center: The Ascended who reaches the center is one who has learned the seven sacred lessons of the Golden City, one who is expected to be pure of thought and spirit. They find themselves walking in the midst of gods who observe their every action.

Here the Ascended face their final trial: they must convince a god of their virtue. Only then will Neti the Gatekeeper permit them passage into Ereshkigal’s palace.
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Zanyar lowered Sokhatai down from the sixth gate of the Underworld to the city’s center. Nerguiin took the rope down next, hopping down next to Sokhatai who gave her a scowl, her face rippled and red, but then turned her displeasure on Zanyar. He considered each of the footholds on the decorated and relieved gate surface for a long time before committing to any of them. Once he returned back up, then searched for a different path down, now and then glancing down at Sokhatai, who held her mouth shut. Almost at the bottom, his leg slipped and he thudded down onto his back, the heavy backpack cushioning his fall.

Lanterns glowing with warm light hanging from pillars ran the length of the golden road, guiding the Ascended toward the tower at the center of the city. From where Nerguiin stood, the black metal tower appeared wider than six White Temples side by side and stood so tall its peak might touch the clouds. Winged creatures flew in circles around the highest levels of the spire, only occasionally appearing as spiky silhouettes against the crescent moon. Light shone from the tower’s windows.

The Pilgrim’s Path, paved with silver and glowing with a pale light, headed both left and right from the sixth gate, sticking close to the curving walls. Even at the opposite end of the ring, a full dana away where the air grew misty, the walls and their golden glow remained visible. To the right of the sixth gate, the Pilgrim’s Path glided across flower-filled meadows and green grass, past pockets of palms and conifers, eventually opening to the Lake of Song where peaceful waters reflected the moonlight.

“The center,” Nerguiin said. If Neti stood on guard at the base of the spire half a dana away, he was too small to see. “We’re among gods now. I can’t believe it’s been only two days.”

“Well, my body tells me it’s been two hundred days,” Sokhatai said. “I need sleep. At least I’m not hungry. Upsides of being an Ascended.”

“I’m hungry,” Zanyar said. “I did all the hard work just now too. If we run into any food, I devour it all without leaving anything for you bunch of slackers.”

“No need for that much longer,” Nerguiin said. “In a few hours we’ll be done with this heist.”

“Where to?” Sokhatai asked.

Nerguiin nodded at the faint misty shapes behind the trees to the right of the gate. “Around the ring. It’s quite a walk. Let’s get going.”

They took the silver road to the right and headed around the center across the meadow hills and thickets of palm trees. Sokhatai leaned on Zanyar, wincing when she put too much weight on her foot. Drops of blood left a trail on the path behind them. In the moonlight and the glow of the Pilgrim’s path, her face looked even paler.

“You can do it,” Zanyar said. “Keep walking.”

“I’m walking!” Sokhatai hissed. “Distract me. Say something.”

“How will we get into Ereshkigal’s tower?”

“We have to do it the normal way,” Nerguiin said. “Walk the path, earn the patronage of a god, and make Neti open the gate for us. The circumference here is three dana. That might take us a full day of walking, but we’ll remove the curse before that, so no need to fight the nishakai again.”

“Can it even escape that wall?” Zanyar asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe Ereshkigal will send another one. I think there are four of them.”

As they passed around the lake, frogs croaked in the night and a forest around the road grew into something resembling a leafy canopy. Red flowers bloomed open, their drooping petals making the plants look like they were fast asleep. A river coursed between the leafy trees, and a simple wooden bridge provided easy access to the other side.

The goddess Mamkhal’s home, a simple white-painted wooden house, nestled in the cover of the trees. On her small plot of land grew herbs and flowers, each cultivated in tidy rows labeled with temple script. Smoke rose from the chimney, and warm light crept out from the curtained window. It looked like someone had scooped up a perfect little cottage from the mortal world and dropped it in the middle of the Golden City.

“Do we just knock?” Zanyar asked, leaving Sokhatai leaning against the wall.

“Yes,” Nerguiin said. “Act natural and plead your case. She isn’t a dangerous god.”

Zanyar knocked.

“Enter!” a woman’s voice came from inside.

Zanyar pushed the door open, and they entered onto a striped carpet in a hallway, to the scent of freshly baked pastries. Sounds of clinking porcelain came from a room farther in. Nerguiin followed Zanyar deeper into the house, marveling at the normality of it all. Excepting the wood in place of mudbrick, it was as if they had returned home. They passed a tiny, comfy room with a bed, another with a workbench overflowing with wool yarn.

“Excuse me,” Zanyar said as he entered into a kitchen. “Is this goddess Mamkhal’s household?”

“Yes, that’s me,” a woman replied.

Mamkhal sat by a little kitchen table in a simple dress that displayed signs of long use and a few fresh stains, a mortar and pestle in one hand. She inspected them with kindly eyes in a motherly sort of face.

“Why, if it isn’t the mortal man and the Ascended. Do come in. Take a seat.”

Nerguiin and Zanyar approached the table cautiously, and after one more glance at Mamkhal’s pleasant, dimpled face, they sat down. Sokhatai limped after them, glancing left and right with vigilant eyes.

“This is for you, Sokhatai,” Mamkhal said, offering the mortar with one hand. “Rub it into your wounds. It shouldn’t sting too much.”

Frowning, Sokhatai accepted the mortar. She sniffed it, grimaced, then glanced at Mamkhal before scooping up some of the black paste and dabbing it cautiously on her burned face wincing, and in only a few seconds, her burns began to shrink.

“It’s working,” Nerguiin said. “Let us give you a hand with that.”

She grabbed the mortar, and she and Zanyar scooped up paste and spread it in Sokhatai’s burns and punctures. The wounds absorbed the black paste, faded, and disappeared as new flesh and skin grew back where they had been. 

Sokhatai marveled at her arms. “Thank you, Great God Mamkhal.”

Mamkhal hummed as she browsed through jars in a cupboard and arrayed them on the kitchen table. She turned to a roaring stove and hung a large copper pot over it as the flames below grew hotter.

“I hope you didn’t have too difficult a time in the Prison Ring,” Mamkhal said. She dropped six differently colored leaves into the kettle. “Ere made it such a miserable place. I do so wish she would go a bit easier on the spirits down there.”

“You knew we were coming?” Zanyar asked.

She smiled at them over her shoulder. “I’m a god.”

“Right, of course. Honored Mamkhal, I hope I do not insult you with this request, but I was cursed in the Spirit Ring. The mistake was mine. An edimmu was slain.”

“Oh?” Mamkhal asked. “Slain by whom?”

“Well, by me. I take the blame.”

“You do, hmm?”

“I do.” He stood up, bowing at her. “I make the audacious request for my crimes to be forgiven and the curse to be lifted.”

Mamkhal humphed at her kettle. “Well, when you put it that way, how can I possibly refuse? This will take a moment. How are things in the mortal world?”

Nerguiin shared a glance with the others. “Uh, do you not see to the mortal world?”

“Of course I do, silly.”

“So why do you need us to tell you?”

Sighing, Mamkhal shook her head. “Because it’s polite to converse.”

“Things are…” Zanyar said, “difficult. There’s a drought out there.”

“Nasty thing, that. I do wish Ere would see reason and end it, but oh well, a god has to have her way, I suppose. It is a curse from her realm, you know, so the responsibility for lifting it falls on her shoulders.”

“So,” Nerguiin said, “I’m curious, Great God Mamkhal, do you know why we are here?”

She smiled at her. “You already know the answer to that one.”

“But it’s polite to converse.”

Eyes wide, Sokhatai gave her a tiny shake of her head, but Mamkhal merely returned to stirring her kettle. Whatever she was concocting, it took its time to prepare. Out the window Nanna glowed over the forest. Nerguiin didn’t dare to hurry Mamkhal, who so kindly gave them assistance, but that didn’t stop her from fidgeting and stealing glances at the window.

At last, Mamkhal lifted a steaming copper cauldron onto the kitchen table and fetched bowls and spoons from the cupboard, then poured them mugs of ale. She pointed at the cauldron. “Help yourselves!”

