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   Chapter 1
 
   I was born in the dark. Not a great way to start off a story, I know. But it was true. I was born in Salas, in the province of Adura. The land of the dark, evil, disturbed, forbidden, and tormented. Not to say that everyone from Adura was bad, some were just, well.... dark.
 
   Salas was a grand country, ruled by a decent read mundane king and queen, my parents. However the world we lived in was different from other worlds. It was divided into three sections; light, grey and dark. In Salas, we called them provinces. Nannaru, to the west, full of light, laughter, and happiness, Adura to the East and Biri in the center of the whole mess. 
 
   Biri, where the King and Queen lived, was two inches wide at the smallest point and 300 miles at the largest. It was the grey land, the neutral land. People born in Biri were normal. They could be both dark and light; though most fell in-between. Those from Biri could choose to live anywhere though most chose to stay in Biri. My sister was born in Biri and I envied her. If I left Adura, my powers diminished and I began to feel sick. My brother was the same, but born in the light. This was why he and I would never rule Salas. 
 
   Rulers of Salas were always born in Biri, so they could travel between provinces. 
 
   The main inhabitants of Salas were the Kassaptu. We were human-like except each Kassaptu was born with magical abilities, and a specific magical gift, each different from the other. We had keener senses than humans, telepathic abilities and we lived about ten times longer. Once a Kassaptu turned 21, their aging process slowed dramatically. 
 
   There were, of course, other creatures and beings that inhabited Salas, it just depended in which province one resided. 
 
   Our castle was built on the only part of Salas where Biri is thin. It was situated so the west wing was in Nannaru, the middle in Biri and the east wing in Adura. 
 
   When I was little, my favorite memories were of sitting with my siblings while our nanny, Mylitta, told us stories. My brother and I would push past our discomfort at being in Biri just to spend time together. As we got older it became harder for us to bear being in Biri. 
 
   Our favorite tales were of our births. Nanny was an Empusa born in Biri. Empusas were shapeshifters; they could turn into anything. Which pleased my siblings and I.  Nothing is more fun than hide and seek with an Empusa. 
 
   The reason our birth stories amused us was because unlike my parents and grandparents, they were unique.  Shamash or Mash, was the oldest; it irked him he would never be King more than it bothered me to not be queen. I was relieved since the magic I was born with would result in nothing good coming out of ruling Salas. Well, except death and destruction.  I had to keep my lips from curling upwards in a demented smile when I thought about that.
 
   Mother had gone into labor with Mash a month early and while father was gone. In the West wing, there is a beautiful sunroom, where, I am told, Mother liked to sleep when she was pregnant with Mash. She woke up in labor, her water broke, and she called for her ladies in waiting. Mylitta said that they tried to move her and managed to get into the hallway before Mother had to push. Mash always joked that he was just too impatient to wait any longer. Which was probably true.
 
   Mash was born two hours before sunset on Um Issen 3, the first day of the third week in the hottest month of the year Abu. Mash had power over fire, heat and light; it was amazing to behold. 
 
   Two years later I was born and Mylitta always gets this look on her face when she would tell my story, as if my birth haunts her to this day. I was born in the East wing, in Adura. Mother fell coming down the stairs from the attic. She was looking through old trunks for a dress her mother had made for me. One I never got to wear. Mother birthed me alone, wrapped me in the dress and still bleeding, managed to make it to the Biri section of the castle before a servant noticed her.
 
   She barely survived my birth and I almost didn’t. When Mother gave me to the midwife, it is alleged I was gray and blue, stillborn. Mother cried, saying I had been fine before she entered Biri. Thinking quickly the midwife handed me to an Adura servant and I revived. Unlike Mash, I came into the world on Um Siita 1, the seventh day of the first week and in the month of Tebetu, the coldest month of the year and the darkest.  I was born with powers over death and destruction. Destined to live in the dark shadows of Adura.
 
   After our births Father took no more chances and Mother was confined to Biri for the whole of her pregnancy. Ishtar was born, in Biri, on time. They needed an heir, a Biri born heir. I have never begrudged Ishtar her birthright. She is perhaps the most pleasant of the three of us. Mylitta says Mother had a normal birth at a normal time. Ishtar came into the world with Father there on Um Salasi 2, the third day of the second week in the most pleasant month of the year Ayyaru, the beginning of spring. My little sister was born with power over love and fertility. Perfect, right?
 
   “Ereshkigal, what are you thinking about?” 
 
   I looked up from my book, realizing I hadn’t retained anything of the past chapter, too busy in my own thoughts. I saw Ishtar leaning against the wall next to me. She was petite with bronze colored skin. Her hair fell in sheets of onyx almost to her knees. Ishtar’s face was beauty incarnate; pouty lips, and eyes the color of melted chocolate.  
 
   “I was reading.”
 
   “You were not. I know your thinking face when I see it,” she teased, coming to sit by me. I was curled on a love seat in the corner of the library, which, was, thankfully, located in the East wing. 
 
   “Just thinking about us,” I shrugged.
 
   “I knew Mash shouldn’t have asked Mylitta to tell the birthday stories at lunch. You’d think at 20 he’d be tired of stories that were fun when we were small.” Her laughter was like sunshine in the darkness and I winced at the sound.
 
   “He was just trying to break the mood. Mother was supposed to join us for lunch,” I reminded her. Once a month, Mash and I sucked it up and had lunch with Ishtar in Biri. Mylitta joined us and sometimes our parents.
 
   Ishtar frowned, “I know. It doesn’t matter Eshie. We’ve spent more time with Mylitta and tutors than with Mother and Father since we were born.” She didn’t sound bitter, but I knew if I had said the same thing, hurt and anger would have radiated through my being. 
 
   Sure, there were servants and staff; people always coming and going from the castle, but it did get lonely sometimes. Ishtar only visited me because she liked me better than Mash, though I had no idea why.
 
   Mother and Father never came to see me. At least Mylitta cared about me, and we each had our own tutor. However, it was lonesome, especially in the East Wing. People didn’t like the dark; they were afraid of it. Most, unless from Adura, stayed away until they had to. I couldn’t stay in the other parts of the castle for long, so I had explored every inch of the East Wing and the grounds located in Adura. I desperately wanted to visit the lands outside of the walls surrounding the castle, but I was not allowed.
 
   “Hey, where’s Namtar?” Ishtar asked. 
 
   “I don’t know, he’s around here somewhere, I guess,” as I peered around.  She had brought up a good question, where was Namtar? He was usually in the same room with me. 
 
   Namtar was my best friend, but he was also my…lad-in-waiting? My companion and servant. Slavery wasn’t allowed in Salas, unless you needed to pay off a debt. Most of our servants were well paid and given room and board.  Namtar’s parents had sold him to my father in payment for a debt. Of course, Father told Namtar the day he turned 16 he was free to do whatever he liked, including leave. But Namtar wouldn’t leave me, and now we were 18 and legal adults, finally. 
 
   “He’s weird Eshie. I don’t know how you stand to have him follow you everywhere.” Ishtar stood. She was antsy I could tell. Being born in Biri meant she could travel freely between the boundaries, but she didn’t like the way Adura felt. I understood; it was the way I felt outside of Adura.
 
   “Be nice, he’s my only company most days.”
 
   “Sorry. Anyway, I’m going to check on Mash. He stormed off to the gym after lunch.” She blew me a kiss and danced off. Rolling my eyes, I rose, leaving my book on the seat.
 
   “You can come out now.” Hands on my hips, I waited for Namtar to appear. Namtar was tall and very thin; his skin off white, unlike mine, which was the color and shimmer of snow. He was awkward and never seemed to know where to put his hands. His hair was silver, long, and he usually kept it over his face so people wouldn’t look at him. But I knew he was hiding beauty under all that hair. Silver eyes, a pointed nose and a handsome smile. Part of me figured it was mainly the castle that made him shy; if we were out on our own he would be different.
 
   Namtar had been born with the power to bring disease and illness to others, what most people overlooked was he could absorb the sickness into himself, curing people.  I sometimes wondered if that was why his parents had given him up so easily. 
 
   “I hate your sister.” His voice was soft and lyrical.
 
   “You just don’t understand each other.”
 
   “Maybe.”  He was pulling on his clothes, like they were too tight. I knew it was just a nervous habit. All servants were required to wear black slacks and depending on where they were born, either a gold, gray, or black tunic. 
 
   “Were you hiding the whole time or did you go do something?” I asked coming closer to him. He gave me a lopsided smile and pulled out a black rose. They were my favorite flower, had no smell and were only found outside the castle grounds on the East side.
 
