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      This series is  dedicated in memory of my sister Anna.

      

      And for everyone who has loved someone who departed too soon.
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      Please note these content warnings may contain mild spoilers for this book.

      Among the Cursed and Divine is based on a story that deals intimately with grief, loss, and death. This book depicts the loss of animals, humans, and divine creatures of all ages. It explores grief in an intimate, detailed manner.

      Enkidu’s curse is, in some ways, analogous with a partner who has received a terminal diagnosis. The denial, grief, and anger both Enkidu and Gilgamesh experience as well as their relational struggles while facing these emotions are explored.

      This book contains the depiction of battles including death and mild gore as well as an on-page animal sacrifice.

      The story also contains strong language and sexual content.

      I hope readers will find that I’ve handled these topics with sensitivity. However, I wished to include a note for anyone who may find this content triggering.
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            CHARACTER REVIEW

          

        

      

    

    
      Main Characters:

      Gilgamesh: Two-thirds god and king of Uruk.

      Enkidu: A man created by the gods to balance Gilgamesh.

      Shamhat: Queen of Uruk.

      

      Gods:

      Inanna: Uruk’s primary deity. Goddess of romance, sex, fertility, beauty, war, and justice.

      Ninsun: Goddess of cattle, dreams, and prophecy. Gilgamesh’s mother.

      Anu: God of the sky. Inanna’s father.

      Utu: God of the sun. Inanna’s brother.

      Enlil: God of storms.

      Nanna: God of the moon.

      

      Secondary Characters:

      Usun: Gilgamesh’s and Shamhat’s son.

      Hirin: Gilgamesh’s closest political advisor.

      Abgal: Gilgamesh’s head solider.

      Meritkara: One of Shamhat’s partners and Gilgamesh’s wives.

      Akkiru: One of Shamhat’s partners. A musician.

      Utnapishtim: Gilgamesh’s ancestor who saved the world by building a boat during a flood and was granted immortality by the gods as a reward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            REVIEW OF BOOK I

          

        

      

    

    
      In In the Midst of Omens, King Gilgamesh rules the grandest city in the world, Uruk. But that isn’t enough for him. He wants a legacy that will outlive him and he’s willing to stop at nothing to get it.

      The goddess Inanna wants Gilgamesh to make his sole divine vow with her and have a child together she can place a son on Uruk’s throne. Gilgamesh struggles to outmaneuver her.

      The Queen, Shamhat, asks Gilgamesh’s goddess mother Ninsun to intercede with his insatiable desire for legacy.

      Ninsun gives Gilgamesh a prophecy: You shall gain what you desire but lose that which matters more.

      The gods answer Shamhat’s request by creating Enkidu. He lives in the cedar forest with a wolf as a companion until Shamhat seeks him out.

      When Enkidu comes into Uruk, he finds the palace and city overwhelming. Gilgamesh is attracted to Enkidu but unimpressed. The man can fight but has no history, connections, or desire to dominate. 

      They grapple with each other but slowly start to understand each other and fall in love.

      When an attacker attempts to assassinate Gilgamesh’s and Shamhat’s son, Usun, Enkidu helps save the boy.

      Enkidu joins Gilgamesh on a campaign against another king and intercedes when Gilgamesh acts cruelly. In a fight after, Enkidu shares that someone attacked Usun and calls the King out for his thoughtless actions.

      Gilgamesh is distraught over how little control he has. He decides he and Enkidu should fight the dragon, Humbaba.

      Doing so nearly costs them both their lives, and Gilgamesh realizes his mother’s prophecy was about Enkidu. Desperate to save him, Gilgamesh calls on his mother and vows to give up his legacy if it will spare Enkidu.

      After they’ve recovered, Gilgamesh asks Enkidu to make the divine vow with him. He knows this will anger Inanna and expects her to take his life.

      On the night they’re celebrating the New Year and their vow, Inanna attacks. Her father, Anu, sends the Bull of Heaven into the palace’s courtyard. Gilgamesh and Enkidu work together to defeat the bull.

      Inanna, angered, says death is too easy a punishment for Gilgamesh. Instead, she curses Enkidu saying he will die in one year’s time.
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        	Lugal: King

        	Nin: Honorific for an esteemed woman such as a goddess, queen, or princess

        	Ensi: Honorific for a prince or governor

        	Dumu: Son

        	Adda: Father

        	Ama: Mother

        	Shed: Sumerian curse word equivalent to ‘shit’

        	Urmah: Lion

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Hold my hand in yours, and we will not fear what hands like ours can do.”

