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      Ereshkigal dry heaved into the dirt. Mashmi’s temple seal still clutched in hand, she doubled over even as nothing but bile scorched its way up and out of her, half-blind in a mix of rage and despair, head swimming. Decades ago, word was that her once-High Priestess ran away to begin a new life, taking Kutha’s temple seal with her.

      Now, having found that same bloodied temple seal outside of Irkalla’s bounds, Kigal knew she had been terribly wrong.

      “Kigal!” Gamil-An cried from across the boundary river.

      She could barely hear him through the ringing in her ears. From the corner of her eyes she saw him swinging his arms through the air to try to grab her attention, but she stayed frozen. Were Gamil not held back by the boundary waters, she knew he would have been at her side, demanding to know what had stricken his queen.

      Even as the mighty weight of the Kur skidded to a halt alongside her, its talons raking up rocks as it met the ground, she hardly noticed.

      “My Lady.” It crouched low, trying to meet her line of sight even as she was bent over. Its gaze flicked to the seal.

      The deep rumble of its voice roused her from her terror. With a steadying breath, Kigal forced herself to stand straight. She looked to the seal she held in her palm, something so small, yet so troubling.

      Voice flat as dead waters, she said, “Take me to Ganzir. At once.”

      The Kur asked no questions. Crouching to the ground and letting her upon its long scaly back, it then crossed the river, helped Gamil-An onto its back, and made for the palace. She gripped its bony ridges, though her mind went elsewhere, a tumult of wild thoughts and disbelief. She barely even felt the whip of the wind on her face, how it forced tears from her eyes and threatened to pull the shawl from her shoulders. Kigal couldn’t bring herself to look at the shades mingling below as they gathered for their evening revelry of music and dance. Shades that Mashmi had never joined. Throughout these many decades, Kigal and her priesthood believed Mashmi had run off with her once-lover from Ekkur, abandoning her role as High Priestess. When she disappeared, Kutha’s temple seal with her, they had thought she’d sold the bronze seal and used the funds to begin her new life.

      Kigal’s stomach turned sour again as she let the thought linger. Bloodied, clawed-up seal now in hand, she wondered how much of what she thought she’d known was false. Likely all of it. A chill swept through her.

      The Kur landed like a sinuous ribbon before Ganzir’s arched cedarwood gates, embellished with golden lions and waves of crimson. The Wallkeeper, Neti, swung them wide, and Kigal paced through at a near-run. She didn’t even check if Gamil was behind her. She knew he would make his way inside.

      “Nergal,” she called. Her voice rose as she went further into the hall and still didn’t find him. “Nergal!”

      “My love?” He entered from the courtyard, a cup of crushed mint tea in hand and brows raised. Kurgarra and Galatur, small, living statuettes, emerged from the courtyard with him, one sitting upon his shoulders and the other following along at his hem.

      “Thank the heavens,” she breathed.

      She ran to him and wrapped him up in a hug, the force of her impact sending him swaying. For a terrifying moment, she had thought her other loved ones could also be in danger. Logic told her the seal was no message, though. If it’d appeared outside of Irkalla when Mashmi disappeared, it must have been sitting there for many decades by the time Kigal discovered it.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Kigal swallowed. Extending her hand, she showed him the damaged and bloodied seal. He turned it over, inspecting the surface. Ran a thumb over the carving of her.

      “Whose was this?” he asked.

      “Mashmi’s.”

      The lines of his forehead pulled together.

      “Gamil-An’s temple heir, my former High Priestess. The one who we thought ran away.”

      “I think we can rule that out.” His lips pinched together in a frown.

      The ground wavered beneath Kigal’s feet. She heard Gamil hobble into the hall, his sandals sliding against the smoothed stone.

      “What do you make of the seal?” she asked him.

      He came to her side. She tried to ignore her guilt at Gamil’s ragged breathing, and shook her head. He was old, after all, even if he no longer aged.

      “Beyond what the temple hands told us when she disappeared, I don’t know.”

      Kigal turned the seal over in her palm. There was no indication of how the seal had gotten to Irkalla’s doorstep, nor what the claw marks and blood were from. She assumed the latter was from Mashmi, but could she be sure? Regardless, none of it was a good indication. She swallowed. “Nergal, these claw marks. Do they look at all familiar to you?”