   “Nam! You were outside the wall!” I grabbed the rose and hugged him, jumping back to dance around like a dork for a few minutes before calming down. I took the hair band off my wrist and wound my shoulder length blood red curls into a bun and stuck the rose into it for safekeeping. 
 
   “I was careful.” 
 
   I gave him a stern look. He could have gotten into serious trouble as servants were not supposed to leave the castle grounds without permission.
 
   “You better have been.” Glancing at the clock, I saw there were still a couple of hours until dinnertime, “what’d you want to do until dinner?”
 
   “No idea.  We’ve done everything there is to do in this place.” He was right. Eighteen years of living in the East Wing had really used up our resources for fun.
 
   “We haven’t been to the cemetery in weeks,” I offered up.
 
   “That’s true, but what would we do once we got there?”
 
   “Raise Reanimated Corpses? Tombstone rubbings, bone divination, spirit calling.” I rattled off some options.
 
   “All good suggestions, let’s go.” Namtar grabbed my hand and we went to the wall where he placed his hand at a specific angle. Part of the wall opened up into darkness that I knew led to a staircase that wound down and emptied out into a crypt in the middle of the cemetery. We’d discovered this particular secret passageway the year we turned nine. 
 
   As we left the mausoleum, opening the heavy door and stepping out into the cemetery, I breathed in deep. It was almost always a blue green twilight in Adura, except at night when the moon hid and then it was dark, only the twinkling of stars. The sun never shown in Adura. 
 
   No matter what season it was, Adura was never more than 75 degrees and it usually smelled like fall, decaying leaves, and incense. The cemetery was full of crypts, headstones, dark corners, crumbling ruins and overgrown flora. I loved it. Namtar and I had quickly made it into our own personal playground when we were little. 
 
   “Hey, do you hear that?” Namtar squeezed my hand and pulled me farther into the cemetery, towards the gate.
 
   “Hear what?” I listened, my hearing was great, but Namtar’s was even better.
 
   “Voices.” 
 
   Not much of an explanation; voices were no big as the castle had over 100 staff members. At the gate he pulled me down behind a large headstone just as people walked by and came to a stop within our vision. 
 
   “This isn’t a good idea.” 
 
   “My parents requested this of me, I will do it.” The voices were male and both harsh and deep. I couldn’t really see them because they wore cloaks. 
 
   “But the princess, this might be trouble for you.” 
 
   “It will be trouble if I am not presented to her.”
 
   “Yes sir.” Then they walked out of earshot and left the area.
 
   “They had to be talking about you.” Namtar whispered in my mind. Kassaptu could do short distance telepathy. 
 
   “Why?” I was confused by what I’d just seen and heard.
 
   “They were in Adura, why would they be here to see Ishtar?” 
 
   “Because she is the heir to the throne, dumb ass.” Sarcasm is my friend.
 
   “I doubt it. Should we go back inside?” Nam said out loud, too much telepathy was painful and tiring. Most barely used it as a viable means for communication. 
 
   “Nah, let Father send someone to come get us if it’s important.” I stood up and dusted off my black skirt, “I wanna raise a RC, c’mon.” He just grinned and like always, followed me. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
   It didn’t take long for servants to come looking for Nam and me. When they found us I was covered in grave dirt and had finished putting a corpse back to rest. Had any other servants found us they might have been appalled, but these were Adura-born servants, it did not faze them in the slightest. 
 
   "Princess. Your parents request you in the throne room as soon as possible," one said. 
 
   "Do I have time to get cleaned up?"
 
   "I do not think so," said the other. 
 
   "Go on and get clean, I'll stall." Nam winked and went off with the servants. I made my way to our passageway so I could get into the East wing and to my room. 
 
   Once in my room, I hurriedly bathed and rushed around finding an outfit suitable to a Salas princess. The summons must have been about those people Nam and I had seen talking outside the cemetery. My heart leapt in my chest; excitement, something new. I had not had either in years. 
 
   I stopped in front of the mirror, before running from my bedroom, to check my appearance. My hair was down around my shoulders, held in place by a black head band, and I had on a deep red gypsy skirt and black peasant blouse.  I had chosen brown leather sandals for my feet. Ishtar would have been appalled; she never wore anything but satin or silk slippers on her small dainty feet. I felt stupid wearing such finery. I was tall and statuesque with hips and fairly good sized breasts. Dainty and I did not go hand in hand, no matter how many hand-painted and pearled slippers Ishtar hid in my closet. 
 
   Aside from some lip gloss I chose to leave my beautiful skin alone. Besides I’d better not draw attention to my eyes. Father and Mother had told me time and time again to keep my head down at functions and balls and to wear shades over my eyes when we had to make public appearances. 
 
   Mother had even once given me colored contacts to wear. My eyes had dissolved them within minutes. Nam always told me he thought my eyes were beautiful, but he was the only one. I believed him, as my best friend, to be a little biased. My eyes were the same color as my hair, blood red, crimson, with black pupils.
 
   I blinked the melancholy away and darted from the room to the Biri section of the castle where the throne room was located. I stood outside the ornate golden doors, a slight tingling over my skin, not painful, just slightly annoying. I always felt out of place when I crossed the boundaries. 
 
   Nam opened the doors and came out. He looked concerned. 
 
   "What’s going on?" I asked. 
 
   "It's an emissary from the court of Alu. He's here to present a gift to the Adura princess." Nam did not seem happy. 
 
   "Alu?" I asked, shocked. 
 
   Alus were demons that inhabited the far reaches of Adura. They were peaceful and had their own hierarchy under my parents. I had only ever seen a few of them, they tended to stay in their domain, Bet Pagri, and preferred to not mingle with the other inhabitants of Salas. 
 
   "Yes, be careful." Nam kissed my cheek and looking uncomfortable hurried for the boundary of Adura. 
 
   I walked into the throne room head held high and made my way to stand next to Mother's throne. When I got there I was stunned to realize I was alone, neither of my parents were present. I kept my composure as I glanced at our visitors. Making a split decision, I moved to stand in front of both thrones and greeted my guests. 
 
   "Welcome honored guests." The words almost caught in my throat as I saw who I was speaking to. Two young Alu males. One in particular had my main focus. 
 
   He was taller than I and one could see the outline of his muscles through the dark green tunic he wore. I was surprised as my eyes raked his body to find him in black pants. I had heard Alus refused to wear pants, but that could have been just urban legend. At first I thought he was also wearing a black cloak, that's what it had resembled in the cemetery, but now up close I saw they were wings. Large bat-like black wings, wrapping themselves around him like a blanket. 
 
   His hair was dark green, almost black, curling around his face, his skin so pale green it was almost white. 
 
   "Greetings Princess Ereshkigal," he said, amusement in his voice and bright, unnaturally green eyes. 
 
   "I have been told you wished to meet me,” I said, in my best grown up voice.
 
   “Yes. May I introduce myself and my companion?” 
 
   I nodded, intrigued by both of them. The one next to him had the same stature and black wings, but his hair was dark gray, as was his skin. They were both handsome.
 
   “I am Nergal, Prince of the Alu, this is my travelling companion Ekur.” They bowed and I stood very still, trying to figure out why they wanted to speak to me.
 
   “Princess Ereshkigal. The Alu people would like to extend an invitation for you to come visit Bet Pagri.  Never before has Adura been represented in the immediate royal family.” Nergal smiled as he spoke, something about him was fascinating, I just couldn’t figure out what.
 
   “Well, I am glad that your people are happy, but you do understand that Ishtar is to rule Salas when my parents step down, not me, right?” 
 
   “Yes Princess and with the formal announcement of your sister’s marriage in three days…” I cut him off with a yelp.
 
   “What?!”  My cry startled all three of us. Why hadn’t anyone told me? They had already chosen a king for Ishtar? She was a baby! Only sixteen, how could mom and dad not tell me?
Upon hearing my cry Nam was suddenly bursting through the door, his person radiating with his magic.  Before he could attack I stepped in front of the Alus, blocking his spell with my own body. His magic hit me and I fell back into the arms of Nergal. When his warmth wrapped around me every molecule in my body lit up like I was on fire. I could smell roses and death and his touch was like electricity over my skin.
 
   It was over within seconds. He righted me, almost too quickly and let me go. Thankfully I had a lot of practice defending myself against Nam’s spells, so I had deflected it.  Nam skidded to a halt in front of me.
 