        

        -The Epic of Gilgamesh

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            CURSED

          

        

      

    

    
      Enkidu dashed away from a slashing blade, slamming into the stone wall with a grunt. The ache in his hip told him he’d pulled the scars from Humbaba’s attack. That wouldn’t stop him, though. He dove forward, knocking his opponent’s sword away.

      Usun dropped, rolled, and crashed into the wall before snatching up his practice weapon. He jumped back to his feet and charged towards Enkidu.

      A smile slid up Enkidu’s lips as he caught the boy’s blow with his blade. They circled each other, the clatter of their weapons and their heavy breathing the loudest sounds in the empty courtyard.

      Enkidu had worked with Usun on sword work for weeks, always in that quiet space where few others from the palace roamed. The humming chatter of a thousand lives beyond the courtyard walls reached them, but it did nothing to tame the wildness inside. Vines tangled around each other, violet flowers bloomed, and a fountain trickled behind overgrown bushes.

      Usun sprung forward and slammed Enkidu’s fingers with his weapon’s side so he dropped the sword. Enkidu caught the weapon with his opposite hand and slammed it forward so the edge pressed to the boy’s throat.

      For a moment, the child breathed heavily against the practice blade before he smirked and took a step back. Then he bowed, nose to knee, and rose with an arm swiping sweat away from his forehead. “That was impressive.”

      “Same to you, Usun. You’re a strong swordsman.”

      The boy’s cheeks colored, but he looked away, his dark eyes reflecting the sky’s pale blue. “Not as strong as the King.”

      He turned and walked over to a set of mugs they’d left on the fountain’s edge. Usun lifted one and took a swallow. Enkidu paused a moment before joining him. Usun was so much like his father. He had the same broad shoulders and thick, dark hair. And the same stubborn-ass response to avoiding his emotions.

      “I’d say the King has had a few more years’ experience with a blade than you have.”

      Usun nodded but his gaze remained distant. “Plus, he has god’s blood.”

      Enkidu dropped against the wall so he leaned next to the child. Hurt tinged the edges of the boy’s voice, and the smooth surface of his eyes shone. “Your father considers god’s blood to be a curse.” They’d discussed that several times since Inanna’s revenge had been announced. Since she’d decreed Enkidu would die after one more year of life. Enkidu shuddered. “Whether or not you surpass your father, you’ll best me within a year.”

      Which was a good thing as Enkidu didn’t have more time left than that. Already days had slipped away. Each one felt like a gift and a curse. They never lasted long enough. No amount of sacrifices, gifts, or pleas had roused Inanna to speak with Gilgamesh. After he’d vowed himself to Enkidu, destroying her plans to have an heir to Uruk’s throne, she’d unleashed the Bull of Heaven on them and seethed when they’d defeated the beast. She’d keep her word and kill Enkidu before another year bloomed.

      A season passed him by that he’d never experience again. He’d tasted meals he’d never have again. Watched sunsets that were gone forever. Spring already unfolded, new plants blossoming that would fall fallow again soon. Plants Enkidu would never see again.

      Usun crossed his arms. “I shall never outmatch the King.”

      The boy’s posture was stiff, his gaze far off. He didn’t believe himself worthy of being Gilgamesh’s son, or maybe doubted his father loved him. Gilgamesh avoided the child out of his fear that Inanna would harm him as she’d done Enkidu. So, his father’s fears weren’t misplaced.

      Privately, though, Gilgamesh’s gaze would go distant when he spoke of Usun, his tone shifting deeper and more reverent. He loved the child but refused to express it. The cost of Inanna’s potential wrath was too steep a price. They both suffered for Gilgamesh’s refusal to pay it.

      “I wouldn’t be too certain of that.” Enkidu bumped his shoulder into Usun’s. “Let yourself come into your full adult strength before you judge.”

      “I won’t find out, anyway. My father never spends time with me.” The boy stood, pulling away. Enkidu frowned. He wasn’t usually so distant or prickly. Time passed for him as well. His childhood clung to him like a spider web he passed through. Soon the last remnants would fall away.

      Enkidu jumped up and closed the gap between them again. Selfishly, it was a relief to not worry about his impending doom for a few minutes, to focus on someone else’s troubles. He gripped Usun’s shoulder. “Your father seems distant, but it’s not because he wants to be. He wishes to protect you.”