Nerguiin blinked at the cauldron. “I’m sorry?”

“You must be hungry. Eat up!”

“But we came here for Zanyar’s curse.”

Mamkhal waved an arm. “Oh, I prepared that remedy yesterday. But first, we’ll eat.”

Not daring to refuse her, Nerguiin reached for the ladle peeking out from the cauldron and filled her bowl with vegetable soup. While Zanyar and Sokhatai filled their own plates, Nerguiin stared at her food, butterflies dancing in her stomach. The sweet fragrance had her salivating. She picked up the spoon and lifted it to her lips. Arm shaking, she slid the spoon into her mouth.

Savory liquid touched her tongue. Tears fell from her eyes. Something like a sob escaped her. It was the first food she had tasted since entering the Underworld. Spoon in her mouth, she turned to Mamkhal, who gave her a knowing smile.

“Eat up,” Mamkhal said.

Desperately, Nerguiin ladled the soup, tasting onions and peppers, legumes, and things she had never eaten before. Zanyar ate with his eyes closed and a smile on his face. Sokhatai’s scowls and frowns, too, yielded with each spoonful.

Mamkhal reached for a shelf, took a little porcelain jar filled with a sticky red paste, set that on the table, and inserted a spoon inside it. “Here. You’ll like this, Nerguiin.”

She scooped some of the paste and added that into her soup, stirring, then tasted a mouthful. The soup spread around her mouth as a pleasant and flavorful burn, unlike anything she had tasted before. Hungrily, she added more of the paste while Mamkhal smiled at her.

“That looks good,” Sokhatai said, reaching for the jar. “Can I have some?”

“If you want,” Mamkhal said. “But be careful. It’s not meant for you.”

Sokhatai glanced at her, but added some of the paste to her soup and took a small taste. First she frowned, smacking her lips. Then her eyes shot wide and she leaned back, hacking and holding her throat.

“I warned you,” Mamkhal said.

“How can you eat that?” Sokhatai said. She offered the jar to Zanyar who shook his head, eyes wide.

“Maybe you need a ghost’s body,” Nerguiin said. She continued eating, the burning sensation a perfect combination of taste and spiciness. When her plate emptied and she rested her wooden spoon against the clay plate, she leaned back with a satisfied sigh. In her gut, a new warmth radiated beside Reshi’s soul.

“Thank you for the food,” Zanyar said.

“It’s always good to see a healthy appetite,” Mamkhal said. “It is so hard to cook when you have a ghost, an Ascended, and a mortal over. But at least you aren’t giants! The appetites they have, and stomachs of stone too…But now!” She slapped her hands together. “Who would like some tea? I can prepare something Nerguiin can drink too.”

Nerguiin tensed. She shared a glance with Sokhatai. “We couldn’t possibly…” she stammered. “We’re in a hurry. Miri is waiting for us, and we really do need to remove the curse before Zanyar can go back home.”

Mamkhal humphed. “Well, I’ll put the kettle on regardless. And I suppose we must forgive you, young man.” Sighing, Mamkhal leaned back, making her chair groan under her considerable weight, and reached for a shelf with a dozen clay pots on it. She grabbed one of them, and while pinching her nose, undid the cover.

The stench sent Nerguiin jumping away, her chair toppling. She raced Sokhatai outside, kicking the door open on the way there. The smell was some mixture of rotting flesh, a burning outhouse, a festering wound, and a dozen other things she didn’t want to imagine.

“Now, open wide,” Mamkhal’s voice came out the open kitchen window.

Zanyar screamed.

“You need to chew it!” Mamkhal said. “The bits need to be broken up before they enter your stomach!”

Nerguiin leaned against her knees next to Mamkhal’s garden and wondered if she could ever forget that smell. A single butterfly zipped out from the kitchen window, and soon a haunted Zanyar walked out from the house with a small pouch in his hand, his shirt open and red scarring covering his chest.

“If the writing returns—” Mamkhal advised, wagging a finger and coming after him, “—make sure you eat the rest. It was a strong curse I lifted.”

“Thank you,” Zanyar said, shuddering. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Sokhatai bowed deep. “You’ve given us great help, Great God Mamkhal. Thank you.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Nerguiin said.

“You’re welcome. And Nerguiin, if you’re ever in the Golden City again, pay me a visit and I’ll feed you until you burst.”

Considering it was a god telling her that, Nerguiin wondered if she would literally burst. She decided against voicing her concerns and simply nodded in gratitude. But why did the god invite her and not the others?

“Great Mamkhal,” Zanyar said. “Before we go, would you be so kind as to speak on our behalf? We require the patronage of a god.”

She shook her head. “No, it cannot be me. Those medallions already prove a god has granted you patronage.”

Nerguiin picked up the medallion hanging from her neck and studied it. “They do?”

“But,” Mamkhal continued with a stern voice, “you must not rob Ereshkigal before you are done with your pilgrimage around the center! This is of utmost importance! Do not go knocking on the seventh gate until you have learned all the truths you must know.”

“And what truths are we supposed to learn?” Zanyar asked.

The god simply smiled and withdrew back to her house. Nerguiin stood, medallion in hand, perplexed.

Sokhatai observed her own medallion. “What in the world did we make when we built these?”

“I’m confused,” Nerguiin said. “What now?”

Zanyar shook his head. “We do exactly what she said: the pilgrimage.”

Pondering even more questions, Nerguiin led the others across the forested path, and when the silver road appeared, they turned right to walk its length around the ring.

________




SOME TWO HOURS later, as Nanna sank lower in the skies, they walked through the hilly passage in the Canyons of Disease where Ereshkigal stored her curses. The silver road crossed jagged stone and arid earth, climbed small hills and burrowed through shadowy canyons. Small rock udugs, each looking like a dog-sized rodent with horns and six eyes, scurried all over the hills and tunneled through the cliffs using their tiny clawed legs.

“How are your wounds, Sokhatai?” Zanyar asked. His voice echoed in the narrow canyon. The walls at the sides were cut flat and even, as though the road had stubbornly made up its mind to carve its way through the hills. Up above, one of the rock udugs looked down on them, each of its many eyes blinking at different times.

Sokhatai opened her arms wide. “It’s as though I was never hurt.”

Nerguiin clutched the medallion. If we used Nanna’s blood, why don’t we have his power? Which god was it who vouched for our virtue?

“This is relaxing,” Zanyar said. “Walking without hurry. No nishakai, no one dying. And we still have plenty of time to save Miri. I could get used to this.”

“So what’s the next challenge, Nerguiin?” Sokhatai asked.

“We have to face each rock udug that decides to stop us, and instruct it on how to most wisely utilize the curse it digs up from these canyons.”

“Use a curse?” Zanyar asked. “How does one ‘wisely’ use a curse?”

“By not using them?” Sokhatai offered.

“No,” Nerguiin said. “The Wanderer wrote down all one hundred curses and what perils they both created and solved. Don’t worry; I have them memorized.”

Up ahead, the silver bricks trembled as something beneath dug its way to the surface, producing a mound of soil on their path. First a single spiked limb poked up from the earth, then nine others followed until ten many-segmented spindly legs reached as tall as a man’s head and curved back down to rest on the Pilgrim’s Path. The main bulk of the creature itself remained buried beneath the road. Across the walls of the canyon, the tunneling udugs scurried over to watch them with blinking eyes. 

“What kind of udug is that?” Zanyar asked.

She frowned. “Give me a moment…”

Based on the legs, the buried creature ahead was different from the ones on the walls of the canyon. The Wanderer’s Journal made no mention of a ten-legged buried monster coming to face them in the canyons. And why was it half-buried anyway? Could it be shy?

The ten long legs blocked half the road, but if they so wanted, they could just walk around the creature and ignore its trial. And if it didn’t say anything, what were they supposed to do?

“Nerguiin?” Sokhatai asked.

“I’m thinking!”

She chewed her lip as she imagined the thousands of udugs that lived in the Underworld and tried to think of one with ten legs. Or could it be perhaps this had more than ten but some of the limbs just remained hidden underground? But this wasn’t how the trial was supposed to go.