   “Eshie! Are you ok? I’m sorry; when I heard you yell I thought you were in danger.” Namtar looked nervous and his eyes kept darting over to Nergal. 
 
   “Everything is fine, Nam.” I leaned in and kissed his cheek. I heard a tiny growl behind me, frowning, I ignored it.
 
   “I just found out they’ve scheduled a betrothal to Ishtar in three days, on um Hamis.” Which was the fifth day of the week.
 
   “That’s crazy, we would have been told.”
 
   “Apparently that’s why mother wasn’t at lunch. I better go see Mash, and quickly. Go send him a meeting message.” I could have communicated with him telepathically, but this was something to say in person. As Nam left, I turned to my guests, furious.
 
   “I am sorry you had to witness some drama Prince Nergal. But I was not informed of the betrothal; you’ve caught me quite off guard.” I meant to make a polite exit but both the Alus were looking at me strangely.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked, hoping I hadn’t offended them in some way.
 
   “You’re ok?”
 
   “You used yourself to keep us from harm.” They said simultaneously.
 
   “Well, of course I am. I couldn’t let Nam curse you. Trust me you didn’t want to spend the rest of your visit in the infirmary.” I tried to chuckle, but was afraid I was missing something.
 
   “No, your highness, you do not understand, you have done something that gives high honor with Alu.  I am forever in your debt. Now if you’ll excuse me I must go and see about our quarters. My Prince, I will see you in moments.” Ekur bowed sharply and left the room.
 
   “Ummm, ok.” To say I was confused would have been an understatement.
 
   “Princess, you are not harmed?” Nergal questioned, coming closer to me, his nearness making my heart flutter in my chest.
 
   “Yes, why?”
 
   “Kassaptu who come in contact with Alu flesh tend to have an adverse reaction.” 
 
   “Oh, well…. It’s probably because I was born in Adura.” This seemed the best explanation.
 
   “No, many Kassaptu have become ill or insane from direct contact with us. Even those born in the dark, we rarely mate outside our species and then only with non Kassaptu.”
 
   “I must be special.” 
 
   His eyes took on a weird light as I spoke, like he was considering I may indeed be some sort of wonder. 
 
   “I cannot believe your parents did not tell you. We received the invitation over a month ago.  Creatures from all over are coming; we passed many on our way here.” Nergal reached up and twirled a lock of my hair around his finger, studying it. The feel of his touch was dark and possessive and I was a little appalled at how much I enjoyed his alpha male routine.
 
   “I’m not surprised. They pretty much ignore me, I mean, wouldn’t you? My magic is over death and destruction. I play in cemeteries, for Goddess sake!” It was supposed to come out as a joke; but was a little harsher than I wanted. 
 
   “I think your darkness is beautiful.” Nergal leaned in; I closed my eyes thinking this handsome Alu was going to kiss me, when he pulled back. 
 
   “I forgot, we brought you a present.”
 
   “A gift?” I was speechless; no one ever gave me anything, except for Nam and Ishtar, of course.
 
   “My family raises them.” From under one of his wings he pulled a tiny bat.  He or she was only the size of my fist and the deepest shade of pink. 
 
   “Oh,” I breathed, reaching for the precious bundle hanging from his wrist. As I spoke it uncurled its wings and looked at me, I knew in a moment it was a she and she was young and smart.
 
   “I know what it’s like to be left to the darkness and to want to embrace it until all else slips away. My people fight this on a daily basis. Having a familiar, if you will, helps you resist the pull.” Nergal shook his wrist and the little bat flew to me, she landed in my outstretch hand, soft and cuddly in my palms.
 
   “Her name is Puabi. You will find she fits your personality perfectly.” Nergal took a few steps closer to me.
 
   “Thank you Prince-“ He interrupted me.
 
   “Call me Nergal.”
 
   “Yes, well, thank you Nergal, she is beautiful.”
 
   I am beautiful, you are correct. I am also hungry.
 
   Startled I looked down at the sleepy bat, “Did you just speak to me?” 
 
   Who else would be? Be careful of tall, dark and handsome, he has heart breaker written all over him. 
 
   “They’re telepathic?” I glanced up at Nergal who had a hungry look in his eyes that I didn’t understand.
 
   “Yes, very, but not good at blocking their thoughts. Anyone in about a two foot vicinity will be able to hear her as well.” 
 
   Feeling courageous and grateful I bounced over to him and kissed his cheek. He grabbed my shoulders with a firm hand, holding me in place, his face inches from my own.
 
   “Why did you do that?”
 
   “Because you have made me happy with your gift.” We stood in silence for a few moments and then both jerked as the throne room door opened and Nam came into the room. He was smiling and ran over to me, he grabbed my hand and the sound Nergal made was super scary.
 
   “Nergal, Namtar is my best friend.” 
 
   “Doesn’t mean he needs to touch you.”
 
   Stupid possessive boy. 
 
   I smiled at Puabi’s inner monologue and ignored Nergal’s comment. “I have to go and see my brother and find out why I wasn’t told about Ishtar’s betrothal. I hope you will join me for dinner?” I hadn’t meant the invite, it squeaked out before I could stop it. Nergal looked pleased.
 
   “Yes, Ekur and I will both be there.”
 
   I turned and darted out of the room with Nam, my skin was prickling so bad I wanted to scratch it off. It said a lot that Nergal had been able to cross from Adura to Biri. He must have been really strong.
 
   When we crossed into the East wing everything went back to feeling normal.
 
   “Dark Goddess, Eshie, those guys are creepy!” Namtar exclaimed as we huddled together in the dank, abandoned hallway. 
 
   “He’s also really hot!” I giggled and a look I didn’t understand passed over Nam’s face. “I don’t know Nam, something about him, I’ve never met anyone who seems to love the dark like I do…I mean besides you.” I had to back pedal a little.
 
   “No, I understand Eshie.” His voice was sad; he wrapped an arm around my shoulder.
 
   “I sent word to your brother; he wants to meet up in the back garden.” This didn’t surprise me. The back garden was weird; it was the only place where Light and Dark met in all of Salas. Adura and Nannaru lived side by side and the garden took on its own life. The staff who worked in the garden was kind of weird, too. The front garden, that was in Biri, was the garden that fed the castle, everything growing there was normal.
 
   It was a weird division of Biri, those who lived in the North had to take a road through either Nannaru or Adura to get to the South and vice versa. Almost as if the Goddesses who created Salas wanted an excuse for the people to blend and merge. 
 
   We made our way through the hallways; I dropped Puabi off in my room and told a passing servant girl to prepare whatever sleeping place Puabi wanted.  Then we went out a door that came out onto the garden path in Adura. The garden held the same blue twilight as the rest of Adura, but there were streams of sunshine flittering through the dark. The grass was deep green and the plants that wound in and out , never quite touching the cobblestone , were dark and some deadly.
 
   There were purple roses that smelled of decay, and dark orange lilacs that ate bugs, white narcissuses that only opened under the moon, black ivy moved in the darkness, the sound like snakes hissing. There was a bleeding pomegranate tree and several other fruit trees that if you ate, would make you hallucinate. It was fun in the summer to eat the apricots and plums while lying in the cemetery and lose ourselves in sensation.  Nam and I spent several hours doing just that the year we were 15, until Mylitta found out.
 
   She lectured that people from Adura were not affected as much by the weird fruits and veggies that grew in the dark, but the ones that still could affect us were powerful and shouldn’t be abused.  So Nam and I had to start sneaking around and not eating the magic plums or apricots as often.
 
   The closer we got to the sunlight the more I wanted to hide. Granted, I never had to leave Adura, but all the light bothered my eyes. Namtar stood behind me as I walked to the boundary.  A foot from me was the glowing light of Nannaru. There was sunshine and I could feel the warmth of a perfect day. The grass was bright green and there were the sounds of bubbling brooks and the song of bees and birds. It made me want to vomit a little.
 
   Honeysuckle and jasmine grew everywhere and among them there were Golden Mums that when picked, actually turned into gold, bright pink pansies that when smelled gave you half an hour of good luck. I winced as I heard the Singing Lavender, it sang whenever anyone walked by. A few feet from me were berry bushes, the berries neon green and gave energy. I used to convince Mash to pick them for me so Nam and I could play even longer in the cemetery. 
 
   I looked up hearing footsteps as Mash came into view. He was tall with broad shoulders, his skin sun kissed. His hair was wavy and he kept it short, it was the color of shiny brass and his eyes sparkled like clean blue water. I knew he was very handsome in a classic way. Girls from Nannaru and Biri fawned over him. He was the perfect prince.
 