      Usun jutted his jaw up the same way his mother did. “Can’t he see I’m not a child anymore?”

      “I’m not a father.” Enkidu took a deep breath. “I imagine, though, that one’s offspring will always feel somewhat like a child to his parents no matter how old he grows. Your father loves you, Usun. I wish he could say it to you himself.”

      Usun softened, his arms dropping. He nodded and shifted away then ran fingers back through his tangled curls. “Thanks, Enkidu.”

      He smiled as the boy lifted the practice sword and tucked it into the shelter where they stored them. “I have to go. My stupid scribing lessons are today.”

      “Best not be late.”

      Usun shrugged but bounded forward, only to stop and turn back. He waved and a wide smile stretched across his face before he tumbled ahead. Childhood and adulthood yanked on Usun, both wanting dominance. Moods rushed over him then washed away, leaving the eager-eyed boy once again.

      Enkidu chuckled and placed his practice sword in place as well. Moving back out of the shelter and into the sunlight, Enkidu sighed. He’d never had a childhood. Fate had only allowed him to experience a thin slice of life. There were no comforting memories to reflect on, and now no future to look forward to either.

      Mosaics shimmered in gleaming sunlight. Enkidu lifted his face to the sun’s warmth, Utu’s light shimmering over his skin. He’d helped Gilgamesh and Enkidu after Humbaba nearly killed them. Enkidu’s fingers rose to his tunic, and he scraped them across the scar through the fabric.

      No god would intervene now, though. Inanna was the daughter of the sky deity, Anu, and therefore untouchable.

      Her will would play out, and Enkidu could do nothing about it besides resign himself to his damned fate.

      Gilgamesh couldn’t stop it either, but that didn’t keep him from trying. Where Enkidu was content to float with a current, allowing it to take him where it might, Gilgamesh would fight until his muscles gave out.

      They’d end up in the same location either way.

      Enkidu reached the courtyard’s damaged section where the Bull of Heaven rampaged. Already workers had erected a new wall. It stretched across the yard, yet undecorated. While construction happened, gardeners let it grow wilder. They’d removed the shattered tiles and smashed plants. If Enkidu bent down and ran his fingers through grass, though, he could still find glimmering specks that lingered from that night’s destruction.

      It had started as such a perfect evening. Gilgamesh had vowed himself to Enkidu—forever. They’d stumbled into the courtyard drunk and warm and happy. Gilgamesh had pressed him against a wall, kissed him sloppily, and Enkidu had slid fingers down his back.

      Then Inanna appeared. She’d ripped Gilgamesh from his grasp, sliced into his love’s flesh like sand. Blood coursed down his muscles. Then they’d fought the bull creature.

      They won.

      Or so he’d thought.

      Enkidu reached the wall and stretched his fingers over it.

      “There you are.”

      Enkidu turned to face Akkiru who walked towards him, the layers of his kaunake kilt whipping around in the wind. His clean-shaven head gleamed in the midday light.

      “Have you been looking for me?”

      Akkiru grinned. “I have. Palace gossip says you’re helping train Usun here. He’s becoming quite the fighter.”

      “His father’s proud of him.” It needed saying. Perhaps he should have said as much to Usun. The boy wouldn’t believe it, though, not if he didn’t see it in his father’s actions. Enkidu’s gaze followed the trail Usun had taken out the courtyard. “Even if the King can’t say so.”

      Akkiru nodded as he stepped into a shady spot beneath a palm tree. “Are you free this afternoon?”

      “When am I not free?” Enkidu huffed a breath but tried to stop it with a smile which probably gave the effect of him baring his teeth in a growl rather than the peaceful expression intended. “I suppose I understand what you meant now, when you shared about giving up your role for love.”

      Before, Enkidu had filled his days with working as an advisor for Gilgamesh. Now that they were known lovers, he couldn’t do so without causing issues. Gilgamesh had sat on the bed when he’d explained the situation to Enkidu, then jumped up to pace, then dropped on the mattress again. When he finally spoke, Enkidu had only chuckled. Of course he couldn’t have his lover among his advisors. It was much like Akkiru giving up his position among the musicians when he began a relationship with the Queen and their other partner, Meritkara.

      Akkiru leaned on the tree. “I suppose the King can’t have the man he shares a bed with publicly helping him make decisions for the city.”

      Warmth swept across Enkidu’s nose. “Of course not.”

      “What if I teach you music?” Akkiru grinned as he vaulted up.

