
  
    [image: Consort of War]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Consort of War, book two in the Queen of Shades series]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Lord of Blight

      

      
        Leave a Review

      

    

    
      
        Historical Note

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Other Works by Eli Hinze

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2020 by Eli Hinze

        All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover by Sanja Gombar

      

      

      

      
        
        Published by Eli Hinze

      

        

      
        No Generative AI Training Use

        For avoidance of doubt, the Author reserves the rights, and distributors have no rights to reproduce and/or otherwise use this work in any manner for purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate or parse text, including without limitation, technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this work. Nor do distributors have the right to sublicense others to reproduce and/or otherwise use this work in any manner for purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate or parse text without the author’s specific and express permission.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Kutha sprawled out before her, the buildings cast in pink and gold as the sun flared its last for the day, the city far more vast than it had been when she saved it from destruction decades ago. Incense now burned in hammered braziers atop her temple, and Kutha’s walls, once ravaged by the demoness Lamashtu, were taller than she had remembered.

      “The school has grown beyond what I could’ve ever hoped for,” Kigal remarked to the wizened man sitting across her, him twisting his wiry grey beard between knobby fingers. It was odd, seeing Gamil-An now so old, beard tickling his lap, when she herself looked the same. Mostly the same, anyway. “Have you decided who you will turn it over to?”

      “Mashmi. She has struggled in her studies, but her persistence has proven her dedication.”

      “Even considering her dalliance with that priest from Ekkur?”

      “She cut ties with him of her own accord. Unless that has excluded her in your eyes?”

      Kigal looked down into the courtyard at the woman crushing oil from freshly toasted sesame seeds with a wide stone in hand, making her own supplies for funeral rites. The sound was a rhythmic punctuation in the day’s dying light. Though priests and priestesses were usually expected to swear themselves to a life of celibacy, she was not as strict on that as other gods were.

      “She is a fine choice,” Kigal said.

      He moved to stand from his cushion, arthritic joints crackling like a spit. Kigal darted to her feet and tried to give him a hand up, but he refused it. Between them, she may not care for the propriety a deity-priest friendship called for, but he did. It was strange to see Gamil age—and so rapidly in her perception of time. One moment he was a knock-kneed teenager who’d sworn himself as her first devotee, the next he was a broad-shouldered man spreading her message and performing rites and comforting widows, then the next he was a bent-backed elder choosing his successor. Were she still mortal, she herself would’ve been even older than him, if not already in the ground.

      “I’ve gotten old,” he groused.

      “That is, in fact, how time works.”

      “Very funny,” he said, then gave her a nudge just like he used to. There was still some fire left in him yet. “Have the recent offerings helped?”

      “More than you know. Though I suppose you will see for yourself, someday.” When Ereshkigal had arrived, the land of Irkalla was little more than dusty earth and rugged mountains and untamed brush, a beautifully miserable place to spend one’s afterlife, with food like ash and water with a metallic tang. Once she’d demanded offerings to be made at her altar though, the spirits she watched over began to eat as they hadn’t been able to since their richest days of life. Some had never had anything like it. Smoked boar, honeycomb, figs, ale, and sheep’s milk, jewel-toned herbs and grapes bursting with juice. It was a small consolation for death, but it was something.

      “True.” He looked to the sun, Utu, completing his trek across the sky. “My sun is soon to set.”

      “In this life.”

      He shrugged as they began walking up the ziggurat’s blocky steps towards its flat peak, where a carved and painted statue of Kigal stood, her shepherd’s crook in hand, a golden disk behind her head, and with amber and shell inlay for her eyes. She reined in her pace to keep with Gamil-An’s. Only a few minutes more, and then she would be forced to return to the Great Deep with Utu. It was home, but she missed her temple too.

      “I’ll see you again soon,” she said.

      He touched his forehead and gave a slight bow, his spine too ravaged by time to go any lower. “I look forward to it.”

      As the last sliver of light disappeared beneath the earth, the ziggurat and town of Kutha, Gamil-An and the smell of incense, the green plains and braying livestock, all of it grew small as the sun god whisked her up and away. The world around her turned upside down, then finally right-side up again. Kigal wrapped the garnet shawl tighter around her shoulders to ward off the chill this high up, and at last her realm came into view, the grand walls she’d commissioned snaking along its borders. Soaring through the sky was barely preferable to the overwhelming nausea that came with kharring, the disappearing and reappearing involved. She was grateful when Utu settled upon the mountains just inside Irkalla’s bounds.

      “You have my thanks.” She smoothed her windswept hair as she looked at him. “It had been too long since I’d last seen Gamil.”

      “No need.” He rolled his shoulder, skin glowing a burnished bronze.

      “Did you find it?”