   “Hey Mash, I’ll trade you an apricot for Green B’s”
 
   “Not today little sis.” His smile put the sun to shame.
 
   “Did you hear?” My question made him frown, like a summer storm coming in silently and suddenly. 
 
   “Yes. I confronted Mylitta when Namtar sent his missive. I asked Aya, she didn’t know anything.” The relief in his voice was plain. Aya was his version of Nam, his best friend and companion.
 
   “Did Ishtar know?” I wondered aloud, I mean how could she not, and how could she keep it a secret?
 
    “No. Mylitta says that they kept it under wraps because there have been problems.” Mash said.
 
   “What kind of problems?” I sat down, Namtar next to me. Mash sat across, playing with the grass next to him.
 
   “People complaining. Nannarus want me to rule and Adurans want you. They think another Biri ruler might be a mistake. But it doesn’t matter, tradition is tradition.”
 
   I bit my lip and thought for a few moments. I didn’t want to rule, but I knew Mash did. 
 
   “What are they going to do with us if Ishtar gets married?”
 
   “The betrothal is supposed to be a year long. I guess they’ll send us to the estates in the East and West, you know like governors or something. That way we can help keep an eye on things. We’ll be mini rulers.” Mash rolled his eyes, “better than nothing I guess.” There was something in his expression that made me think he wasn’t telling me everything. 
 
   We all sat in sat in silence for what seemed like forever. Things had changed and too fast. Ishtar married within the year? Me forced to live the rest of my long life in an estate in Adura, ruling under my parents and then my little sister and her husband? I didn’t like it one bit.
 
   “I’ll get to come with you, right?” Namtar sounded as worried as I felt, his presence in my mind was always familiar and welcome. 
 
   “Of course, nothing separates us,” I confirmed. Then I heard my name being called from behind me. 
 
   “We’re being summoned.” Mash said, he too had heard his name called. 
 
   “Let’s go get this over with.” Nam helped me stand and we made our way back through the shadows of the Adura garden, I grabbed a plum on our way. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   As I walked into the palace I spotted Mylitta waving from the Biri section nearest to me.  I wasn’t surprised, how could I be? Father and Mother must want to speak to all three of us about the changes about to be made.
 
   “Come on, they want to see you in the throne room.”
 
   “This better not take long, I have dinner plans,” I grumbled, moving faster to catch up with her. Nam stayed behind.
 
   “I heard the Alu Prince is quite handsome for a demon,” Mylitta gave a rather girly snigger. 
 
   I almost ran into Mash at the double doors, he grimaced down at me, both of us feeling uncomfortable outside of our homes.  Pushing open the doors, we entered.
 
   Both our parents sat in their thrones, looking cool and unreachable as usual. Ishtar stood in front of them, her face forlorn. I guess the news shocked her as well as us. I went to her side, wrapping an arm around her waist, she sagged into me. Mash chose to stand right behind us, tall and golden.
 
   Ishtar was the spitting image of our mother; except where Ishtar had warmth to her smile and laughter in her eyes, mom did not. She gazed at us like horses, sizing our breed and stamina. 
 
   “Oh Ereshkigal, where are your glasses. I cannot bear to have your sight focused on me.” Her voice slapped at me from across the room. Hurriedly Mylitta tossed me a pair she always kept in her smock and I shoved them onto my face, fuming.
 
   My father was friendlier to see as it was my mother’s side that ruling was passed down from. My father’s family was just a part of the aristocracy. He was a tall, homely-looking ginger with sea green eyes, but at least my memories of him were fonder than mother. 
 
   “I believe you have all heard the news,” he said, voice solemn, “we have chosen a member of the Biri elite to betroth Ishtar to.” 
 
   Ishtar started to weep and I drew her closer to myself. “That isn’t fair Papa. Ishtar should be able to choose her own husband.”
 
   “She is to be queen of Salas.  Unlike you and your brother, she does not have that luxury,” Mother’s voice was icy. 
 
   Mash’s head whipped up so fast I swore I heard his neck crack.
 
   “Then choose me instead Mare. I would welcome an arranged marriage for the chance to be King.”
 
   “You were not Biri born. There is no argument on this matter.” And like always her word was law. 
 
   “I do not want to marry a stranger,” Ishtar’s voice was weak, but I was proud she’d spoken.
 
   “I know dearest,” father cajoled, “but he will not be a stranger for long. You shall meet him at a private dinner with just the four of us tonight. Then after the betrothal ceremony you will have a year before the wedding.”
 
   This did not seem to make my sister feel any better and big, fat tears began to leak from her eyes.
 
   “And just who is this person anyway?” I asked.
 
   “Lord Dumuzi.” 
 
   Ishtar drew in a breath, and it was not an unhappy sound. Lord Dumuzi came from one of the wealthiest families of all the Biri aristocracy. He was handsome and young, having just passed his 18th summer. His magic had to do with vegetation. I myself had only seen him a handful of times.
 
   “That is a good match, Ishtar.” Mash said slowly, I could tell he was contemplating things.
 
   “But... I…” She stuttered. Stiffening I touched her mind with mine. 
 
   “Now is not the time, save your arguing for when you can win.” 
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Can I make a suggestion?” Mash had that tone in his voice, the bartering one.
 
   “You can. I do not know if we will accept it,” Mother responded.
 
   “Should Ishtar hate Lord Dumuzi, should she despise him or he makes her uncomfortable in any way I think it is only right that you break off the betrothal.”
 
   “Absurd! She will marry him no matter what; he will make the perfect Salas King!” I grimaced at mother’s shrieking tone.
 
   “Dearest, I think Shamash’s request is a good one.” Thank the Gods for father’s level head.
 
   “What does he know about this sort of thing any way?” Mother speared him with a harsh glance. I wanted to unleash some serious destruction on her ass.
 
   “I know that Nannaru people would more willingly follow me and a revolution could only be months away. I would personally feel better knowing that Ishtar is with someone she could learn to love.” 
 
   With Mash’s words silence filled the room. He had just seriously threatened our parents. I didn’t know he had the balls.  Mother looked at him for the longest minute of my life and then nodded her head. For the first time I saw a light that had to be pride fill her face as she stared at her son.
 
   “Yes Shamash. I think we can use your request. Ishtar, does that make you feel better? If you do not like Lord Dumuzi we shall find someone else.” 
 
   “Yes Mare, it does,” my sister curtseyed and I wanted to gag.
 
   “Then is there anything else you need me for? I have plans tonight.” Head held high I waited for their response.
 
   “Oh yes I heard the Alu Prince came to pay you his respects,” father looked at mother imploringly.
 
   “That’s excellent; yes by all means, you and Mash are excused.” Mash and I didn’t want to leave Ishtar there, but we had no choice, Mylitta shooed us out the door, closing it behind us.
 
   “I’m going to dinner myself; you two don’t get into any trouble,” she warned before disappearing down a gray Biri hallway.
 
   “That sucks.” I groaned, ripping the sunglasses from my face and crushing them beneath my foot, and then began to scratch my arm, which was no use since the itching tingling had to do with Biri and not my skin.
 
   “Yes, but there’s nothing we can do. It is Ishtar’s lot to bear now.” Mash shook his head.
 
   “Wait.  Where did all that crap about a revolution come from? How did you know it would work?”
 
   “Because I know Mare. I knew she’d see it as something she could work with. It’s easy to say no to pleading and tears. My argument was a true one.”
 
   “But you wouldn’t really go through with it, would you?” It was like he wasn’t even my brother. When had he grown up and become a man? 
 
   “Yes. I am the first born, how do you think it makes me feel to know that I’ll be sent to some estate and forgotten about? It’s about time that Salas be turned into three individual kingdoms instead of one.” I could tell he wanted to say more but we both heard a noise behind him, looking I saw there was a girl standing in the shadows.
 
    “What are you doing here Aya?” Mash’s voice went from harsh to kind in less than a second.  
 
   Aya, my brother’s companion, was not as powerful as us so it must have been almost painful for her to be in the hall. Aya had been with my brother since they were toddlers, always at his side, in his shadow. She held powers similar to his, just less potent; I had watched her bloom even the deadest of flowers. She was a lovely thing; thin, blonde and glowing.
 
   “Waiting on you Shamash, I did not like that you left Nannaru.” Musical notes, that’s what her voice reminded me of.
 
   “Well come on, you must hate it here.” He frowned at her and with one last smile at me they both ran off to the golden carpets of the Nannaru wing.  Rolling my eyes I made my way to where Namtar was left standing. Quickly, I informed him of what had occurred.
 