      “You mean how to play something?” When he nodded, Enkidu frowned. “I’m not sure. I doubt there’s any point being that I have such little time left.”

      Silence drifted between them. In the distance someone shouted, drums pounded, a donkey brayed. Enkidu had given voice to the unspoken—the thing everyone talked around. He’d grown tired, nearly dizzy with how others avoided it. Just speak honestly. He’d die at the end of the year. Neither his stubborn lover’s relentless pursuit to avoid it nor others pretending it wasn’t true changed that.

      Enkidu was hungry to drink up every taste of life he could swallow. The only thing after life was the Great Below. In less than a year, Enkidu would become a shade of his former self, doomed to spend eternity in a cold, dark cave filled with sorrowful souls. A shudder slipped down his body and he curled his toes in his boots to fight it. Thinking about the dreadful future didn’t change it.

      Akkiru cocked his head. “Who can say how much time any of us have, really? I mean, I could drop dead from heart weakness tomorrow. Would that make learning a new skill today a waste?” Enkidu’s lips pinched into a frown, but he couldn’t argue. People died unexpectedly. His fate had given him the gift—or curse—of time. “Life is for the living, Enkidu. Not one of us can number the days we have remaining.”

      I can. He kept that thought to himself, however. Along a far wall, a broken mosaic of the dragon-creature, Humbaba stretched out. The bull’s attack had broken bits of its body away, but its fiery eyes remained. Enkidu thought he’d die when fighting the creature; had planned on it. He hadn’t regretted his choice for a moment. He would have thrown his body over Gilgamesh’s a hundred more times without hesitation.

      Akkiru’s voice went soft. “I just believe we should make the most of the days we have.” He jerked his face up, and his expression brightened again. “Besides, with the way the King relentlessly pursues avoiding this curse, I think you’ll remain among the living for a long time. He is worrying Shamhat to an early tomb, though.”

      Enkidu breathed a laugh. Gilgamesh always pushed forward with his ambitions, and Shamhat attempted to smooth down his edges. He wasn’t one to be tamed, though. The smile lingered. Akkiru’s eyes twinkled and the hopelessness that had surrounded them flitted away. It was no wonder Shamhat loved him so dearly. He had a point, besides.

      No god had offered a promise of life when he’d thrown his body over Gilgamesh, sacrificing himself to save the man when Humbaba attacked. Yet fate—the directions the gods wove the world with—gave him several more seasons with the man he loved. Perhaps the same kind divinity watched him now and prepared to intercede once more. He had to cling to that hope and not allow his impending death to  shape the entire year.

      He turned his face towards Akkiru. “What instrument do you think I’d be good at?”

      Akkiru grinned again and gestured for Enkidu to follow him back towards the palace.
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            BLOOD OMENS

          

        

      

    

    
      Blood hit the ground, splattering Gilgamesh’s boots and staining the hem of Shamhat’s tunic. Gilgamesh frowned as the diviner finished slitting the lamb open, its entrails spilling out onto the stone. He crossed his arms. Already his injury had healed from the Bull of Heaven’s attack thanks to his divine heritage burning through his veins.

      The sun set in the distance, bleeding red across the sky to match the temple roof’s gory setting. Guards stood at the corners, their eyes trained towards the city. The rest of the roof’s expanse was empty, and it made the blood’s splashing seem louder. A wrinkle curled Shamhat’s nose, but she otherwise didn’t react as the diviner plunged his hand into the creature and pulled out the liver, his eyebrows pushing together as he weighed it.

      The diviner continued shuffling through the blood and tissues. His eyes dashed up once. Then a second time.

      “Well?” Gilgamesh asked.

      “It’s difficult to comprehend Anu’s will sometimes, my king.”

      Gilgamesh stared down at the pitiful man. Gods did he hate diviners. They’d always affronted him with their pitiful attempts to speak to the gods. As if Gilgamesh, divinely born, would need their intercession. Now he found himself desperate. If the last weeks had been more fruitful in his search—his desperate hunt for any method to break Enkidu’s curse—he never would have employed one. The diviner sat up. His elbows dripped blood as he stared at his king. A bead of sweat coursed over his brow and he swallowed.

      “That sounds suspiciously like you don’t wish to tell me what you’ve seen, diviner.” Gilgamesh attempted to keep his voice level. Attempted it but failed. The words came out clipped, snapping like bones breaking.