      Utu nodded and withdrew an ivory pan flute from his satchel, small and delicate in his hand. She’d seldom seen anything like it. Levity was scarce in the afterlife’s unendingness, so when a collection of shades had asked to hear music again, she couldn’t find it within her heart to deny them. The ones she’d tried making were miserable excuses, though. Clearly whatever artistic skill she had in jewelry-making and beading didn’t transfer. Musically-inclined devotees left offerings at the altar of Kulitta, patron goddess of music and song, so Kigal had begged Utu to sway the goddess to part with one. Her heart leapt to see his success. She would have asked for instruments to be left upon her own offering table, but it would have been viewed as a slight to Kulitta. She didn’t want to step on another goddess’s toes.

      “May I?” Kigal asked, hands outstretched.

      He handed it over and she ran her fingers along the gilded metal band holding it together, the wild birds etched into it. Putting her lips to the flat end of the pipe, she gave it a blow. A bright trill chirped out. If sunlight had a sound, that was it.

      “Thank you.” She beamed.

      Kigal couldn’t wait to see the look on the shades’s faces once she delivered this to the hands of a talented musician. After she got some much needed rest, she would open her palace for it, she decided, and light a great fire in the hall. Decades ago when Mushdamma had descended and insisted she be built a proper dwelling, one fit for a goddess, she’d prioritized space for her people above all else. If she was to have a shelter, then the rest of them would, too.

      “Would you like to join us?” she asked. “For a celebration?”

      Utu frowned, face taking on that uncomfortable look he got when he thought of socializing with the dead. Though he came here whenever night was due in the Land of the Living, that didn’t mean he cared for what he considered ‘the morbidities of the soul’.

      “I am alright, truly.”

      “They’re people, not lepers.”

      “I do not contest that.”

      She shook her head but dropped the subject. “By chance, did you see him?”

      Utu rolled his eyes. She knew this would be his reaction, knew but asked anyway, as she often did. Whatever annoyance he showed would be worth any information she could glean.

      “I’m getting worried,” she pressed. “How long has it last been since anyone⁠—”

      “Consider yourself blessed that Nergal isn’t on your doorstep, nor on mine, and leave well enough alone.”

      “You’re not worried about him in the slightest?”

      “I’m shocked that you are worried. Well, I’m not really, but I wish I were.”

      “He helped me in Kutha.”

      “Because he stood to benefit from it. You make a mistake in thinking he’s your ally.”

      “Why—”

      “Enough!” he snapped.

      A wordless growl ripped out of her throat at him. Utu’s eyes narrowed. She didn’t need this. He was a guest in her land. She could just as easily force him to go somewhere else for the night, but her shades cherished what light they got.

      Spinning on her heel, Kigal instead took her leave and stalked towards her palace of Ganzir, nestled in the mountain range’s foothills like a chunk of obsidian stone. Neti, her towering gatekeeper the height of two men, and two half-scorpion, half-human Girtablilu flanked the entry and inclined their heads to her.

      “My queen.”

      She waved a hand to set them at ease, trying to hide her irritability. “Do not have anyone send for me unless it’s an emergency.”

      They nodded as they opened the gargantuan cedar doors for her, and she passed through without a backward glance.

      Part of her was embarrassed to have barked at Utu so quickly, but he’d started it. She knew he only meant well. Even if that knowledge didn’t put her any more at ease.

      Yet still her questions remained. Why would Nergal have been gone for so long? Why, even decades after she’d given him free reign to enter Irkalla, had he not come? Yes, Kigal had placed warded gates tall and wide at the entry points to the realm, but he knew he could enter. So did Neti and all of her guards. Yet still, not a single coppery hair from Nergal’s head had been seen. The root of her wondering burned at the back of her mind, a weed she pulled up time and time again only to have it grow back. A single question she herself couldn’t answer.

      Why did she care at all?

      Climbing the sweeping stairs and winding through the arched halls, she threw open the door to her room, tore the linen canopy open, and hurled herself onto the bed. She traced the damask swirling under her fingers in a hope its patterns would distract her, but no luck.

      Kigal rubbed at her eyes. Though the gods did not need sleep any more than they needed water, the habit was one that helped her to wipe her mind clean, and she did usually feel better after it. Not always, though. Nightmares had plagued her almost every other night as of late, visions of her mother wailing at the foot of her bed. In her dreams, nothing her mother said made sense. Perhaps it was Kigal’s lingering guilt at never having located her mother’s shade, or perhaps it was no more than a longing that had turned malignant, but it made no difference to her slumber. Her mother would shriek her garbled cries, but even when Kigal thrashed in fitful sleep, still the figure remained. Thankfully, she did not appear every night. Kigal could only hope tonight would mark another one of her absences.

      After thrusting a hand into the bedside ewer and scrubbing her face and neck clean, she  chucked off her shawl and dress for a linen tunic before climbing back onto the bed, ire at Nergal still not slaked. The fact that she had this simmering within her, that she spared more than a passing thought on him only stoked her further. Part of it was embarrassment at her weaknesses she’d allowed him to see, the fluttering she had felt in her chest when she looked at him. Since his absence, it only served to make her feel like a fool. What potentially awaited her in her dreams did nothing to calm her either.