   “Your poor sister. I cannot imagine them trying to force you into such an arrangement.” His laughter was full of sarcasm, just how I liked it. 
 
   “I know, I know,” wrapping an arm around his waist we made our way to the East Wing dining room. It was just about time for me to meet up with Nergal for dinner and I was looking forward to it.
 
   “Do you think there is something going on between Aya and my brother?” I wondered as we stopped in front of the emerald colored doors that led to the dining room. Nam suddenly looked like he was choking on something, eyes watering he gasped for air. I pounded him on the back.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Of course! It’s all most of the staff have been gossiping about for a month, I’m surprised you didn’t know.” Nam wiped tears of laughter from his eyes and straightened up.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes.  They were seen snuggling in the Sun Room last month, apparently it has been going on for some time now, but they are keeping it very secretive.” Namtar shrugged.
 
   “Oh, well at least now he can take her to the Nannaru Estate and they might be happy together.” I was a little shocked. First, that Mash would date someone beneath his station, that wasn’t like him, and second that I hadn’t had a clue. Maybe Aya would be as good for him in the wife capacity as she had in the companion one.
 
   “Enough of this, I’m starving.” We entered the room and found Nergal and Ekur both already sitting, plates filled with food, goblets with drink.
 
   “Oh, I am so sorry, are we late?” I exclaimed rushing to the table and taking my seat; Nam sat next to me much to their surprise.
 
   “No, we are early, but once we sat down your kitchen staffed served us.” Nergal explained.
 
   “Excuse me, I do not mean to be rude but, your servant is allowed to eat at the table with you?” Ekur’s question made Nam bristle next to me.
 
   “There are not very many people I could eat with in the East Wing, and Nam is more a friend than a servant, he could leave any time he chose. So yes, he dines with me.” 
 
   “Ah, this is how we are as well; everyone eats together no matter their station.” Ekur looked proud of his people and it made me think better of them as well.  As I finished my thought, platters were brought out filled with Namtar and mine’s favorite foods, plus a glass of chilled pomegranate wine. A staple in Aduran cuisine. 
 
   “How do you like the castle?” I asked between bites.
 
   “Your garden is beautiful.  Some of the plants you have only grow this close to the Biri border. We can keep them thriving in Bet Pagri, but they do not grow naturally or reproduce well.” Nergal sounded wistful.
 
   “Anything in particular” Nam asked, he too had a fondness for the gardens.
 
   “Yes, the Lullaby Lilies.”              
 
   “My prince has always found semi sentient beings fascinating,” Ekur chuckled. Lullaby Lilies were dark blue flowers that sang when hungry, lonely or during pollination season.  If allowed to sing too long their song would put you into a sleep that eventually killed you. The only way to stop their song was to offer them a drink, usually blood and usually your own.  They only did well in family groups of three or more.
 
   “Not my favorite flower in the garden.” We had other more deadly and prettier, that caused much sweeter destruction.
 
   “You also have a great library and the cemetery has very beautiful architecture,” Nergal said, between bites. I enjoyed watching him eat; he took his food like he was savoring every bite. It was creepy how much I enjoyed staring at his mouth.
 
   Forcing my eyes away from his lips, “so tell me about your home Nergal.”
 
   “I cannot even begin to tell you the beauty of Bet Pagri. You must come, Ereshkigal, and see it for yourself.”
 
   “That might be something I can arrange in the future, especially now that my sister is to be married.”
 
   “It is a shame that she was not allowed to choose her own mate,” Ekur commented.
 
   “She’s a princess to be queen,” Namtar looked confused.
 
   “Alus are allowed to marry whomever or whatever they choose,” Ekur gave me a pointed look. Blushing, I glanced down at my plate. Dinner resumed with minimal chit chat for the next half an hour. 
 
   “We are turning in for the night. Would you care to break your fast with me tomorrow morn, alone?” Nergal stood up, his eyes catching mine and holding them. 
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   “Then I shall see you tomorrow. Ekur?” Ekur stood and they left, swiftly and quietly.
 
   “Ooooh, he like likes you,” Nam nudged me, joking.
 
   “Oh, shut up, I’m going to my room.” Scowling I got up and began to leave.
 
   “Dear Diary, today I met the most handsome demon ever,” Nam followed close behind, mocking me. I swiveled and stopped him dead in his tracks.
 
   “You’ll pay for that.” I hissed.  He squealed like a girl as I launched myself at him, tickling him, he fell to the ground, laughter filling the East Wing. 
 
   When I was done torturing the poor boy he and I went to our own rooms. I was a little out of breath, but humming to myself, happy. Entering my room I saw Puabi hanging upside down from her new silver perch next to my bed, her pink wings draped around herself.
 
   Did you have a good afternoon?  Her sweet voice filled my head.
 
   “Yes, actually.”
 
   I heard from the chatty little maid, your sister is getting married. She peeked out a head to stare at me as I got into my pajamas.
 
   “Yes, not much I can do about that.”
 
   You smell like my home. Did you see Nergal?
 
   “Uh huh…. We’re having breakfast together tomorrow.” I couldn’t keep the grin off my face.
 
   Be careful. Bet Pagri has been having problems. They think you are their only hope and the solution. 
 
   I took a moment in the bathroom to process her words. Brushing my hair I considered how nice it would be to have something else to do. While, yes, of course, it bugged me that Nergal might only like me because he thought I could help with something. He might also need me. I might be useful for once in my life.
 
   “That might be a fun adventure, Puabi, don’t you think?” Walking out of the bathroom, wrapped in a black silk robe, I plopped down on the bed. 
 
   Hmmm. Your home is a sort of cage, isn’t it? 
 
   “Yup, one I can’t be in for long if Ishtar gets married. I need a plan. Didn’t you like your home?”
 
   Oh yes… But travel has been fun too. We wouldn’t go there to stay for always, would we? 
 
   Laughing, I leaned back against the dozen or so pillows on my bed and wrapped a scarlet blanket around me, “Of course not. “
 
   Good, because I am much too used to my own space now. I cannot go back to sleeping with all 12 of my brothers and sisters.
 
   And with that thought of hers in my mind, I fell into a peace filled sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   I awoke to screams and panic.  Puabi was staring at me, her red eyes unblinking as I tried to shake off my groggy state.
 
   “What time is it?” 
 
   Early, seven or eight.
 
   “That’s not really early.”
 
   Is to a bat. Now go find out what the noise is so I can sleep.  With that she closed her eyes and buried her face back into her wings. 
 
   I got up and dressed as quickly as I could. My maid usually woke me and helped me dress. She was vacant this morning, which was unusual. I didn’t care for her, to be honest, a thin wispy little Kassaptu with almost no power.  However, because I had no one to help me lace up the delicate intricate bodice my mother preferred I wear, I chose something more to my own taste.
 
   A black tunic that came to my knees, sleeveless with a scooped neckline, around the waist a simple cinching corset that came under my breasts in a red that matched my eyes. I shoved my feet into black riding boots and grabbed a fur lined red vest. 
 
   A quick visit to the bathroom and my hair found itself pinned back, for some reason I had the eerie notion I would be outside a lot in the next coming hours.  I opened my door and found Nam just about ready to knock.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “Your sister, she’s missing.”
 
   My breath froze in my lungs at his words, heart loud in my ears. Ishtar was missing? Impossible, no one could get through the castle’s protection spells, and who would want to?
 
   “She ran away.” As Nam spoke, my breathing began again and I relaxed. If she ran away things would be so much easier.
 
   “Why is everyone so frantic then? She probably went to the Biri Tea House or hid in the basement, pissed at mom and dad.”  We began down the stairs towards the throne room, servants running by, everyone hectic and frazzled.
 
   “They have checked all of Biri already. Your mother and father do not sense her; she must be in Nannaru or Adura.”
 
   “Nannaru then, where’s Mash?”  No way did my baby sister go to Adura, she was afraid of the dark, had been since she was three and stumbled in to the Adura garden and was almost lulled to sleep by the lilies. 
 
   I braced myself before marching into the throne room, hating that Nam couldn’t come in with me. Looking annoyed, Nam handed me sunglasses so I wouldn’t offend anyone.
 
    The noise assaulted me first, there were over a hundred people present and most of them offering suggestions or condolences. Biri nobles of every persuasion crowded in around my parents.  I found Mash standing to their right, made eye contact.
 
   I made my way over to Mash and when people began to notice me the room fell quiet, a dark hush and it was then that I knew.
 