      Shamhat moved, closing the gap between their arms, bumping into him. She wanted him to go easier on the man. Gilgamesh had paid for this holy man to give him a word from the divine, though. Now he withheld unfavorable news—or he had nothing to say because he was a fraud.

      Gilgamesh’s hold on his god’s powers loosened, and the man trembled beneath their weight.

      “The g-gods,” the diviner choked out, “act as they please, Lugal. All I can do is interpret what I see. Us mortals can’t control gods’ actions.”

      “Mortal,” Gilgamesh whispered. “Have you forgotten who you stand before?”

      Shamhat poked him in the ribs. He clenched his teeth but didn’t meet her gaze. This impertinent charlatan was going to give him some godsdamned answers.

      “Of course not, my king.” The man stumbled and bowed over the lamb several times. Blood coursed down his arms, reaching his tunic’s sleeves and staining them. “I would never forget how blessed I am to work for the great god-king Gilgamesh, son of the mighty Lugalbanda and the eternal Ninsun, builder of grand walls, and defeater of divine monsters. I’m not worthy to stand in your presence, Lugal. Forgive me—I hesitate only because the answer is not what you hope for.”

      Gilgamesh sighed and let his eyes drift closed. Enkidu had once teased him with the same addresses, with his status he’d loved to drape like a shawl around himself. He’d deserved the mockery. For too long, he’d seen himself as divine. Now he felt as mortal as the man accused him of being, so helpless. When he’d angered Inanna, he’d expected his death. That he could have accepted. Enkidu’s demise, though? His breath caught in his chest. His foolishness would cost him a person he loved far more than life.

      He opened his eyes. Shamhat stood with her chin raised, her gold-decorated headpiece glimmering over her forehead. Her gaze remained fixed on the diviner who still glistened crimson.

      Gilgamesh had a reputation.

      Once that had meant everything.

      Now it was river mud. Sloughed away by cruel gods.

      “Are there no other gods willing to intervene?” Gilgamesh asked. Shamhat shifted again. It was like she positioned herself to support her husband. What a ridiculous notion. But he didn’t pull away.

      The diviner looked back towards the sunset then returned to his king and queen with trembling, stained hands. “From what I can see,” he said carefully, “even immortals fear the goddess who has cast this curse. Who might defy her and live?”

      Shamhat’s forehead furrowed. Gilgamesh had said to her a few months before that things could only change when someone would stand up to Inanna. He’d meant that regarding Usun. He longed to spare him the goddess’ wrath. Then Gilgamesh intended to sacrifice his own life. Never did he think Inanna would curse Enkidu instead.

      The diviner’s mouth gaped and closed, his skin graying which gave him the appearance of a dying fish. Shamhat jabbed Gilgamesh’s side again. He blinked. He’d been glaring at the man like he prepared to cast divine judgment.

      “Very well, diviner. Hirin waits for you with payment.”

      “T-thank you, Lugal.” The man’s hair swept forward with his stumbling bow. “My queen.” Another nod to her then he turned and nearly ran.

      The entrails stained the roof, blood creeping across tiles and creeping between the cracks. What a waste of a creature. Shamhat kept tight eyes on the diviner until he’d disappeared, then she crossed her arms.

      “Speak whatever is on your mind, my queen.”

      Her gaze didn’t break. “I didn’t say anything was on my mind.”

      “Not with your words. Your posture, however, screams at me.” She dashed her face in his direction. “And if your eyes were weapons, they would cleave meat from my bones. Perhaps you could pull my liver free and find answers the gods refuse to offer.”

      Her lips furled in, and she turned back towards the pink-tinted city. Darkness spilled across the top of the sky, promising night’s impending arrival.

      A wind whipped her shawl around her shoulders. It was three breaths later, and with a wrinkled brow, that she turned back to him. “Have you considered what happens if we don’t discover the answer you seek?”

      Her words smacked into him, and he gasped. “What do you expect me to do? Give up?”

      Bowing her head, she removed her headpiece and twirled a golden disc on it between her fingers. “We’ve angered a goddess. Her words are law, Gilgamesh.”

      “I’m aware.” Inanna had breathed that damn curse, rewoven fate, and the world shifted. No other gods would answer Gilgamesh’s prayers. When he’d made an offering at Nanna’s temple in gratitude for his help with defeating the Bull of Heaven, the incense burned brighter. But Nanna didn’t show himself. Not even Gilgamesh’s mother, Ninsun, would reply to his pleas. She wouldn’t even speak to him currently.

      Inanna enacted a curse.