      Kigal blew out the oil lamp flickering at her side, drew the canopy to a close, and forced herself into sleep.
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      Blood soaked the roots of a holy tree. In its boughs were perched three animals, a serpent, a bird, and a lizard, all with watchful gazes and hissed utterances. A woman with eyes like golden wheat fields cried before the tree, wailing, hands knotted in her carnelian red hair.

      Kigal looked on, as much of a bystander as the mists.

      Then suddenly, the woman was crying no longer, a broad battle axe glinting in her grasp instead. She lurched forward, swinging at the tree over and over, the creatures shrieking and clinging to the tree that she wanted for herself, until at last it was felled, rattling the earth as it collided against the ground. The blood of the tree seeped out to lap like a wave at her feet. Victory painted the woman’s smile. It was her tree, and she would have it no matter the cost.

      As the bird fled the downed branches, it dipped and whispered into Kigal’s ear.

      She is coming.

      A pair of withered hands coated in oil broke through the grass at Kigal’s feet and clutched her ankles, tugging as she let out a yelp. The bird dove and whispered one last time before the woman cleaved it in two.

      She is coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Kigal awoke in a sweat, damp linen clinging to the curves of her body. Palms to her eyes, she rubbed them and tried to blink the images away. A dream. A nightmare unlike the others she’d experienced lately, but nothing more.

      She swung her feet over the edge of the bed and the shock of icy stone brought her back to reality.

      Still, the vision nagged at her. Of all the things she imagined her mind capable of producing, that wasn’t one. She at least knew her mother. Whoever that other woman was, she had never met her before, but she didn’t appear human. Was it a warning? If so, from whom? And what price would Kigal have to pay to find out?

      She propped her tired head up and slid her elbows down to rest on her knees. Though it’d felt like she was asleep for a mere breath or two, already Utu’s light was beginning to wane as he prepared to bring another day to humanity. With a sigh, she forced herself up.

      Little light was left, so Kigal gave up hope of accomplishing much else for the day. Lately she’d felt sluggish. Content but in a fog. As if, after one more deep breath or after one deep draught of ale, she would at last feel better. She took breaths. She drank ale. Nothing changed.

      A soft knock rapped against her door. Kigal drew her shawl around herself, chilled from her sweat.

      “Come in.”

      Hannahanna cracked the door open, her round face greeting her. “Is everything alright, my Lady?”

      “Just a bad dream.”

      “Your mother again?”

      “No. Something else.”

      Kigal’s shoulders relaxed as she gazed out the window. Should she visit the surface again to clear her mind? There was still time to catch Utu before he disappeared into the Land of the Living, but likely not enough. Not unless she wished to go in her bedclothes, that is. Kutha, her temple, she could just as easily visit it all another day.

      Hannahanna, the shade who’d befriended Kigal since before her reign and who was now a member of her court, opened the door the rest of the way and went to sit alongside her queen, wrapping an arm around her shoulders.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “I fear I couldn’t even if I wanted to. It made no sense.”

      “Nightmares tend not to.” Hannahanna’s mouth quirked down. “How about some tea?”

      At that, Kigal couldn’t help but smile. While Irkalla was certainly no land of abundance, Hannahanna always found a new way to fashion teas and tisanes. Mint leaves, citrus rinds, spices all had danced in her cup, always a new concoction.

      “I would like that.”

      After Kigal got dressed and pinned up her braided hair, she descended the stairs to find a steaming clay pot of the stuff and, despite the time, a host of people waiting for her in her courtyard. Sleep had always been more luxury than necessity for Irkalla’s residents. Hannahanna and Pashmi-An, Gamil’s late mother, sat around the low table with their heads bent in conversation, while Bitu, one of her half-man, half-scorpion guards stood off to the side. The Kur, catlike and with its black scales shining, had stretched out around half the length of her courtyard to lounge its head under the willowy huluppu tree.

      “Should I have dressed for a garden party?” she said as she joined the two women on the cushions.

      “You need not honor my presence so,” the Kur chortled as it soaked up the last rays of the day.

      Kigal ignored it. “Bitu, would you care for some tea?”

      “Thank you, Lady.” He politely took the cup she offered but made no move to drink it. “I come bearing a message from Enki’s halls. One of his sons, Asarluhi, God of Magical Knowledge, has been absent as of late. Enki asks each deity to keep an eye out in their territories and cities, in case he should show up.”

      “Why? Does he pose a danger?”

      “Enki appeared worried. I believe his fear is for Asarluhi, not of him.”

      Kigal couldn’t bring herself to be concerned. If he was anything like his father, Asarluhi was likely off bedding an entire harem of mortals. There was only one god whose absence she worried about.

      “Have you heard anything of Nergal?” she asked.

      The way Pashmi’s lips pressed into
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