She looked at the rock udugs on the walls. With so many of them watching in silence, it felt like they all waited for them to do something.

“I think,” Zanyar said, approaching the buried monster. “The riddle is already given.”

“Wait!” Nerguiin said. “I need to remember the trial first!”

“Let’s see,” he said, coming to a stop right before the legs. “The Ascended Ring was supposed to teach me the ways of the Underworld, but we gave it no chance at that. The Forest Ring taught me to look where I step, a lesson I should have remembered before killing the edimmu. The Spirit Ring taught me to think about the good of the community. In the Prison Ring I learned the true value of sacrifice. The Divine Ring taught me to trust others when they know more than I do.” He looked up at the tall legs. “So the Center must also be trying to teach me something.”

“No,” Nerguiin said. “This is where we simply must convince a god of our virtue. We’re done learning. Just give me a moment. I got this.”

Sokhatai looked at her. “Do you?”

“Maybe if that stupid thing were to say something, I would be able to remember the correct wall in the journal.”

“If we have nothing left to learn,” Zanyar said, “why give us more trials? So, what if this udug won’t give us its riddle because we are not yet ready for it?”

Nerguiin rolled her eyes. “No, we reached the Center so—”

All over the walls, rock udugs scurried to motion and the ten-legged creature burrowed back into the Pilgrim’s Path. Its limbs stayed above the surface to rearrange the silver bricks tidily in place and brush away the loose dirt before disappearing.

“Great!” Sokhatai said. “You got it right.”

Zanyar bowed at the point where the monster had disappeared, then continued walking along the path. Nerguiin groaned, jogging after him. As they walked along the canyons, Nerguiin brooded at Zanyar’s back. Why did he answer the riddle and not her? He had been too dumb to ascend. He wasn’t supposed to know the answers. A question tried to form in her mind, but she brushed it away like an annoying insect.

As the canyon gave way to a messy jungle of palm trees swaying in the wind, Nerguiin paused to tap her knuckle against the stone, not really sure what she was expecting to happen. She looked over her shoulder at the many-eyed udugs staring after them from the wall of the canyon.

“Well,” Sokhatai said, “the rock udugs and curses weren’t as bad as Nerguiin threatened.”

“That’s good,” Zanyar said.

“No,” Nerguiin said. “Anything I don’t understand is bad for us.”

“And what is waiting for us in this jungle?”

“It’s the Migrating Forest,” Nerguiin said. “Each tree grew from a seed like the big Anu tree in the Ascended Ring. Every morning, every tree decides to move to a different spot.”

They followed the silver road, the palm fronds bending over their heads. Somewhere in their cover, cicadas sang in the evening cool.

“And what’s the challenge?” Zanyar asked.

A fierce howl of a wind swirled from the west and made the palms bend so low they blocked the path ahead.

“The riddle of the Four Winds!” Nerguiin shouted over the howl. “One I know all too well.”

The wind twisted the palm fronds and bent the trunks over like burdened porters, then snapped them upright again when it changed direction. How they survived without cracking, Nerguiin didn’t know.

“Seekers,” a whisper came from the forest, now from the left, now the right, like the rustling of leaves. “Do you hear the wind?”

“Yes,” Nerguiin said. “We hear the wind.”

“The North wind is the wind of satisfaction,” the voice whispered, and the wind dropped to a pleasant breeze. “The South wind overthrows those it strikes.”

A gust from the south made Nerguiin latch onto Sokhatai for support.

“The East wind brings rain.” The wind calmed but carried scorching heat. “And the West wind is mightier than the man living there. But how does one command the four winds?”

Nerguiin stood tall, facing the wind as it came from the west with a new ferocity that made her eyes water. “If there were a way to command the wind, I wouldn’t stand here trying to bring the rain back. To command the wind is the greatest folly. It cannot be done. That is my answer.”

The nearest palm tree bent to oblige the West wind, and as it moved, its leaves whispered. “We are a spawn of Anu, and as trees, we know much of the wind. We know one day it blows from the north, the next from the south. Yet still we must grow no matter how many fall before it.”

Nerguiin tapped her nose. This, too, had been omitted from the Wanderer’s Journal. “So, trees, what you are saying is that you have no more power over the wind than we do. I thought as much. It must be difficult to bend with the winds Anu sends, only for him to destroy you on a whim.”

“I think—” Sokhatai started.

“And,” Nerguiin cut her off, “that is the truth of the Four Winds. They cannot be controlled.”

“You misunderstand,” the trees whispered. “To command the wind and to hear the wind, that is the same.”

She laughed. Her hair whipped around as the wind gusted again from the south. “Well, that proves my point, does it not? I have spent my whole life trying to speak to Anu, and not once has he replied to me. The wind does not care for mortals any more than for trees. No matter how many times we ask, he blows as the evil south or west wind, and even when he graces us with what is supposed to be a good eastern wind, he now does it without rain. Not once has the wind done as we desire.”

The wind came to an abrupt stop, bringing with it a silence like a held breath. The palm trees hesitated for a long moment before they grudgingly straightened their trunks and opened the passage to them.

“See?” Nerguiin said. “Easy.”

“Go,” the voices whispered. “And return when you understand the wind. You have failed our trial.”

She blinked.

Sokhatai walked forward, sighing. “Great job.”

She ran after her. “Well, do you have an answer?”

“No, but we could have tried to combine our wisdom.”

Zanyar bowed to the trees as he entered the frond-covered path leading into the jungle. The sky disappeared behind layers upon layers of foliage. The humid air weighed heavily on them, and as the long palm fronds rustled in the wind, Nerguiin fanned her face in thought. Why were the questions different from the ones she had studied? How could she be expected to solve them if she didn’t have the answers?

Behind the treetops, a mudbrick structure rose above the palms, only visible due to the enormous brazier at its highest point burning like a lighthouse. A path of overgrown wooden planks forked off the silver Pilgrim’s Path, passing over swampy waters where many-branched mangroves on their knobbly-kneed roots poked up from the water.

“That’s Nanna’s Abode,” Nerguiin said. “Where the Moon God rests when he arrives in the Underworld. If our amulets worked, that would be our way out.”

She considered the dark passage between the trees. Nanna hadn’t shown her hostility earlier, but a lot had happened really fast. What had he said?

As you stand at the crossroads of silver and wood, turn right, and I would be an ally of yours. That I promise to the wind.

Why would Nanna help them steal from Ereshkigal, though? But as she thought about it, it made sense: Nanna had sacrificed his blood to help Ur survive. He had been on their side from the beginning. He, too, wanted to return the rain.

But he watched from the side as the Bronze Warrior murdered Miri. And what was it that made her want to trust Nanna in the first place? Was it not the power of the moon to enchant those who cast their eyes upon him? Was it not Nanna who temped mortals and drove them to acts of passion?

“Nerguiin?” Zanyar asked. “Why are we stopping?”

She looked at the barely-visible altar above the treetops. Regardless of her countless nights on the roof of the White Temple, Anu had never replied to her. But Nanna did. And as he did, something about the words seemed right. Perhaps she should place her trust in Nanna instead of Anu.

“I think we have to go there,” she said.

“We stole Nanna’s blood,” Sokhatai said. “I doubt he’ll be our patron.”

“He made a promise to me.”

“Promise?”

“Before Miri died, Nanna told me to visit him when we were here.”

Sokhatai gazed into her eyes, pursing her lips. In the trees, a bird whistled in a low voice. Another replied.

“If I’ve learned something in the Golden City,” Sokhatai said, “it’s that I should not turn away the trust given to me. So Nerguiin, you spoke of betrayal at the Wall of Faces, and I’m doubting your word. But…I’ll trust you with this. Let’s do what you think best.”

“Well then,” Zanyar said with only slight trepidation, “let’s visit the Moon God.”

They left the silver bricks to tread the wooden planks across the swamp. Mosquitoes swarmed the damp air, and as Nerguiin led them further down the shaky path, the crescent moon appeared through the cracks in the jungle canopy of vines and leaves. In the waters beside the plank path, a snake the size of a man’s torso peeked up, its tongue tasting the air.