      Other gods wouldn’t get in the way.

      They had their own relationships and dramas to balance. One mortal life meant little if it kept Inanna appeased. To the gods, Enkidu meant nothing. Even Gilgamesh’s rage and wrath held little sway. They could crush him in an instant and the people wouldn’t dissent. They were gods, after all, it was expected that they dominated mortal lives, sometimes with devastating impacts. Yet, other gods were stronger than Inanna, older. If any of them would speak against her, they could change fate. Not one was willing, however, so Gilgamesh would have to find a way to shift it himself.

      Shamhat’s lips parted. They shimmered coral in the light. “What if,” she whispered, “you accept things as they are?”

      “You mean accept that Enkidu is going to die?” he growled. The world had tilted sideways since Enkidu’s curse. Since he’d watched realization spark in the man’s eyes and his shoulders hunch as he understood the damning Gilgamesh had caused him.

      Raising her face, Shamhat swallowed. “Yes.” A wobble had entered her voice, a gleam spreading across her eyes, but she didn’t look away. Gilgamesh’s nose flared, and he curled his hands into fists. How dare she suggest he give up and allow the curse to play out. She lifted her chin and continued. “I’m so sorry for it. But what if you enjoy the time you have left instead of chasing hopeless cures that don’t exist?”

      “You’re serious?” He lifted his hands before him like he could show her how empty they were. Life would lose its meaning if he lost Enkidu, and she suggested he embrace that hideous future. How could she possibly believe that was an acceptable response? “I will not. If you think I wouldn’t fight just as relentlessly for you, you’re mistaken. How can I stop trying if I have breath left in my lungs? How can I sit back and give up if there’s even a scrap of hope, Shamhat?”

      “I understand grief,” she said through her teeth. “I lost my entire family when I should have had years left with them. My parents should have known their grandson. Instead, they’re gone.” Tears filled her eyes and one slipped down her cheek, curved along her lip. Wind cut across the empty roof, fluttering her curls. “Maybe there’s a hope embedded in this. You can love Enkidu while he’s still with us and not live with regrets of things left unsaid.”

      Gilgamesh heaved a breath. His tunic grated his flesh, and he wanted to rip it off or punch a wall. “Because I love him, I will fight for him.”

      Shamhat cleared her throat and swiped fingers over her cheeks. “You’re not the only one who cares for him, you know? Akkiru has grown closer to him. And Usun spends some time with him every day. He’s grown rather fond of the man.”

      Gilgamesh looked away, back towards the palace that hunched beneath the sunset. How he wished he could spend time with his son. This was the reason he’d avoided doing so, though. Inanna only cared for her glory, and she slaughtered anyone that stood in her way. If she’d thought for a moment he favored his son, she’d end him too. At least Usun had a family in Shamhat and her partners, support from mentors, and teaching from warriors like Abgal and now Enkidu. Usun had a community even if Gilgamesh couldn’t be part of it.

      His entire life, Gilgamesh had sacrificed everything. As much as he loved Shamhat, he’d married her for the city’s sake. He had no relationship with his son, few friends, and his connections with people in the palace were mostly based on fear. He kept himself distant from everyone to protect them. Then the gods gave him Enkidu whom Shamhat had prayed for. Now she wanted him to release the man, the only person he’d ever been able to love intimately in every way. She mentioned their son who could be in the same position if Gilgamesh had ever turned a glimpse of attention in his direction.

      “This is exactly what I wished to avoid for Usun. If Our Lady in Heaven”—he spat Inanna’s title and didn’t care what divine heard his rage—“had cursed him, would you ask me to stop seeking a cure?”

      Shamhat turned fully to face him. She wore gold and purple fabric that whipped around her form. She held her posture upright, and her jewelry gleamed. “How can we fight the gods, Gilgamesh?”

      “I must try.”

      A sigh left his wife. Turning her face away, she leaned towards the sun as though she reached for the god who gleamed the last of his light across them. A dozen heartbeats passed, the city’s chittering filling the space. Then Shamhat walked over to her husband and took his hand. The gentle weight of her thumb swept over his knuckles. “All right. If you must do this, then know I’ll support you. If you need this next year to attempt to defy the gods, I’ll give you my blessing to pursue it. But I think it’s foolish, Gilgamesh.”

      He clutched her palm. She disagreed. She’d always been the wiser of the two of them, the one less willing to take brash risks. However, she’d stand beside him while he took one. She loved him, even when he acted the fool. “I’ve killed two divine creatures. Maybe, if I try hard enough, I can achieve the impossible again.”