   “She’s not in Nannaru?”
 
   “I cannot sense her there.” I could tell Mash hated admitting defeat.
 
   “Damn.” I swore this was bad; no way could my innocent sister survive very long in Adura. Adura was a place feared by anyone who was not born there and most of what people knew could fit in a very thin book.
 
   “Ereshkigal, we believe your sister has fled to Adura. You must find out and if so, seek her.” Mother told me, her voice strained eyes puffy.
 
   “I know.” I held up a hand and ripped off the glasses, the chatter that had started again stopped. Closing my eyes I reached for Adura and my sister.  Darkness rose upon me, I felt encased in it’s cool foggy embrace, the delightful smell of earth, death and decay, sweet and heady filled the room.
 
   I could hear the chilly ringing of the other worldly presences that were always in the background of the sweet dark that was my realm. The urge to destroy came at me urgently, I used my gifts so rarely, opening my eyes I saw the death of everyone in the room. 
 
   I could see when and how each life would be snuffed out; I forced myself to not look at Mash or my parents.  Most of them were destined to live hundreds of years before death stole them, but no one is truly immortal. A hand slipped into mine, warm like fire, and I looked over. Nergal was holding my hand; trying to ground me, make sure I didn’t wipe out everyone with just a thought. 
 
   I saw his magic, dampened by Biri, but still gleaming around us.
 
   “Your sister, my queen.” He whispered, I only took a moment to ponder why he’d used the phrase “my queen.” 
 
   Nodding I focused, thought of Ishtar, her silver light, her even temperament. My vision swam and then all was clear. I could see her form flickering in and out in my mind’s eye, watched her pack a bag and step outside the castle.  Once past the gate into Adura, she paused at the first fork in the road. I silently begged her to go left.  Left lay the less scary of the things she might find. There were towns, busy and bustling, good, yet dark people who would see her and care.
 
   I watched as she tilted her head, listening to something. I wanted to scream at her not to listen, some things cannot be unseen or unheard. I could do nothing, these were shadows of what had already been, and my sister went right.
 
   I dropped my magic and could feel everyone in the room breathe a sigh of relief; I know what I look like, eyes filled with hungry death, skin glowing palest white. A scary death goddess of old, like one of the Great Three, the Goddesses who created Salas. 
 
   “She is in Adura, and I will need help bringing her home. I do not believe she could have gotten very far.” Both my parents and my brother looked freaked. They had never been too far into Adura, they thought of nightmares and death. Which it can be, but not all the time.
 
   “You will have anything you require, just go and bring her to us.” Father dismissed me and I ran from the room as swiftly as possible.
 
   “Quick, someplace quiet,” I told Nam, Nergal and Ekur following us closely. We went to my library and shut the door.
 
   “What didn’t you tell them?” Nergal asked. He’d never let go of my hand, his fingers tracing circles into my palm; I rather enjoyed the sensation.
 
   “She’s been called by a P.O.T.” Ekur and Nam took a step back, Nam hissing through his teeth. Nergal suddenly took me into his embrace, wings and arms wrapping around me, giving me warmth and comfort. I laid my face against his chest, feeling him firm beneath my cheek. He smelled like fall.  I couldn’t let myself take comfort from him for long, I had things to do, it was worse than I had told my parents, much worse.
 
   “Which P.O.T.?” Nam questioned, I pulled out of Nergal’s embrace.
 
   “I don’t know.  They hide themselves too well for me. I’ll have to go to them.” A P.O.T. was a Place of Taint. Sometimes something so horrible happens somewhere and it leaves a scar on a place, makes it evil, forbidden and hungry.  Adura was beautiful and I loved it, but because of its dark nature it had a tendency to make Places of Taint easier than anywhere else. 
 
   Even the natural inhabitants of Adura stayed away from them. P.O.T.’s liked to call to the unsuspecting, whisper things that you wanted to hear and lure you to them. Once there you couldn’t leave by yourself, not unless someone came and rescued you. All too often, though, that person was sucked in as well. It fed off your magic and life force until you died and then it went looking for a new victim.  
 
   The path to the right of the gate took you past two P.O.T.’s within some fairly dense forest. If you could get pass them you would reach normal Adurans, towns, businesses, farms etc...  Granted you had to go off the main road to get to either, but they were just too close for comfort, most went the long way because they were not strong enough to deal with them. Or they just cut through and ignored the main roads, but that could be dangerous too. 
 
   I had been out to two of the four P.O.T.’s in Adura. They did not bother me much, sure they were creepy as hell but I could probably destroy them with a little effort. Nam was fairly comfortable around them as well, surrounding himself with illness to keep their inky tendrils of magic away from him.
 
   “Your sister could not ignore them?” Ekur seemed confused.
 
   “No. She has no experience with the dark, she may be able to resist a little, but her power is of love and life.” I began to pace.
 
   “The fourth P.O.T. in Adura is near Bet Pagri, we had no problem taking the Right Road.” Nergal explained. I spun to face him.
 
   “Will you and Ekur come with me then?”
 
   “I would not let you go alone.” His eyes flashed at me.
 
   “She’s not alone. I’ll be with her.” Nam sounded a little petulant.
 
   “Of course Nam, that’s obvious.” I gave him our secret smile and he relaxed
 
   “The sooner we get out there the better.” Ekur’s sentence made quite a bit of sense.
 
   “Nam, go tell my parents we are leaving at once, on foot, and we’ll be back before dark with Ishtar. Then go by the kitchen and grab food and drink for the trip. Meet us by the gate in half an hour.” Nam was gone in a moment, knowing time was important.
 
   “I knew this outfit was perfect for today. You guys better change into something you can easily walk in.” I said, looking at Ekur and Nergal’s thin and expensive looking clothing and boots, not very hardy walk-through-the-woods wear.
 
   “Oh Princess, sometimes I forget how much you do not know about our kind.” Ekur rolled his eyes.
 
   “Why don’t you show her, Ekur.” Nergal came to my side, placing a hand on my shoulder he leaned down and breathed in my ear, sending shivers up and down my spine.
 
   “The wings are not just for show.” I wanted him to touch more of me, something about his nearness made me forget myself. I wanted him and it was a new sensation, this feeling that burned through me. 
 
   As I watched, Ekur’s wings unfurled from his back, leathery and strong, but small, too small I imagined to hold his weight. Head down Ekur whispered a word I did not understand and in the time it took me to blink he was gone, in his place was a rather handsome, large gray bat with black stripes.
 
   “Oh,” my voice sounded shocked, “you’re shape shifters.”
 
   “Yes,” looking up into Nergal’s glowing green eyes my mouth went dry, I leaned in and my eyes fluttered closed, what was I doing? This was crazy. But my thoughts were cut off as his lips met mine. Hot and soft, they pressed against mine, his arms and wings flowing around us, hiding us from view. I opened my mouth to take in more of his kiss and he made a guttural sound, crushing me against him.
 
   He took his lips from mine and I mourned them. I’d never been kissed before and if that was how it usually was I wanted more of it, immediately. 
 
   “Forgive me, my queen, I overstepped.” His tone was hushed and apologetic.
 
   “Call me Eshie, everyone does.” Licking my lips I smiled as his eyes watched, “I really liked that, feel free to over step at any time.”
 
   The joy on his face was hard to ignore, he kissed me again, fast and hard. The moment was ruined as I thought of Ishtar and how she could be in trouble. I pushed away from him, hating the expression on his face, lost and sad.
 
   “We have to find Ishtar; afterwards there will be lots of time for that sort of thing.” A shadow passed over his face when I said that, but I ignored it. 
 
   Soon enough we were meeting Ekur, who’d flown off to give us some privacy I guess, and Namtar outside. Looking over into the hazy mid morning of Biri I wondered what it would be like to have the days change. The sun always shown in Nannaru and it was forever night or twilight in Adura, Biri people were lucky. 
 
   It was a nice “day” in Adura, which was a blessing, not too hot or too cold. Normal for being in the middle of spring, the month of Simanu. Hands on my hips I looked up into the heavens, at the dark that met the pale blue of Biri. Spinning around I could see in the distance where the sky changed to bright blue, what my people called Nannaru blue, the differences between the three plain, like lines were drawn in the sky. 
 
   The moon was fairly high in Adura, it was how Adurans could tell “day” and night apart and I knew we had about ten hours before it would set. I did not want to be at a P.O.T. when the only light would be the stars. 
 