The tunnel continued and the unseen cicadas finished their song. Nerguiin grasped her medallion tighter. The palm trees came to an end over a clearing of blue stone not larger than a single home. A mudbrick staircase rose up to an altar just above the treetops.

They took the steps up to a flat mudbrick plaza with a silver basin at its center burning without fuel, the flame glowing like an enormous candle, slow and peaceful, without the slightest breeze from Anu disturbing it. The center of the Golden City opened below them, where the road heading to the base of Ereshkigal’s spire broke the dawn as a sharp line of gold and fire. Not far from Nanna’s Abode, mist veiled the City of Lesser Divines, its mansions, palaces, and low-standing houses lit by small flames like those in Uruk. And where the horizon should lie, the golden walls glowed.

At the other end of the altar, the pale Moon God Nanna faced the sky, naked except for a bit of silk around his loins. He turned to face them and strode across the plateau with elegance and dignity. His bald head reflected light from the crescent moon and the burning basin.

He was as placid and as beautiful as she remembered. Nerguiin swallowed. Zanyar cleared his throat. Sokhatai lowered a hand to her dagger.

“Welcome to the city of the gods,” Nanna said. His eyes glowed blue. “I am glad to see that you would place your trust in me.”

“Nanna,” Nerguiin said, “why did you invite us here?”

“Long ago did Mamkhal speak of your arrival. The role I play is a small one, but like all things small, it is also important.”

“You said you would be our ally. What did you mean by that?”

Nanna crossed his fingers and turned to Ereshkigal’s spire. “You would enter the Tower of Death, would you not?”

“Yes…” Nerguiin glanced at the others. “Are you willing to tell Neti to let us in?”

“No, that is not my role, for a different god has already laid claim to you.”

“Anu,” Nerguiin scoffed. She raised her voice at the dawn sky. “Well, old man, are you there? Will you be our patron?” As the flame in the basin declined to waver in the least, Nerguiin shrugged. “Looks like not.”

Nanna smiled at the spire. “You have come here to steal the Celestial Harp.”

“Have we?” Nerguiin asked, trying to sound nonchalant. Beside her, Zanyar swallowed, sweat trickling down his brow.

“Yet you have no way to control the comings and goings of the Goddess of Death. How do you plan the steal that which is hers when she sits upon her throne?”

“You sound like you have something in mind.”

The smile on Nanna’s face gained a mischievous undertone to it. “I will summon her to my abode. As a guest of hers, that is my right. If you find a way past the Gatekeeper of the Underworld, you may reach the Celestial Harp and…” he narrowed his eyes at Nerguiin. “Whatever it is you seek.”

Assuming he already knew everything, Nerguiin showed the medallion to him. “These medallions hold your blood, but Reshi told us they won’t work. Why? We should be able to depart the Underworld by borrowing your power, the same as when we entered.”

Nanna shook his head. “They hold the blood of a different god.”

She frowned. “Which god?”

“Inanna.”

Her eyes widened. The Goddess of Love. The Queen of Heaven. Uruk’s past protector, gone missing years ago. The goddess whose mural still stood in the White Palace in Nerguiin’s old chambers, directly above her bed. The god who caused the drought, whose actions cost tens of thousands of lives.

She turned the medallion in her hand, looking at the blue-tinted clay. All of sudden the pieces snapped together and the medallion slipped from her fingers. Her breath came fast. The world blurred. She had wondered how Miri found the time to steal Nanna’s blood from the temple, but now she knew she didn’t have to.

Because it was Miri’s blood.

“Miri is Inanna,” Nerguiin said.

Zanyar raised a hand to his mouth.

Sokhatai rubbed at her temples. “So many things suddenly make sense.”

Had Miri founded their crew with the plan to die all along? Did she imprint the Wanderer’s Journal in Nerguiin’s memory because she needed someone else to go to the Underworld in her place? Were they here because Inanna had released the drought upon the world and now needed someone else to stop it? If so, once again the gods had played her like a fool. Miri had manipulated her to clean up her own messes.

“But she died,” Nerguiin said, voice trembling. “Didn’t she? If she was a god, can she…”

“Her spirit came,” Nanna said. “And it went. All seven gates granted her passage, and she met her sister Ereshkigal for one last time when they said their farewells. Even for gods, time must flow, and with time, death will follow.”

“Even if she’s a god,” Zanyar said, “Reshi’s wish will bring her back, won’t it?”

She frowned, feeling Reshi’s soul beating inside her. He had promised to travel to the True Death in her place if she so wanted.

“Now that you know,” Nanna said, “what do you choose to do? Inanna caused this drought, that is still true. Would you undo her punishment and forgive her?”

Nerguiin turned to face Ereshkigal’s spire. They had all gone through so much because of Miri’s pride and hubris. How could Miri do something as horrifying as summoning a drought?

“We need the harp,” Sokhatai said. “That hasn’t changed. And if we so want, we can bring Miri back as well.” She paused. “But should we?”

Nerguiin kept her eyes on Zanyar. His hands were clenched into fists.

“Zanyar,” Nerguiin said, “Miri caused the drought and all that misery and that death. I…liked her as well, but now that I know, I’m not so sure I want to bring back a god who can do something like that.”

“Of course we’ll bring her back!” Zanyar snapped. “She did those things before, but she has changed. You know she did all this to make amends for her crimes. We’re all here because of her, aren’t we?”

“Yes,” Nerguiin said. “And both you and Sokhatai almost died getting here.”

Zanyar grabbed her mitten and held it to his tear-filled eyes. “Nerguiin, you hold Reshi’s soul. He said he’ll bring Miri back if you wish for it. Surely you want her back as much as I do?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know, Zanyar.”

He squeezed her mittens tighter. “Nerguiin, please, you have to bring her back.” He turned to Sokhatai, grabbing her by the arm. “Sokhatai, tell her to bring Miri back!”

Sokhatai lowered her gaze. Despair grew on Zanyar’s face as he looked between them and finally to Nanna. The Moon God observed them with sorrowful eyes, hands clasped below his navel.

Nerguiin clutched the medallion. “Will Inanna’s blood be enough to convince Neti to let us pass through the final gate?”

Nanna nodded. “That much is certain. To be trusted with the blood of a god is no small boon. Tell me, though, what wisdom did Mamkhal provide you when you visited her home?”

“Wisdom?” Nerguiin shrugged. “She told us to complete a pilgrimage around the ring before we go to the spire.”

Nanna looked at the sky. “Of all beings who reside in this world or any other, only Mamkhal and Ti’Amtum can read destiny. Not I, Ereshkigal, or even Anu holds that power. If Mamkhal spoke of your destiny, you would be wise to heed her words.”

Sokhatai nodded a few times. “Then we’ll face the challenges as we were meant to. And if for only this ring, we’ll solve them properly. The Wanderer didn’t have the answers, and she reached the Center. We can do this if we work together.”

“Then I will wait,” Nanna walked to the basin and tended to its fire with his pale, slender hand. The flames roared up, so bright that Nerguiin shied away from them. “As soon as I see you walking the golden road, I will summon Ereshkigal. You have until I depart the Underworld to shine on the skies of the mortal world. Do not waste the opportunity lest this drought carry on any longer.”

“Thank you,” Sokhatai said. “We are in your debt.”

Nanna winked at her. “One should take care speaking such words to a god.”

________




THE SIMPLE STONE walls of the City of Lesser Divines spanned perhaps half a dana around a hill of dry grass. A gray fog loomed over the city, leaving only the tallest buildings peeking up from it. And while a few temples and households strove to rise to the skies, they didn’t dare to contest the golden walls or Ereshkigal’s spire. The Pilgrim’s Path led into the swirling mists, its glow fading as soon as it passed into the space in the wall that granted entrance into the city.

A man wearing bronze armor stepped out from the fog, boots ringing on the path. Zanyar took a step back, and Sokhatai reached for her knife. For once, Usun didn’t have a weapon with him, and while he wore his bronze pauldrons and ankle-length metal dress, one arm held his helmet against his side so his ever-furious face could properly show its disdain for them.