      Her shoulders rose with a breath and she loosed it like trees gave up leaves. “Maybe.” She reached up and brushed his cheek then turned and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      A headache pinched at Gilgamesh’s temple, and he unclenched his teeth as he stopped before his bedroom door. Torches flickered down the hall, glistening along mosaics. Guards stood with spears in hand.

      The King took a slow breath that lifted his chest. He needed to bring his emotions back under control. He couldn’t let defeat show with slumping shoulders and a pinched brow. The curse had already come between Enkidu and him. Now everything they said seemed to have double meanings and they danced around discussing the future like it was made of flames. If he walked in demoralized, it would ignite the painful feelings, causing fissures.

      He stepped into the room and clicked the door shut behind him. Enkidu sat on a couch with one leg tucked under the other. Despite his bulk, he moved through the world gracefully. Gilgamesh’s focus would have remained on Enkidu’s thick muscles, how the dark hair on his arms gleamed, the curve of his horns sweeping back into his curls, and the long line of his neck.

      Except the man was playing a flute.

      Terribly.

      Enkidu mercifully stopped the squealing attempt at music and lifted his eyes.

      Those godsdamned beautiful eyes which held the forest’s colors—dark cedar and shimmering lakes and spring grass.

      Gilgamesh leaned on the wall. “Where did you get that?”

      A laugh huffed out of Enkidu, and his hair rustled around his shoulders. Gilgamesh would love to tangle fingers into the locks, use the leverage to pull Enkidu’s lips to his.

      “Akkiru has convinced me to learn to play.”

      Gilgamesh couldn’t help the smile sliding up his face. He shouldn’t have bothered with trying to improve his mood and putting on a facade. Being in Enkidu’s presence lifted him naturally. “Did he?”

      Enkidu looked up from under his brow. “You think it’s a waste of time don’t you? I thought so myself but let Akkiru talk me into it.”

      Pain twisted through Gilgamesh’s chest like a god’s hand clenched his heart. Enkidu thought it a waste because he believed he’d die in less than a year. Soon, the gods would rip him from Gilgamesh’s grasp, throwing him into the ghostly Great Below to suffer alone. Gilgamesh wanted to rage and scream and break temples. He wanted to destroy every god who was complicit. Losing Enkidu was going to take something from him that he couldn’t regain. That wouldn’t happen if Gilgamesh had any ability to alter fate, though.

      “I think it’s a good use of time.”

      Enkidu frowned down at the flute. “I sound ridiculous, be honest.”

      Gilgamesh stepped across the rug and pressed a hand on the wall so he looked down at the man. “Actually, I’m thinking of the number of jokes I could make currently.”

      “Because my attempt is awful.” Despite his words, Enkidu’s voice had grown thick. The space between them warmed.

      Gilgamesh leaned closer but didn’t touch him yet. He wanted to tease them both, draw out their twining desires as long as he could. “No, love. It’s because your lips look wonderful wrapped around that instrument.”

      Color flushed Enkidu’s cheeks as Gilgamesh had expected. Enkidu chucked the flute to the other side of the couch. “Well you’ve ruined that activity for me forever.”

      Gilgamesh’s brows shot up. “A shame for me if that’s the truth.” Enkidu laughed then clenched his fist into the King’s tunic and pulled him closer. Their mouths nearly touched, a whisper of breath spreading between them. Enkidu didn’t move, though. He seemed to want to drag it out too, to let the heat build until they burned.

      “You weren’t at dinner.” Gilgamesh’s voice had filled with gravel.

      Enkidu’s fingers slipped, sliding over his collarbone. “I ate with Akkiru and Meritkara, actually.”

      “Have you abandoned me for Shamhat’s partners?”

      Enkidu trailed thick fingers into Gilgamesh’s beard. All the King wanted was for the man to undo the curls in it, tug at it as their bodies slid together.

      “I heard you spoke with a diviner today.” Enkidu’s eyes flashed, and he dropped the hand. Losing his touch was like the curse playing out. Gilgamesh leaned closer to stall his retreat. He couldn’t bear it.

      Enkidu wanted him to stop searching for answers.

      But Gilgamesh wanted forever with the man. His legacy, his fame, his deeds? Those could perish. Everyone wanted him to give up challenging the curse, but he wouldn’t. Even if he was the only one willing to fight.

