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Zalag considered there to be two great injustices in her life. The second was committed the day the mystic, deep in euphoric trance – golden robes billowing under an azure sky and blazing sun beating down in the already warm Kengir summer, her arms and face raised to the sky in glassy-eyed awe – declared her a sacred warrior. Her mother’s rage – Ensumur’s pure, primal scream of fury – had drawn all eyes in shock; even the mystic had come out of her stupor at the raw rage of it. Ensumur having envisioned greater things for her daughter.

	The first injustice was, of course, also tied to her mother. And given so much earlier as to be beyond the capacities of Zalag’s not unexceptional memory: the day Ensumur named her. 

	“Bright and beautiful, shining as the morning sun!” her mother had declared her daughter in a booming voice for all assembled, a sizable crowd gathered in her home, as befit her wealth and station as entu to Ninhursag, the Lady of the Sacred Mountain. Never mind that the high priestess, still abed among bloodied sheets, had just given birth and was still torn from her child’s passage. Nor that Ensumur had, immediately after her daughter came screaming into the world, banished the midwives of lesser stature among Ninhursag’s adherents who had actually helped birth Zalag, and declared that she alone had birthed her daughter in a feat of goddess-endowed strength.

	Indeed, Zalag’s name, as with so many of Ensumur’s whims, was a spoiled woman’s indulgence, a destiny for her daughter declared and subsequently outlined in quick, sharp marks etched in clay, brooking no refusal. No matter that the name was unusual. No matter that her mother would tell no one who Zalag’s earthly father was, claiming it was Enki himself who had gotten her with child. Zalag certainly didn’t feel possessed of divine qualities or parentage. Of course, the worst part was that it wasn’t impossible. Enki had hardly learned his lesson after Ninhursag had cursed him for getting their daughter Ninmu with child, and then their grandchild Ninkurra, and also their great grandchild Uttu. Uttu’s children at least he did not fuck. Though there only because they had been born as eight fruits. So, he had devoured them instead. For a god of wisdom, he rarely showed it. Content instead to, like his other province, water, spread everywhere and get into everything.

	Honestly, Zalag was surprised it had taken the Lady of the Sacred Mountain so long to kick him out of Dilmun. Zalag found the gods endlessly confusing and was grateful she had little interaction with them. Certainly, many of them maintained palaces or dwellings in Unug where she lived – her city-state a beacon of pride for its inhabitants, and source of envy for their fellow sag gig-ga in neighbouring city nations – but most of the deities rarely spent time in their estates within the city’s limits, preferring instead to be off doing, well, godly things. Save for Lamma and her wife, Ereshkigal, who frequently travelled between their respective realms and their estate in Unug to meet in middle ground, and entertained visiting gods from other city-states and even the Ugaritic, Ubaid, and Harappan deities. Or simply hosted the more local of Kengir’s many, many gods.

	Zalag, for her part, much preferred to be left to her own devices. It wasn’t that she didn’t like fighting. She did. And she enjoyed the strength of her body. And taking pleasure in its endurance and tactile pleasures as well. Zalag had loved many women and loved them well. Though none for more than a few days at a stretch. Finding empty love was easy; it was finding something real that was more complicated. Of course, now she’d never really have that chance. Because though there was definitely honour in being named a sacred warrior, somehow the idea of going off to die fighting an entity that was neither god nor goddess, neither demon nor devil, but an incarnation of a great evil seeping at the heart of Kengir – an entity that kept killing everyone her people sent to quell it… Well. That just felt like bullshit.

	 

	* * *

	 

	“No use falling behind,” called Ninkasi over her shoulder as Zalag stopped to catch her breath again, her armour soaked in sweat and her spear the only thing keeping her upright as her fellow sacred warriors climbed the mountain.

	“We can’t all be as jovial and tireless as the goddess you’re named for,” muttered Zalag, glancing up at the darkening sky overhead, no moon rising. Tonight, of all nights, Nanna couldn’t be bothered to sail his crescent boat across the sky to guide their way? And why the fuck had they not come here during daylight? Surely an entity of evil would be stronger by night? But no, Ninkasi had demanded “haste,” and forbidden them from waiting until morning to trek beyond the city’s limits. As if the great evil hadn’t been killing their people for centuries… Surely it could wait to murder them until morning?

	“Cheer up,” said Namkuzu, war-mace resting at her side; Namkuzu’s armour as soaked as Zalag’s as she came to stand beside her. “She could be singing again.”

	The two of them laughed together, before Namkuzu clapped her on the shoulder and forged on ahead to join the others. Shenshen and Urbarra not quite as far ahead as Ninkasi, but keeping good pace with their self-selected leader’s ridiculous march. The two women talking strategy for the hundredth time. The way they moved with each other, Zalag was fairly certain they did more than just talk together. But she hadn’t yet had a chance to ask if she could join. Though if they lived through the night, she had very definite ideas about parts of tomorrow.

	“Catch up, little light shining in the heavens!” Ninkasi called back to her in her infuriating sing-song, and Zalag picked up her spear, wondering if she angled it just right if she could claim she’d tripped when she’d thrown it.

	Instead, Zalag hefted her spear and steadied it, the weapon as tall as she was and well-weighted, and breathed deep. Before following the others up the steep rise of night-blackened rock.

	 

	* * *
 

	“What do we think?” asked Namkuzu, staring down into the hole. It wasn’t a cave so much as a wound in the earth, beckoning brazen below a sky lit only by dim stars, as if something cast its hand across their light.

	“It’s a hole,” said Urbarra, fiddling with the bow slung across her chest over her armour.

	“Yes, thank you,” said Namkuzu, deadpan.