“Usun,” Nerguiin said. By her side, Zanyar’s eyes bulged and he licked his lips. “Have you come to gloat at us?”

“My name is not Usun,” he said. “I am Ninurta, Utu’s champion and his first judge in the mortal world.”

“Well, begone with you!” Nerguiin shooed with her hand. “Plenty of judging to do back home.”

“As of yet, your crimes are not great enough for Ereshkigal to summon my spear. No, I am here to test your wisdom, as is the way of the Underworld.”

Sokhatai stepped forward before Nerguiin could snap back at him. “Then test us and let us be on our way.”

“I will. Come and do not stray. This mist is…abnormal.”

He turned and walked into the fog. Nerguiin and the others ran after him, and as soon as they stepped through the gate, the mist pushed into their ears as though they were underwater. Translucent forms wandered past, but faded as soon as Nerguiin saw one and tried to make sense of its features. Whether they were gods, she did not know. The houses, too, only appeared as rough silhouettes that rose many stories tall.

“What are they?” Sokhatai whispered as they passed a mist form carrying a child on its shoulder.

“I don’t know,” Nerguiin said. “The city was supposed to be buzzing with life, not unlike the one in the mortal world. And the trial we were supposed to face was about going from home to home to speak to the gods. I have no idea what’s expected of us now.”

Ninurta came to a stop on a flat plaza where the mists curled and swirled in spirals but still permitted only ten feet of view. It was only when he pointed at the space between them that Nerguiin noticed the figure slouching there, her body made from black shadows. She was on her knees and her hands were tied behind her back. Black hair spilled down one side of her face, obscuring her features.

“My duty,” Ninurta said, “is to be impartial. I pass judgment, but I do so fairly. Both mortals and gods have fallen to my spear. But what know you of justice?”

Nerguiin looked up at him, unsure what to say.

He extended his arm to the side, suddenly holding a spear. “This god stole a curse and unleashed it upon the mortal world. By her actions, tens of thousands died. Pass your judgment, if you would.”

“If this is about Miri,” Zanyar said, sounding like he barely held his voice even, “killing her was not the answer. You don’t know her like we do. People change. Gods must too. She repented her actions. That is why we are here.”

“Zanyar…” Nerguiin said.

“And so, bard,” Ninurta said, “were I to offer this spear to you, would you refuse its terrible burden?”

“Of course I would!”

He turned to Sokhatai. “And you, thief, must know the weight of her crimes. Would you rule death a just sentence?”

Sokhatai stared at the kneeling shadow on the ground. From nothing but the black form, Nerguiin couldn’t tell if it was actually Miri or simply an image of her birthed out of mist and shadow. Hadn’t Nanna said that Miri had already left the Underworld?

“I would not put her to death,” Sokhatai said. “But I would be forced to consider it. She committed a great crime.”

“And so you, too refuse the burden of justice.” Finally, he offered the spear to Nerguiin with both hands. “Is it not the gods who have ruined your life, Seeress of Uruk? Surely you would have her slain for bringing suffering to you and all of Uruk. If so, wield my spear and see justice done.”

With each word Ninurta uttered, a part of Nerguiin wanted to take the spear and ram it through the shadow’s back and pin it to the ground beneath. As she looked between the spear and the crouched figure, she both hated and loved Miri. Without the drought, she wouldn’t have suffered imprisonment and abuse in the temple. She wanted someone to suffer for that. But without Miri’s plan to bring rain back to the mortal world, she would still be there—a prisoner. Which thing mattered more? 

Should Miri die for what she had done?

She shook her head.

Ninurta lowered the butt of his spear onto the plaza. “And now you understand the weight of my duty. Many demand death, but few choose to be its instrument.”

The black shadow boiled away into streams of fog and mist that uncoiled like snakes and slithered off into the surrounding haze.

“Therefore,” Ninurta said, “I will send you to face your final trial. Make pilgrimage to the pillars that loom ahead. Once there, decide Inanna’s fate and proceed to the Tower of Death.” He raised his gaze higher to where the mists parted and revealed Ereshkigal’s spire along with the light from its windows. “The rain must return even if we must face Ereshkigal’s wrath for it.”

Nerguiin stood straighter. “Wait, are you saying you’re going to help us?”

“I will not stand in your way.”

“That’s good enough,” Sokhatai said. “Right, Zanyar?”

He held his gaze on Ninurta. “I…I will consider your words.”

“Then follow,” Ninurta said, walking into the fog. “The night grows old.”

Ninurta escorted them safely out of the foggy city and back onto the Pilgrim’s Path at the opposite side. As soon as they touched the path, he disappeared into the mists. The landscape turned barren and arid, and where previously stretched meadows, now ran cracked earth and ravines.

In the distance stood black obelisks as wide as an ox cart. They reached to differing heights in the air, the tallest halfway up Ereshkigal’s spire. The Wanderer had met no trials there, and had never understood their purpose.

They walked in silence, picking up their pace. The first hints of Utu’s radiance peeked over the eastern walls. In the distance, the fire on the Moonlight Abode burned bright and clear, and if Nerguiin squinted, she thought she saw a figure observing them.

As they approached the pillars, one of the taller ones let out a groan and a rumble, and grew a foot in height. Their surfaces were black stone, covered in squares of temple script so old and cracked it was unreadable. There were at least three dozen, a few of them only beginning to poke up from the ground.

Nerguiin walked around a few of the pillars, but found no indication of a trial. She returned to the others, extending her arms to the side. “Well, we’re here. I guess there’s no riddle.”

“We have our task,” Sokhatai said. “We’ll do what Ninurta told us to do: Decide Miri’s fate.”

“Do we have to?” Nerguiin asked.

“Nerguiin,” Zanyar said.

She turned. “Yes?”

“I hate you for what you did to Miri.”

Her breath caught and her heart pounded.

“And I blame you for it.”

“Look now, Zanyar,” Sokhatai said. “That’s not—”

“Shut up Sokhatai,” he said. “Tell me you wouldn’t punch Nerguiin in the nose right now if she weren’t impervious to harm.”

“Well, I would, but—”

“And I want to do it,” he said. “But I won’t. Because I know it wasn’t really Nerguiin’s fault.”

Her eyes opened wide. Another of the obelisks shuddered and rose higher in a rumble of earth and stone.

“If I’m willing to forgive Miri for a drought that killed thousands,” he continued, “then how could I not forgive Nerguiin for only one death? What kind of a man am I? I should be ashamed of myself.”

Sokhatai leaned against one of the pillars and crossed her arms.

“I’m sorry,” Nerguiin said, reaching to take Zanyar by the sleeve. “I really am. I did not want her to die.”

“I miss her dearly, and there’s nothing I want more than to hold her hand once more. So, Nerguiin,” Zanyar said with tears in his eyes and crouching before her, “when you speak your wish, please, bring her back. She suffered and she repented. You know she did.”

“Shit,” Sokhatai said, shaking her head. “I’ll probably regret this later, but I agree with Zanyar. Let’s bring her back.”

Nerguiin frowned at the arid dirt. Miri had repented, but did that justify the risk of her doing something like this again? Could anyone ever make amends for a crime as serious as stealing rain? But if Nerguiin did bring Miri back, what did that change for her? She wouldn’t be returning with the others anyway. The least she could do was give them what they wanted before abandoning them.

Maybe that way they could find it in them to forgive her.

“I agree,” Nerguiin said. “We’ll bring her back.”

Zanyar took her by the mitten with two hands and squeezed gently, pressing his teary eyes shut. “Thank you.”

Sokhatai pushed herself off the pillar and came to stand by their side. “Well, we’ve made the decision then. Is it now time to do what we came here to do?”

Still holding Zanyar’s sleeve, Nerguiin turned to face the Tower of Death.






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










Ereshkigal’s might is second only to Anu. She has no qualms proving her strength: once it was against the Mother of Chaos, then the giants, and finally gods so ambitious as to try usurping her throne. What are we, mere Ascended, next to the Goddess of Death?
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Nerguiin led them down the golden road that curved around Ereshkigal’s spire. Utu took to the skies, and Nanna toward the west, fading. The walls of the City of Lesser Divines stood close to their right. The spire loomed over them, dominating the sky. High above, massive bats shrieked and darted in the air.