      Enkidu’s long lashes batted his cheeks, and he shifted away, his voice going soft. “Did you learn anything?”

      Something curled the edges of his words, made them as delicate as a lake’s surface. One stone of discouraging information and he’d shatter. So, Enkidu hoped after all. He’d acted in the last days as though he accepted his unfair fate. He’d told Gilgamesh they should give up. Yet, his voice betrayed him.

      Gilgamesh swept an errant strand of hair behind the man’s ear. “I’ve learned diviners are every bit as useless as I suspected them to be before the meeting.”

      Enkidu’s shoulders dropped, his eyes darkening. He parted his lips to speak again. Whatever he’d say would be filled with bitter acceptance, the sorrow-tinged tone he’d used since Inanna had cursed him.

      Gilgamesh grabbed his jaw, lifted his face, and kissed him. He didn’t want to hear defeat coarsen the silky rumble of his voice. He’d save Enkidu if he had to fight the gods himself to achieve it. No one and nothing would cause him to believe otherwise.

      Enkidu’s lips parted until his mouth warmed Gilgamesh’s. He leaned closer and curled fingers behind his neck. Heartbeats pounded into Gilgamesh’s palm.

      But how many of those did Enkidu have left?

      An innumerable amount for the moment, but there would come a point where only a hundred remained, only a dozen.

      Would Gilgamesh know when the last beats echoed against his skin?

      Enkidu sighed and leaned back. His eyes sparkled, and he tangled his fingers into Gilgamesh’s beard, pulled him forward to bruise his mouth once more.

      “No more talk for now,” Gilgamesh said as he disentangled himself and grabbed Enkidu, pulling him to his feet. Those forest-colored eyes watched him with the devotion of a high priest. Gilgamesh wanted to devour him. To not speak or think of death but only feel the man warm and alive against him.

      He tugged him past his sitting room and towards the bed.
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      Enkidu tucked his hands behind his back as he and Gilgamesh passed guards in the palace halls. Gilgamesh’s eyes slipped to him and glistened with desire. Or love. Maybe both. For a moment, his expression was free from the desperation and hopelessness that crowned him since the curse. Enkidu’s stomach warmed.

      They’d only left Gilgamesh’s room moments before, but already he longed to grab his hand, lead him back. The King’s freshly styled curls in his beard gleamed as they passed a torch. His earrings and necklaces shone.

      Undoing all his finery would cause another hour of attendants putting it together again. Gilgamesh hated others styling him, despised sitting while they twisted the coils and rubbed lotions into his skin.

      So, Enkidu kept his hands to himself. One touch from him and Gilgamesh would capitulate. That would push his agenda back, though. They walked towards the soldiers’ training grounds, and it occurred to Enkidu that Gilgamesh could use the exercise's release.

      “You should join me,” he said, “the next time I spar with Usun.”

      Gilgamesh’s eyes darted towards Enkidu again, this time with a sharpness that made Enkidu feel a pinch of annoyance. Their footsteps echoed around the hall. “You know I cannot. In fact,”—he turned his face towards Enkidu, and the sadness returned—“you’ve experienced why I can’t. I was foolish to risk you.”

      His lips furled into a thin line, and his expression darkened. Enkidu reached for his arm. Bringing up Usun held the risk of stoking Gilgamesh’s anger. That Enkidu could face. He hadn’t expected him to follow it back to his grief instead.

      “You weren’t. I wanted to be with you—still want to be with you. It’s worth the cost.” Gilgamesh’s frown deepened, and Enkidu continued. “Even knowing how things have turned out, if I could go back, I’d still choose to love you.”

      His words were true. If given the opportunity to slide back through time’s currents, he would change nothing. He’d throw himself before Humbaba to save Gilgamesh again without hesitating. Even on the night of the curse, Gilgamesh had told him to go but he’d stayed. If he had a chance to repeat the evening and alter his actions, he’d remain there and face the goddess’ wrath. It was as Akkiru said, after all. He could die tomorrow from some mortal malaise. Whatever time he had, he wished to spend with Gilgamesh.

      However, he nearly preferred the arrogant, preening Gilgamesh who faced a goddess with fire in his eyes to this anxious, distracted version. Gilgamesh would spend the next year ceaselessly searching for answers to save him. That was a miserable prospect.

      “Usun is a child.” Gilgamesh stared straight ahead. His voice had belted itself up, straightened its back. He used the tone that directed his men into battle or levied punishments. It was his tone that implied he wasn’t to be
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