	“Ah, but it’s what lies deep within this wretched cavern that challenges us soon, eh?” said Ninkasi, too loud for everyone’s taste, and slapped Shenshen on the back so hard she wobbled forward toward the hole. Ninkasi missed the murderous glance Shenshen gave her as the warrior hefted her twin sickle-axes. Only Urbarra’s hand on Shenshen’s arm stopping her from returning the favour with a bladed edge.

	“We should not speak so loud in this place,” whispered Zalag. The feel of unseen hands prickled the hairs at the back of her neck, and the cold wind seeped into her travelling clothes beneath her armour, digging in past the cloth supporting her breasts and under her leather underskirt to caress flesh beneath. She shuddered at its touch, feeling the pull of it toward the hole. And a … presence … there that set her head swimming.

	“We need to descend,” said Namkuzu, neither she nor any of the others seeming as troubled by this place as Zalag. 

	“But how?” asked Shenshen, trying to look inside the hole to see what purchase it offered. But it was too dark to tell.

	Zalag caught Shenshen’s glance at Urbarra. The latter only shrugged. And did nothing to stop Shenshen as the warrior pushed Ninkasi into the breach.

	She screamed mightily as she fell. Cut off almost immediately by an impact with the ground.

	“Ah! The gods smile on us. It’s but a short drop into a large chamber,” Ninkasi called back up, voice echoing down in the dark. Zalag winced to hear it. Even as they all sighed in distress that their “fearless leader” yet lived.

	 

	* * *

	 

	The wide chamber they’d unearthed became a tunnel, a sloping path on a gentle incline down toward faint ghostlights. From within, the breathing of something ancient and immense carried loud to glide across skin and roam, touching and tasting hidden recesses, its exhalations feeling ages long. Zalag’s own breath hitched as that unseen presence’s scent – sandalwood and sweat, overlaid on granite, sage, and cedar – and its echo filled her head. She wobbled under the heady weight of it, and breathed deep, letting it fill her lungs. She closed her eyes to savour it. 

	She came back to herself as Ninkasi’s quiet call signalled them on. If their leader was affected by that overwhelming presence, she marshalled her disquiet well – no sign of any hesitation visible as she stalked deeper, the other warriors following her down one by one into the waiting dark.

	Until their path opened onto a cavernous expanse rising to a domed ceiling soaring high within the mountain, up to rich-veined luminescent rock sparkling in the ragged vault like its own set of stars. Below that second sky, the floor descended on a gentle curve into a rolling basin, stretching vast across a space that seemed without end.

	“Have we wandered into Kur?” asked Urbarra, gazing in awe at the shallow depression in which they stood.

	“No,” whispered Shenshen, stopping in her tracks as something yielding crunched underfoot. “The underworld is not awash in bone.”

	All five of the sacred warriors drew in breath or swallowed curses as the stilled, ossified sea, replete with remains human and animal, rolled beneath them as if it, too, breathed like a living thing down in the umbral deeps of the mountain. The sweep of that clattering tide stretching from one end of the cavern to the other, waves cresting with white-capped bone as they ebbed and flowed. Their polished contours reflecting light from deeper in, drawing the eye toward an island of baleful, shifting lights at the centre of the chamber.

	The tide carried them, the warriors fighting for balance on that too-slick sea. Until each of them went deathly still as that sepulchral slick deposited them on the shore at the centre of the sloped depression. Mist hung heavy in the air, rolling like fog. And behind it rose the towering contours of a mass of fine furniture delicately arranged, fashioned from kusakbu and halub, in shape and size befitting something entirely too large to be human. Draped across bone flooring or hanging free in midair by no device they could see, were furs of radiant colours so bright to look upon they burned the eyes, even through the veiling miasma. The fine furs ripped from animals Zalag had never seen and could not begin to name – wispy hairs waving in unseen wind as she watched, entranced.

	In a daze, drawn by the array of light and colour, the warriors loosened their grip on their weapons as they waded into the cool, damp air, over and across bone cracking or turning to powdered dust underfoot. Their eyes roving over everything; over how lush someone had made this space for themselves, deep in the earth.

	“Sent more of you to die, have they?” asked a voice that boomed between the cavernous walls like summer thunder, the mists parting before the warriors to reveal the immense woman they had been sent to slay.

	The five warriors stopped in their tracks as they beheld her resting comfortably on a seat that for a mortal would have been a throne. Hulngal, primal force of evil, eater of souls, set down on a low table the clay tablet she had been reading and the dark, sloshing beer she had been drinking, and rose from her straight-backed chair – all twelve, towering feet of her.

	Hulngal stretched, back cracking, as she raised golden arms to the ceiling and yawned. Her bronze and white-capped wings stretched out wide, and the tangled, interwoven antlers growing from her skull gave the appearance of a forest goddess. Though her nakedness, and the generous swell of breast and hip, and the massive dangling cock and testes, swaying gently at rest, might have marked her a fertility goddess. Or her thunderous mass of well-honed muscle as a war goddess. But taken together, the great evil standing before them unashamed – utterly nude and growing vaguely, visibly aroused as she looked upon the warriors assembled before her – was no goddess they knew.

	Zalag swallowed hard. She’d never seen anything so beautiful, eyes roving the veined, rippling muscle of Hulngal’s abdomen, and arms, and thighs… Her mouth watered at the weight of that cock beating gently on the air as it began to rise, the girth of it fit to split in half any mortal who tried to take it. She licked her lips, fighting hard to ignore the fire growing in her belly and in her cunt; fought to stop from imaging taking those monstrous breasts into her mouth; of hearing the enormous woman before the sacred warriors scream as Zalag buried her hand in

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
HULDEROTICA #10

KAYA SKOVDATTER