      His mouth tightened as he held the seal up to the light and inspected it, the size and depth of the gashes. Whatever had inflicted the marks, it looked as if its paw were split in half, two talons on the top, two on the bottom, each curving towards its palm. Nergal’s eyes went dark. “If you had asked me a hundred years ago, I would have thought it impossible. But after being struck by it myself, I know better.” He handed the seal back to her. “These are the slashes of an Anzu.”

      Kigal’s insides turned to ice. The lion-bodied, feather-clad monstrosities that had walked the earth before even the Great Flood, back when the primordial goddess Tiamat reigned over the heavens. Its spiraling horns and arching wings flashed through her mind, beady goat eyes unsettlingly clear in her mind’s eye. A chill skittered down her spine.

      “I thought you said they were all dead.”

      “We thought they were. After Tiamat’s demise, they fell soon after.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “But, we also know that one attacked us not too long ago.”

      An uneasy silence passed between them. Kigal turned to her first High Priest, a man of boundless knowledge of both myth and fact, without meeting his gaze.

      “Gamil,” she said, fighting to keep her voice steady, “how were the Anzu brought into existence?”

      “According to myth, they sprang from the salt waters of Tiamat’s own flesh. Some say her blood. The legends are fragmented.” He shifted from one foot to another as he delivered the final blow. “All agree though, that when Tiamat perished, so did they.”

      “Apparently not,” Nergal mumbled.

      Kigal scowled at him—but he was right. Had these beasts been lurking, waiting for a time to emerge once again? And if so, why? It was doubtful anything as ancient as the Anzu existed, no less with an intact memory. Unless…

      “I know where we need to go.” She swallowed, then forced out the words that so desperately wanted to stay hidden in her throat. “We need to speak with Asag.”
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      When Ereshkigal had first come face to face with Asag the Black, she had thought him the most hideous thing she’d ever seen. Even all these centuries later, her opinion was much the same. Mortal myths claimed his mere presence could boil fish alive in the rivers, could spoil milk and cause women to miscarry, and, in all honesty, she believed it. It was why she had allowed him to keep his mountain home in Irkalla, tasking him with dragging the worst of humanity into its bowels never to surface again. Feeding the beast was not her proudest accomplishment, but it was a small price to pay for justice.

      This day marked the first time since that she’d dared enter his territory. Her territory, technically, but ceded to him in their bargain. The stench of sulfur and rancid marrow clogged her nose. She gagged, rubbed a little juniper oil beneath her nose, then passed the vial to her husband. Though she had insisted she could make the trek alone, he refused to hear it, securing an array of knives to his bandolier before they’d left. Not that they would need it, but then, she didn’t expect anyone to freely trust a Gallas demon. No less the king among them.

      “He’s not exactly inviting us in for tea,” Nergal said as he gave her a hand up a steep rock. While he could have kharred them deeper into Asag’s mountains, the risk of them ending up somewhere among a tormented frenzy of souls or on the wrong side of a Gallu was too great. “Or inviting us at all, really.”

      “We’ll be fine.”

      “Bold words from the woman looking over her shoulder every half second.”

      Kigal rolled her eyes, though she knew he was right. If she didn’t maintain some degree of confidence, the fear may sink in even deeper, and the Gallas would smell it on her like a fly to blood.

      The stuffy atmosphere pressed on her more with every step, as if the air itself was weighted with sodden rags. Her veins chilled as a wail pierced the silence, ringing out against the mountainsides. Or, were those echoes of the cries of others? She scolded the pang between her ribs. These were the wicked, and they alone had brought themselves here.

      “I thought I smelled familiar blood,” came a voice as rough as gravel, sharp as a lion cub’s teeth—of which he had many, crammed in his mouth and oozing with rotted ichor.

      Ereshkigal drew herself up to full height and Nergal did the same, hands within reach of his many blades. Asag pawed towards her, creeping across the rockface like a footed viper. The many eyes covering his form blinked out of unison, each trained on different parts of them.

      “It’s been a long while,” she said, voice even and cool.

      “Not long enough.”

      “You will address her with respect,” Nergal spat.

      Asag cocked his head, the eyes on his left flank all turning to survey Nergal, unblinking save for the reptilian film that snapped across them. The teeth crowding his maw glittered in a stomach-turning smile. “Your choices surprise me, Kigal. You condemn the killers of the world, and yet you take this one to your bed. Though gods have always had a talent for picking and choosing their moral dissonances.”