   Namtar showed up with a bag on his back, filled with what I knew would be cooks finest traveling meals.  Ekur and Nergal transformed and we started for the road. I took the Right Road and we were off.  The walk was fairly boring, Adura is covered in thick lush dark green grass, fertile and alive, crops grow really well in Adura. 
 
   It did not take more than an hour to reach the outskirts of Tatidu Forest. Everything was still and hushed. The trees in Tatidu Forest always felt like they were watching you. Leaves dark orange and bark pitch black, hundreds of Dark Pines stretched up, towering over us.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
   The forest was only about a mile long and the Right Road went straight through it. There was a P.O.T. at the beginning and then there was another as you left.  The P.O.T.’s had long since tainted the forest.  No animals lived there and neither did any but the bravest of Adura’s natives. One only chose to live in Tatidu Forest because there was nowhere else to go, or you were hiding from someone. I knew that a small band of gypsies tended to make camp in the middle during the summer months. 
 
   “I kind of think the trees are pretty,” Nam said from behind me.
 
   “That’s why we’re friends.” But I wasn’t smiling, I could see the old rotted wooden fence of the first P.O.T. just a head. We kept walking until the large twisted black Iron Gate was upon us. The P.O.T. was a cemetery and one that hadn’t been used in decades. Not since my great grandparents found out that if you were buried here after the Big Disaster you were not allowed to rest.
 
   The air was cold. I sucked it in through my lungs and I had that feeling on the back of my neck, like we were being watched. Nergal and Ekur shifted and stood at our backs, keeping watch.  I couldn’t see them yet but I knew there were hundreds of trapped spirits just beyond the fence. Watching, and jealous of our living, breathing bodies the spirits haunted the cemetery floating in a perpetual state of agony, knowing they could never cross over. 
 
   “What happened here, do you know?” Nergal asked me. “I only know the history of the other three.”
 
   “A really nasty Kassaptu about a century back performed some horrible rites here. Necromancy mainly,” I whispered, feeling if I talked any louder they’d notice us. But it was a fight or flight reaction, they could hear me, their attention had been on us since we entered the forest.
 
   “He performed bizarre rituals on the dead, the ground, the spirits, everything that made up this cemetery. It finally became slightly conscious and rebelled. The ground opened and ate him and his followers.”  I shivered, smelling the scents of old marble and dirt and something less pleasant, I couldn’t quite put my finger on.
 
   “The King and Queen at the time had the place cleansed and kept burying people here. Until a family coming to visit a departed one was slaughtered.” Namtar finished the story for me, I was breathing shallow, taking in everything. The large headstones and mausoleums that seemed to go on for miles and intermingled spindly miniatures of the Dark Pines placed sporadically for decoration. 
 
   Angels wept and benches were over grown with plants, other ornaments for the dead were covered in spots of Goddess knows what. The evening light seemed even more sinister and we were standing at the threshold, not inside.
 
   “My great grandmother found out that anyone buried after the Big Disaster was kept, locked in the cemetery forever, feeding it, being used as bait for the living.” I placed a hand on the gate and the cold almost burned me. It didn’t want me to come in for some reason and I was afraid that reason was because it had my sister.
 
   “Does it speak?” Ekur wondered.
 
   “Thank the Dark it does not.” Namtar responded, seeing my hesitation he pushed open the gate. “Come on Eshie, we only need to be a few feet inside for you to tell if Ishtar is here.”
 
   The ground beneath our feet was soft and inviting, just another lie. The graveyard seemed to go on forever; I could just make out the ruins of the old caretakers house in the middle, its windows looked like giant black eyes, watching our every move.  Then the whispers started, voices of the lifeless, cruel, and not meant to be heard by the living, they almost hurt my ears.
 
   “What is that, it sounds amazing?” Ekur was looking around, eyes darting to the shadows between the graves and back to me.
 
   “It sounds like evil, what are you talking about?” Nam sounded disgusted.
 
   “You are hearing the call it gives to prey… All I hear is what it really sounds like.” I took a few more steps in. “If you think it sounds so amazing you should go back, I can’t risk you being a liability.”
 
   Ekur looked to Nergal who nodded, Ekur backed up and was outside the gate in just a few seconds, he looked relieved. At least he was powerful enough not to be tempted unless he was inside. 
 
   I closed my eyes, reaching for my power and for the link to my sister, threads of destruction leaked from my being touching everything it came in contact with. I opened my eyes hearing echoing shrieks around me. The cemetery looked different with power flooding my cells. I could see the hazy distorted shapes of the apparitions, all with their mouths opened screaming at me. Bright hideous orange veins pulsed in the ground beneath us and the earth writhed, like it was alive.
 
   My skin felt like hundreds of insects were crawling over me and it was hard to concentrate as the P.O.T.’s defense system kicked in and tried to rid itself of me. Looming deep purple shadows began to advance and I brought up my sister’s image. Turning I saw her image walk by the cemetery, she stopped and shook herself, took a few motions towards the gate, but it was if something else pulled her. She smiled and muttering to herself went past, I could feel the graveyard’s disappointment.
 
   My eyes went back to the specters floating, connected to the horror for all eternity and I reached out, but a hand on my arm stopped me.  Nergal’s’ pale green skin against my own made my heart flutter.  Cutting myself off from the delicious magic coursing through me I gazed at him, questions in my eyes.
 
   “I know it’s awful, but if you release the ones it has already trapped it will pull in new ones at a stronger pace. This place is evil and it will take more time and effort if you truly want to destroy it.” Reasonable words, even if I didn’t like them.
 
   “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   “Please, I feel like we don’t have much time before something even more horrible comes crawling out of the darkness.” Nam was trembling; I could tell he wouldn’t last much longer against the pull of this overly shadowed place. 
 
   Quickly we left the burial ground, once outside the fence I felt better, not much with the terrors it contained only inches from me, but better.  Our Alu companions transformed and Nam and I began our trek farther into the woods. 
 
   When we got about half way I smelled something cooking, looking deeper into the forest I saw a small fire twenty feet or so off the road.
 
   “Hello!” I called, who could possibly be camping in Tatidu Forest? Hope flickered within me, maybe it was Ishtar? The sensible part in me knew it wasn’t.
 
   “Another Princess in the Dark Pines? How strange.” The voice was female and had the same ethereal sound as ghosts did. But I could tell it was very much alive.
 
   As a group of women came to stand before us, Nergal and Ekur took their normal forms next to Nam and I.
 
   “Another princess you said?” Nam asked.
 
   I observed the women, they all looked the same. Dressed in tattered gowns of silver, white, gray, pale blue and deep purple, their hair all long, windblown and not brushed, the same shades as their dresses, skin tones matched as well. They were lithe and beautiful, uncanny with eyes that glowed.
 
   “Yes,” said the one standing in front, “we offered her food and shelter but she did not seem to hear us and kept going.” The ten or so standing behind her all pointed at once down the road.
 
   “Death Nymphs?” Nergal seemed very curious and I couldn’t blame him. They were uncommon to come across, but I wasn’t surprised to find them, especially this close to a P.O.T... I gave him a confirming nod. 
 
   “Did she say anything?” I asked.
 
   “Just muttered about how close she was,” their leader said. The nymphs behind her chorused:
 
   “Must get there, I’m almost there.” 
 
   “Weird, aren’t they?” Ekur mused.
 
   “They’re Death Nymphs, what do you expect?” Nam sounded annoyed.
 
   “Lampades to be correct and I am Ibbi.” The one in front said, she was smiling and her teeth looked very white and very sharp.
 
   “Thank you for the information.” I gave a tiny bow to be polite; having Lampades pissed at you was never a good thing. 
 
   “We are happy to give it, but two things Princess Ereshkigal,” Ibbi said.
 
   “And those would be?”
 
   “First, she was being pulled by the Place of Taint outside the forest. She passed us not two hours ago. Second, all information comes with a price.” Ibbi’s face turned feral-looking at her words. The Lampades behind her all snarled at the same time.
 
   “I figured as much. What is the cost?” This was not unexpected, all I could hope was she understood her information had not been worth much. 
 
   “You are a Princess. You do not owe them anything!” Ekur exclaimed.
 
   “It is how Death Nymphs work,” Nam explained. He had made his way so he was standing very close to me, leaving the Alus behind us again, where I thought they’d be better help in case Ibbi’s band was larger than she was letting us see. 
 
   “Our sister, we require your assistance.” Ibbi’s eyes reflected sadness for a moment. The rest of her troupe parted and in the middle crouched a nymph I had not noticed before.  Her hair was sparkling blue, skin sea green but dried out looking.  Her eyes were like pools of water, and she wore the same dress as the nymphs surrounding her.
 