The golden bricks ended at the tower’s entrance on the southern side. The earth flashed with crimson light, as though a voiceless lightning was imprisoned within the ground itself. The seventh gate of the Underworld was a pair of black wooden doors at the top of a small set of stairs, tall and wide enough to admit creatures the size of Pazuza. The perfectly smooth gate melded into the walls of the spire itself, and couldn’t be scaled. The only way inside would be for it to open.

They came to a stop at the base of the stone stairs, looking up at the closed doors. Nerguiin raised a hand to her chest and clutched the medallion. Reshi’s soul pulsed alongside her racing heart.

“Here goes,” she said.

As she stepped onto the first step, Neti the Gatekeeper, the first and final guardian of the Underworld, walked out from the door’s surface, as though he had waited inside the wood itself. Greasy brown hair fell over his eyes. His shirt was ragged and torn, and hung half out of his ankle-length skirt, which was patched and sewn in several places. He slouched with skinny arms hanging at his sides. As he looked upon the intruders, his eyes flicked from one face to another.

“Who approaches the seventh gate of the Underworld?” he pronounced in a tone of uncertainty.

“Three Seekers,” Nerguiin replied. “We would enter the spire.”

“And which god speaks for you?”

She showed the medallion, and the others followed her example. “Inanna does.”

Neti frowned. “Inanna is dead.”

“Yet we come with her blood.”

His eyes snapped to the medallions. For a long moment, he chewed his lip in frustration. “This is unusual,” he said.

“Yet we would enter. We have followed the rules of the city. Open the doors, Gatekeeper.”

Neti scowled. “It’s better if…uh…I should really ask the Mistress, but she’s not here.”

“Is it not your duty to open the door to the Ascended?” Nerguiin asked. “And do you not see Ascended at the seventh gate? And more than one at that.”

He scratched his ear. “I don’t know…”

“We come with the blessing of all the other gate guardians,” she continued, improvising. “It was Pazuza, the King of Udugs, who stayed his halberd upon seeing Inanna’s blood. We passed through the Forest Ring without difficulty, and in the Spirit Ring walked through the gates after Dioneh considered us elucidated. Warden, too, opened her gates for us, and we faced the trial of absolute truth before the Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes.” She crossed her arms. “Have we not shown ourselves to be worthy of passing you as well, first and last guardian?”

Neti glanced to the side. “Fine. All right. Yes. But wait in the hall until my Mistress returns.”

“Of course,” Nerguiin said.

The gatekeeper stepped through the closed the gate’s surface as though he, too, were a ghost. The right door let out a little click and cracked open, its enormous mass moving softly and without sound. Nerguiin rushed up the steps and grabbed the gate before it could snap back shut, but regardless of how she heaved with her mittens and set her boots against the pavement, she couldn’t budge its towering mass an inch.

“This is heavy,” she said, planting her feet more securely as she pulled and shoved. “Give me a hand here.”

Sokhatai grabbed the gate with one hand and pulled. The gate swung open, and Nerguiin lost her grip and stumbled back down the stairs.

“It isn’t heavy,” Sokhatai said.

“Well, you are an adult,” Nerguiin said, picking herself up. “And not a ghost.”

Sokhatai looked the door up and down. “Was that really the problem?”

Nerguiin walked between the two halves of the gate. “Whatever.”

Zanyar propped his backpack in the opening, making sure the gate wouldn’t close after them just in case they needed to escape the way they had come in. They stood in the antechamber of Ereshkigal’s spire on a floor of black bricks that swallowed all light that dared to touch them. The hall reached high above them, the four walls joining to a single point where a green flame flickered lazily. Small doors of the same black stone led to areas of the spire the Wanderer hadn’t visited. Nerguiin resisted her urge to explore, instead turning to the main prize.

Twin doors of blue light, as tall as the seventh gate, shone at the end of the dark hall. Behind them, Ereshkigal’s Hall of Judgment opened wide, the throne at the center vacant. The guards were as absent as their mistress.

Well, why wouldn’t they be? Nerguiin thought. Who would be stupid enough to steal from the Goddess of Death?

Zanyar peeked through the doors. He brushed his finger on one of them, and they opened wide without a sound.

This is it.

They walked in. The Hall of Judgment spanned almost a quarter of a dana in length, large enough to rule the fates of thousands of souls at one time. Black ceiling beams enclosed transparent squares that let light in, splitting the chamber into dark and light sections. The most central object, Ereshkigal’s throne, a magnificent lapis-adorned thing of crystals and gems, sparkled on a white dais.

Seven columns of smoothed, black stone behind Ereshkigal’s throne supported the ceiling in a wide arch. The one at the far left reflected the light on its flawless, pristine surface, devoid of any decoration. The one to its right showed a carving of Pazuza, the next one Siriwa, then the rest of the gate guardians with Neti as the last.

A small table beside it held the Book of the Dead. Weirdly, right next to it sat a steaming teapot and a single cup.

“There,” Sokhatai whispered.

Nerguiin followed her gaze. Not far from the throne on the left, what could only be the instruments of the Underworld waited beneath heavy, embroidered blankets. The Celestial Harp would be there, ready to entertain the goddess when the whim took her. Stomach tingling, Nerguiin jogged across the hall. Her companions followed, their footsteps disturbing the silence.

One by one, Zanyar pulled off blankets in bursts of dust. Drums, horns, lutes, and chimes covered stone tables and small pedestals, but not a single harp waited among them. Nerguiin turned to a mound taller than a man, this one with a red blanket on it.

She tugged on the cloth, and it slid off without sound and folded into a neat pile at the base of the Celestial Harp.

Zanyar reached up and rested a trembling hand on the harp, his fingers reaching barely halfway to the top of the rich wooden triangle of its body from which emerged dozens of strings. The whole thing was several Nerguiins in height. Zanyar pushed against it, but couldn’t nudge it an inch.

“Huh,” Nerguiin said. “It’s a bit bigger than we thought.”

“Nerguiin,” Zanyar said, “do you know what a lyre is?”

“Of course.”

“You told me the Celestial Harp was the size of a lyre.”

“The drawing showed Anu holding it on his lap.” She cocked her head. “I suppose Anu would be a giant.”

“That’s done,” Zanyar said, leaning against the harp. “Nerguiin, speak the wish.”

“And hold on to the harp,” Sokhatai said. She grabbed the harp’s tall wooden beam with both hands. “I want to be sure Reshi can’t say we didn’t claim it.”

“Just a moment,” Nerguiin said.

She scurried across the hall to the throne podium. She stepped up the first of the steps, then another. After the third, she was directly before the throne, within an arm’s reach of the Book of the Dead, its many thousand pages wrinkled with age. Steam curled from the bronze teapot.

“Nerguiin!” Sokhatai whispered. “The wish!”

She riffled through the scraped hide pages of the tome until she found a sheet where the writing came to a stop halfway down. She removed her mitten and extended her gnarled edimmu finger. Heart thumping, she lowered the nail onto the page and made the first stroke. A searing pain shot up her arm and a wet crimson blotch formed the beginning of the glyph. She grimace and kept writing. By the time she finished writing her name, her hand shook from the pain.

Nerguiin read the glyphs. The one with no name.

That was it—she wouldn’t die. Not now, not ever. She let out a chuckle.

“Nerguiin!” Sokhatai demanded louder. “The wish!”

She slammed the book shut and jumped down the steps from the pedestal. As her feet hit the floor, the two translucent doors at the end of the hall burst open with a howl of wind.

“Reshi!” Nerguiin screamed. “Now! Send Miri, Zanyar, and S—”

She lost her voice.

Croaking, she clutched at her throat.

A tall, looming figure strolled into the Hall of Judgment, her vibrant dress of lush colors, all silk and linen, floating behind her. Her hair of darkest midnight came down her back, and much like Nerguiin’s own ghostly hair, moved as though underwater.

Ereshkigal.