      Kigal almost raised a hand to stop Nergal from lunging and plucking those miserable eyes out one by one, but he didn’t so much as move, just stood there with rage white on his face and a muscle feathering along his jaw. Though she had long since come to an understanding with the Gallas, not everyone so readily accepted them.

      “I have no interest in your opinions.” She fought to keep from nervously tapping her foot against the rock and fished the seal from her satchel. “I come for your knowledge.”

      He looked at her, eyes narrowing as his slitted nostrils twitched, as if sniffing the air for deception. Even after having lived in peace under Kigal’s rule, no less working with and for her, it was in his nature to expect trickery. Like a scaly cat, he at last settled back on his haunches.

      “What do you wish to know?”

      “What do you know of the Anzu?”

      Asag bared those mottled teeth in a hiss. “Where did you hear that name?”

      “I fear they have returned.” She tucked away her surprise at his reaction. What drove a monster to detest one of its own ilk? “Is that possible?”

      “About as possible as raising the dead.”

      Kigal’s mouth went dry as she stared at Asag, his own eyes coming to the same realization as hers. Perhaps mortals couldn’t be raised from the dead, but she had seen other beings restored firsthand. Even the once-slain Inanna now walked the earth.

      “Have you seen claw markings like this before?” She held out the bronze cylinder seal before him, and he surveyed it for all of a second before his nostrils flared wide. There were the four claw marks, two atop two, both sets dragging towards each other.

      “The blood is certainly human, but those claw marks are from nothing on the mortal plane. I would say they were left by an Anzu, were the idea not utterly absurd.”

      “Who would want to revive them?” she asked.

      “You cannot revive them. They do not exist of their own accord, and they never have. For them to prowl the earth once more, they would need their life source. Their headwaters.” For the first time since Kigal had first beheld Asag the Blackc, she saw him shake his head in perplexity, blink his many eyes as if dazed. “They would need Tiamat.”

      It was a blow she had braced for, but it knocked the wind from her all the same.

      “Tiamat has been dead for millenia,” Nergal said. “Utterly destroyed, and her bones scattered across the earth. A few mere days of rot threatened to render Inanna’s revival ineffective, yet you think that Tiamat has been brought back?”

      “Never did I say I thought that, Warmonger, merely that she would need to be. If the Anzu were to ever return, then she must too. Not that I believe it. I’ll believe your queen’s mad ravings when I see the proof myself.”

      “One nearly slaughtered me less than a century ago.”

      “I did hear whispers about that, yes.” Asag stretched forwards and flexed the talons of his spindly toes, his surly air from earlier gone. “Though it’s more plausible that you embellished the details, as opposed to a primordial goddess coming back from the grave. Don’t you think?”

      Kigal placed a hand on Nergal’s arm as he opened his mouth to snap back, but felt nothing as she stared beyond into the black mountains. Nothing but a cold, swelling fear. The wails of the condemned turned to a buzz, melding together into a single hellish background noise as her mind flooded with thoughts of Tiamat, the Anzu, and whatever other unknown beasts had crawled back into the world. She turned back to Ganzir, and looked at Asag from over her shoulder.

      “I hope you’re right that I’m mad, Asag,” she said. “For everyone’s sake.”

      She nodded towards her husband and gave his arm a faint squeeze, and the next second they disappeared into the night.
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      Kigal did not sleep that night. Not that she needed to, but it was one of her only respites when her mind was heavy and full, a way to escape her own thoughts. Yet that night, she sat in the broad windowsill, legs cushioned under her, and stared out at her kingdom. Their music and fireside stories put away for the evening, the shades slumbered too, leaving the world quiet save for the occasional rustling breeze.

      Everything she had created here would be for naught if the Anzu returned. She and Nergal had only encountered one, and even together they’d nearly perished. As a mortal, she remembered hearing others whisper cautionary tales to their children about the goddess Tiamat, how she’d birthed serpents whose veins were filled with poison instead of blood, how she’d waged war upon the gods that came after her. The thought that there were more of her monstrosities out there, that the Mother of Chaos once again walked the earth… It was too terrible to contemplate. She had to, though. Had to, if they were going to survive Tiamat’s return.

      “I thought you might like some company.”

      Kigal turned to see Nergal pad towards her, two cups of steaming tea in hand. Despite her turbulent thoughts, she smiled.

      “Thank you.” She took a deep sip, draining it to the leafy dregs. With a snort, he passed her his own cup, and she drained that too.

      “Are you sure you’re properly hydrated
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