Eyes wide, Nerguiin faced the Goddess of Death. She backed away and toppled against and half-sunk into the steps of the podium and scrambled toward the harp as Ereshkigal strolled past them, took the steps up, and sat down on her throne. Nerguiin tried again to speak, but not the smallest word left her lips.

“So,” Ereshkigal said, resting her hands on the throne’s mineral-adorned armrests. The god’s face was that of a woman with a mature sort of beauty to it, a few lines on her brow, the eyes hard and cold. “This is why Nanna held me up until the last ray of moonlight departed to the mortal world. You must be the little thieves causing all the ruckus in my city. I’ve been wondering when we’d finally meet.”

Ereshkigal rested her chin on her fist. “Reshi, did you say? Oh, you couldn’t possibly mean Reshikhalen, could you? One of my most ancient wish spirits, currently busy at several centuries of hard labor not meant for him? A spirit who you so rudely pressed into your eternal service?”

Nerguiin tried to shout, clawing her throat, her face growing hot. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t even cough. Ereshkigal had killed her voice. 

“Well,” Ereshkigal continued. “We can’t have any of that now, can we?”

A cloud of blue and white air floated up through the stone floor. It coalesced into a single lump, and soon Reshi bopped up and down beside the throne. He blinked at the hall a few times before finding Nerguiin and the others by the harp. He turned to Ereshkigal.

“Mistress,” Reshi said respectfully. “Why have you summoned me? I still have 499 years, 11 months, and 29 days of my pact with Warden remaining.”

Ereshkigal narrowed her eyes. “So you do. What were you thinking? I need you guiding the Ascended, not building an army for Warden. I limited her powers precisely to keep her under control.”

“My duty to the Ascended has not changed,” Reshi said. “Each step I took came with that goal in mind.”

Ereshkigal rolled her eyes. “I order you to go free from your pledge. There. Now go back to work.”

“No, Mistress.”

All eyes turned to Reshi. Ereshkigal sat up straighter, eyes bulging. “Excuse me?”

“I am in Nerguiin’s service,” Reshi said. “Respectfully, Mistress, my oath to her is stronger than my oath to you. We wish spirits are older than you, and when time was born, we encased ourselves in loyalty resolute enough to undo your chains. I must either fulfill her wishes or serve her until the end of times.”

A small hope grew in Nerguiin’s chest. Maybe Reshi could send them home after all.

Ereshkigal’s fury turned to Nerguiin. “What did she ask for? The original wish. Word for word.”

“Excellent,” Nerguiin’s voice came from Reshi’s body, echoing with the same air as it had at the top of the Tower of Ascension. “I want to drink the best tea I’ve ever tasted.”

No!

Nerguiin stared at Reshi, pleading. Hear my thoughts! I don’t wish for this!

“Tea fit for a ghost,” Ereshkigal said, turning to the teapot beside her. “And here I wondered why Mamkhal provided me such a brew just last evening.”

Ereshkigal grabbed the pot by its handle, reached for the empty cup, and poured it full of a green, slightly transparent liquid, which she pushed toward Reshi.

Reshi faced the cup. “I believe her wish has changed since that moment.”

“Serve the damn tea!” Ereshkigal snapped.

Reshi made a sound like the buzzing of bees. He turned to Nerguiin, the cup floating in the air next to him. Their eyes met. Nerguiin let her shoulders slump. The cup approached her. She eyed it as though it were a snake ready to strike. Then it touched her lips, and her mouth opened on its own, no matter how hard she commanded her jaws shut.

Warm tea met her tongue. She tried to spit it out, but nothing happened.

Then she no longer wanted to.

She smelled summer orchids and happy dreams. She tasted her first kiss. She saw the walls outside her childhood ziggurat, and heard its gates slam shut behind her as Miri led her out. Her skin tingled with pleasant warmth. She swallowed as more tea came in, drinking desperately, but before too long it was over. Still, the mere memory of drinking it was enough to make her smile.

“Well?” Ereshkigal asked. “Was it good?”

Nerguiin tried to speak, discovering her voice to live again. “It was the best tea I’ve ever had.”

It wasn’t her fear of lying before the goddess that made her speak the truth. The tea had washed away all her negative thoughts and left her purified, unable to even think of lying. It would have been an insult to the tea. The bundle of warmth in her chest faded as Reshi’s soul departed. The cold hollowness that replaced it was enough to make her forget the tea and the small moment of joy it had brought.

“Done,” Ereshkigal said. “Reshikhalen?”

“One wish granted,” Reshi said, shrinking in size.

 Zanyar collapsed onto the floor, head hanging, and Nerguiin’s shoulder slumped. They were officially screwed. They had no way out and Miri was gone for good.

At least the tea had been good.

“Now, what shall I do with you?” Ereshkigal said, tapping a finger on her cheek and looking at each thief in turn. “I’ve sent people to the True Death for lesser crimes.”

Nerguiin’s eyes widened.

As they stood waiting for the god’s decision, Reshi floated by the throne, inspecting his mistress with worried eyes.

“There is something you could do,” Ereshkigal said. “You came prepared to deliver a new song into my world, but my nishakai interrupted you.” Her eyes locked onto Zanyar. “The song about my sister.”

“The Lament for Miri’s Passing,” Zanyar whispered, head still lowered.

“Miri?” Ereshkigal asked, raising her eyebrows. “Most of the time she goes by Inanna.”

Zanyar peeked up. “Is she…”

Ereshkigal’s stare silenced him. “My sister is dead, and I would very much like to hear a lamentation for her. Perhaps if I like it…” She shrugged. “And well—” She smiled at the Celestial Harp, “—we have my harp here. There is no more fitting instrument to send my sister off.”

Zanyar glanced at the others. Sokhatai gave him a tiny nod, head barely moving. If this might save them, they had to try.

“Sokhatai,” Zanyar said, standing up on uncertain feet. “You and I will sing the accompaniment. I will lead with the harp. Can you do it?”

“I can,” Sokhatai said.

“Nerguiin, you told me you would sing one last lament. I want you to do the main verse.”

She stared at the floor. “I’ll do it.”

Zanyar took a deep breath and turned to the harp. He ran his trembling hand over the wooden frame and plucked at a few of the strings. The tone was clear as crystal, each string tuned to perfection.

Ereshkigal sat straighter on her throne, her skirts gathered neatly below her and hands primly folded in her lap. Reshi took his place at Ereshkigal’s side. When they had rehearsed the song, they had never thought to perform it for the Goddess of Death in a private command performance. Nerguiin had done her share of singing, but none of those times had produced butterflies quite like this.

“Remember,” Zanyar said, voice growing stronger with every word, eyes blazing at the harp. “When you sing, picture Miri. This is a song that comes from our souls. We are here because of her. Every moment in the Golden City, good or bad, every wonder we saw, was only because of her.”

Zanyar plucked at the strings and sang a note, then another, starting low and slow, his voice calling back the sorrow and loss they all felt. After the first few lingering notes of pure melancholy, his voice rose up the scale and Sokhatai’s joined it, weaving in a counterpart that seemed to ask a question that knew it could not be answered.

The first raindrops struck the roof.

Tears came down Nerguiin’s cheeks. Legs trembling, she opened her mouth and sang the first words in High Tongue. She stood in the waterfall with Miri’s smiling face lit by moonlight on the night before she died. Miri laughed as Nerguiin spun on the slippery rocks and fell into the pond, then pulled her up and held her close.

The rain pattered, then tapped, then thumped the roof with a million tiny fists. They danced. 

Nerguiin closed her eyes, and with Zanyar’s and Sokhatai’s voices joining hers in, she sang Miri’s tale. They danced from one rock to another, the water drops flying from their hair, their dresses wet with the mist below their feet. Miri spun, and fell, and danced beneath the water.

Rain poured over Ereshkigal’s spire.

Zanyar’s fingers coaxed new and stranger chords from the strings as the three voices reverberated from the edges of Ereshkigal’s great hall. As they approached the final verse, Sokhatai coiled improbable harmonies around Zanyar’s muted low tones and Nerguiin’s high, clear melody. 

This was for Miri. For her, she would sing until the end of time.

The last phrase sung and only Sokhatai’s soft voice lingering with the harp, Nerguiin let her shoulders slump, waiting for the song’s closure. The last section needed no words. As the harp played softer and softer, Nerguiin stared at the floor made blurry through her tears. Sokhatai’s voice faded, and the last harp note died along with all sounds of the Underworld. Even the rain lingered only as the scent of damp earth.

Nerguiin sobbed. Behind her, Sokhatai sniffed and Zanyar cleared his throat and wiped his eyes on his sleeve. Ereshkigal stared at the floor with a frown. Zanyar let go the harp and reached to hold Nerguiin’s hand. Reshi floated slightly above the floor, white eyes narrowed to slits.

“Blessed Anu in the heavens…” Ereshkigal sighed. “That’s my sister for you.”

Then, as if she was not aware, she blinked rapidly, and a single tear fell down her cheek.

She wiped the tear away and faced the Hall of Judgment, covering her face with her hand. “Oh, Inanna, why did you do it?”

“She meant much to us, honored Ereshkigal,” Zanyar said, his voice gaining strength. “We composed this song to honor her memory with the hope of bringing it to the Underworld in person. Now that we have given it to you, it will never be sung again. Its place is in your heart, not in the taverns and streets of the mortal world.”

Nerguiin nodded. “Without Miri, I’d still be a prisoner, never having really lived. She showed me what waited beyond the walls of Uruk.”

“And you, master thief,” Ereshkigal said, looking at Sokhatai. “What did my sister give to you?”

“It took me a long time to realize,” Sokhatai said, “but I now understand what she was trying to tell me as long as I knew her—that I don’t have to be what the world turned me into.”

Ereshkigal nodded a few times, inspecting each member of the crew. “Very well. You can return home.”

They all breathed in relief. Zanyar raised a hand to his chest, slumping forward.

“Just leave the harp,” Ereshkigal said.

“But—” Zanyar started.

“Its power is not meant for mortals.”

Sokhatai took a step forward. “The mortal world is dying! We came here for the rain, and we cannot leave without them. How many must die, honored Ereshkigal?”

“I will not repeat the tragedy of Meluhha,” Ereshkigal said. “More will die if Ti’Amtum breaches the barrier to the world of the living.”

“Without the rain,” Nerguiin said, “more will have died by your hand than by Inanna’s actions combined.”

Ereshkigal’s hair and robe fluttered up. “Do not test my patience! Those deaths are on my sister’s shoulders, not mine.”

This here is a god, Nerguiin thought, shaking her head. The being of bottomless wisdom the Wanderer wrote about.

“I plead once more,” Zanyar said. He knelt on the floor, and others followed his example. “Lift this curse, great and glorious Ereshkigal. Please, find the compassion to forgive your sister.”

“Mistress,” Reshi bowed at her. “I, too, would advice you to reconsider.”

“No,” Ereshkigal said. “It’s time for you to return home.” She waved her hand, and Zanyar and Sokhatai faded away. They both screamed at the goddess, but their mouths moved without sound. Reshi, too, let out a final sigh and dissipated into thin air. When the space they occupied emptied, Nerguiin smiled at Ereshkigal on her throne. The goddess blinked.

“I will stay,” Nerguiin said.

“How…”

“My name is in the Book of the Dead.”

Ereshkigal flinched.

“Which means—” Nerguiin continued, “—you cannot command me back. I’m officially here in the Golden City for as long as I desire. That’s the law of the Underworld.”

Eyes murderous, Ereshkigal opened the tome and leafed through its leather pages. Her eyes glided through the writing. As the goddess searched the book, Nerguiin crossed her arms. Her friends were safely home and she was still an Ascended in the Golden City. Miri was still dead and they hadn’t returned the rain, but she hadn’t really expected them to succeed.

But she had won the prize she sought.

Ereshkigal closed the book, resting a trembling hand on top of it and staring at its leather back. “So you want to stay. Perhaps you have misunderstood something about the Underworld.”

Nerguiin met the goddess’ gaze as confidently as she could. “I know almost everything about the Golden City. I know you can’t send me away as long as my name is in that book.”

“Who said anything about the Golden City?”

“But—” Nerguiin stammered.

“The Golden City is only the highest level of my domain. The place where I reward my most loyal spirits and souls. The paradise.”

A chill coursed through Nerguiin’s body.

“But there are far, far worse places in my realm. Why don’t you see for yourself?” Ereshkigal stood up, rage in her eyes, her dress fluttering into the air and floating behind her. “I hereby condemn you to the Undercity of Kur, where your kind belongs! Ash and sewage alone shall sustain you! No sun shall shine for you! I strip you of your flesh and chain you to a shadow! I restore your hunger and thirst, and strip you of your might!”

Nerguiin lurched into the air, howling. Ereshkigal gestured, and the medallion holding Miri’s blood flew into the air, the chain pulling against Nerguiin’s neck and trembling in the air. Ereshkigal closed her fingers around an invisible object and pulled. The medallion shook, then dropped back down against Nerguiin’s chest.

“We’ll see about that,” Ereshkigal said.

Black chains erupted from the floor, sending stone chunks flying over the room. The chains curled around Nerguiin’s body, pressing tight. As they bit into her neck, chest, arms, and legs, she watched as color drained from her limbs and her body faded into shadow.

Ereshkigal raised her fist high. “Let’s see if a hundred years and a hundred days will change you for the better!”

The fist came down and Nerguiin hurled through the floor.

Before she could scream, she passed through the stone and into darkness through earth and rocks and mud, occasionally plunging through open caves and underwater lakes. Her ears popped. More and more terrifying seconds passed, each carrying her further into the depths of the Underworld.

Her fall came to a sudden stop with a thud so hard she bounced from the impact and landed painfully on her stomach. She wheezed, trying to get air into her lungs. Ereshkigal’s chains bit into her skin, making her barely able to move her arms and legs. After many agonizing moments, she rolled onto her back and took in the scenery.

She was lying in a bed of powdery gray ash at the bottom of an immense cavern lit by torches that burned with green fire, but they appeared hesitant to lift the darkness. Ice spikes hung from the ceiling, and what bare ground she could see alternated between frosty stone and filthy snow. Refuse littered the ground, ranging from cracked bones and ruined furniture to entire buildings. Here and there, withered plants and smashed crockery dotted the rocky terrain, along with charred beams and well-fed rats.

When she finally got her legs under her, the chains wouldn’t allow her to take a step, so she just toppled face first back into the ash. Creeping on her stomach, she pulled herself out of the pit onto freezing stone. Ash stung her eyes and chills racked her body. The icy stone pressed against the black chains that wound around her body and bit into her shadow form.

Finally, she stood up and leaned against a chunk of ice with one mitten. Shadow people like herself wandered lifelessly among the refuse. None looked her way. None spoke. One crouched nearby, eating ash one fistful after another. It looked like a human, or rather, like a human’s shadow raised up off the ground into three dimensions. Its white eyes and open mouth leaked light into the cavern’s gloom. As it noticed her staring, it backed away in a crouch, then darted off on all fours.

She stared after it. “Well, shit.”

In the Undercity of Kur, even the wind refused to blow.
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After just one round of critique with the Prose Before Bros, my writing ability skyrocketed. It cannot be overstated how much the bros have helped me over the years. I feel incredibly lucky to have found these people, and they deserve my deepest thanks. Thanks, bros!
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My artist Joel Laakkonen (https://www.instagram.com/joel.laakkonen) created the illustrations and covers, and demonstrated considerable patience getting the pieces just right. Not only is he a capable artist, but also an experienced mentor.

My composer Dillan from King Aurorus Music (https://kingaurorusmusic.com) surprised me with both his speed in delivering the music and his ability to react to my requests for additional revisions. He is a pleasant and understanding person to work with.

Thanks to Shrivas “T-Ranti” Vasudevan for beta reading the second draft of this novel all those years ago and continuing to ask when the book comes out. Also, thanks to other beta readers who I forgot to list.
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Finally, thank -you- for reading my book!
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