   “What is a water nymph doing in Adura?” Nam asked the question we had all been thinking.
 
   “She strayed too far and touched the boundary of Adura and Biri.”
 
   “Oh crap,” I muttered, stepping closer to her and the poor little water nymph just stared at me, in pain. Nymphs were purely magic; where they lived reflected what shape they took. Death (Lampades), Insanity (Maenads) and Star Nymphs (Astariaes) lived in Adura. Water, Sky and Earth Nymphs lived in Biri. Nymphs of plants, healing and the Arts came from Nannaru. 
 
   “Can you change her back?” Ibbi wanted to know.
 
   I touched the Nymph, “why didn’t you just stay in Biri and go live in Ahit Tanti Lake? It is the closest body of water to here.”
 
   “I do not want to leave my sisters and be a bubbly flowing water creature,” came her soft voice.
 
   “Ok, this might hurt.” The other Lampades looked thrilled at my words. I could change her but she’d always have a touch of Biri with her. From the knowing look on Ibbi’s face she understood the unspoken.
 
   I pushed death into the nymph. She screamed as water was sucked from her being and vomited upon the path. Her immortal heart stopped beating and time froze as I killed and reanimated the poor thing. As time sped back up I restarted her heart and watched as all the healthy blue trickled out of her and was replaced by gray tinged skin, and deep purple hair. Within moments a beautiful Death Nymph lay at my feet.
 
   Her sisters all cried out, unnatural sounds of pleasure and encircled the nymph, pushing me out of the way.
 
   “Thank you. If you ever need anything again just whisper my name and I will try and come.” Ibbi seemed very grateful.
 
   “For a price?” I snickered.
 
   “No. I did not think you would be able to save her, you have given us much more than we gave you.”
 
   “She will still crave water’s touch, take her occasionally to Siddi River, it is near here, only a few miles.”
 
   “We will,” and with those words they disappeared back into the forest, back to where they were camping.
 
   “That was interesting at least,” Nam said.
 
   “Yes but a waste of time. We’ve lost about twenty minutes,” Ekur grumbled and then he was a bat, flying above us.
 
   “Watching you do magic makes me desperate to touch you,” Nergal had come up behind me; he kissed the back of my neck, sending shivers all over me. 
 
   “It does?”
 
   “Yes,” he kissed the sensitive skin of my neck again; when I turned to take him in my arms for some serious lip locking he had already joined Ekur in the sky. 
 
   It did not take us much longer to reach the second P.O.T. It was really very deceiving. Off the Right Road was a well-kept gravel driveway, lined by Dark Pines, not as big as the ones in Tatidu Forest, but still beautifully disturbing. I could hear bird songs and crickets, but it was fake, almost like something had recorded what normal should sound like and played it back.
 
   “Is the driveway safe, you think?”  Nam asked me.
 
   “Yes, it’s just another lure, the P.O.T. is the house.”
 
   I linked my arm in his as we strode down the path, gravel crunching loudly beneath our feet. I wasn’t surprised by what awaited us at the end. I’d seen the house before. You’d think it would have been a crumbling haunted looking place, but it was not. It was a huge plantation and the forces that made it a P.O.T. kept up the maintenance. 
 
   The paint was perfect white and green, every window intact, every bush and blade of grass perfectly trimmed and shaped. I knew from looking inside the clean windows that every piece of furniture was immaculate. The house kept the fires stoked and if you looked in the dining room windows during meal time it set out a huge spread three times a day. It was in constant readiness for guests. And woe if you were the guest that showed up.
 
   “It should have been burned to the ground after the Horrible Thing.” Nergal spoke up behind me, he placed a hand in mine and all four of us just stared for a few moments. 
 
   “By the time anyone realized the Horrible Thing had left an imprint it was too late.” I countered. Silently I agreed with him, rulers who lived primarily in Biri tended to overlook the Big Bad things that happened anywhere else, hence only one P.O.T. in Biri. 
 
   “I cannot believe what happened here, even if it was centuries before we were born.” Nam said. 
 
   “I know.” Six hundred years ago a prominent Adura noble lived in the house with his wife, four daughters, one son and daughter-in-law. No one knows why but one night he freaked, raped every woman, stabbing the adults and drowning the children and then tortured his son to death in the basement.  He finally hung himself in the attic.  It was seven days before anyone found them. 
 
   “Is it true that by the time the bodies were found there wasn’t one drop of blood left?” Nergal wondered.
 
   “Yes, and the bodies were all piled up neatly in the living room, but there wasn’t a sign anyone else had been in the house before the guardsmen.” Guardsmen were Kassaptu who kept the peace and solved crimes in Salas. 
 
   “Ishtar!” I called out, no need to be quiet, the house knew we were there and either already had my sister or knew where she was.
 
   If you entered the house it locked you in and forced you to relive the last moments of the family, depending on your age and gender. At Ishtar’s age she’d suffer the fate of the daughters.
 
   Like a button being pushed all noise stopped, and then we heard it, my sister’s startling scream from the second floor.
 
   “Shit!” Nam started and we all ran towards the house, the door refused to budge, solid oak against our onslaught.  He put his hands against it and I watched as sickly green magic poured out of him, weakening the door, causing illness to spread through the wood. When the door gave I was the first one up the stairs.  The house smelled of lavender and fresh cotton, one more trick to make you feel safe and at home.
 
   “Wait Eshie, we don’t know what we’re facing!” Nergal grabbed my hand pulling me to a stop.
 
   “I do not care; I have to get to her. I’ve seen the pictures Nergal, what he did to his daughters was beyond horrible.” Ishtar screamed again and it ended on a sob, I jerked from his grasp and bolted the rest of the way to the second floor landing. 
 
   “We need a plan Eshie,” Nam panted behind me. There were five closed doors and I knew the house would try to confuse us.
 
   “I can tell where the only living being is.” Ekur said from behind us.
 
   “Must be a bat thing,” Nam grinned.
 
   Ekur closed his eyes and then opened his mouth, letting out a high pitch squeak I watched his form waver for a few moments. When he came back into focus he pointed to the third door down.
 
   “Something alive is in there.”
 
   We crashed into the room and what I saw would stay with me for the rest of my life. My sister was pinned down to the bed by invisible hands, she had a red welt across one cheek, her skirt was up around her waist, legs clamped together, arms pinned above her head, shirt torn and revealing her camisole underneath. There were scratches all over her arms and her lip was bleeding.
 
   “Ishtar!” I yelled. She looked my way, but it was like she couldn’t see me.
 
   “Mama help me! Daddy don’t…” My stomach lurched at her words and a sickening feeling churned deep within me. She was begging and crying for her father to let her go. So this is what had happened, another piece to the P.O.T. puzzle.
 
   “Get off that child!” Nergal’s voice boomed in the room and a shot of golden power went by my face. It attached to whatever was on top of my sister, slamming it into the wall, leaving the black sizzling imprint of a man on the wall. 
 
   My sister curled up in a ball, crying. I went to her and gathered her in my arms. 
 
   “It’s coming back.” Ekur warned us.
 
   “We need to get out of here.” Nam was fidgeting; I could feel the house surging with hate, wickedness and power.  Nergal took Ishtar from me and we fled, feeling as if we were being chased the whole time. I knew if I looked back I would see something that would scare me for life. Whatever it was that resided in that house was the most malevolent thing I had ever come in contact with.
 
   It wanted me to turn around as I ran across the living room and out the front door, and a sick part of me wanted to see it. But I knew, I knew that no good could come from actually knowing what had been attacking Ishtar and what ruled the house as Master. 
 
   Once outside we all paused to breathe. Nam went to my sister and began to right her clothing, touching her gently; he pulled a blanket from his bag and wrapped her in it. I knew she hadn’t been defiled, but she’d come damn close and I was angry.
 
   “Can you destroy it?” Nergal wrapped an arm around my waist.
 
   “No, but I can make it harder for it to get victims.” I knew the expression on my face must have been dark and hate filled, but I didn’t care.  I touched the porch railing, I could feel how desperately the house wanted me back inside it, to finish what it had started on Ishtar, but it could do nothing but try and lure me.
 
   Music turned on from somewhere in the house and the smell of baking bread scented the air as we all watched a window slowly open. 
 
   “I’m not that easy.” I leaned forward, kissed the wood and it gave me great pleasure to feel the house screaming as it realized what was happening. 
 
   The fire red power swarmed up and over the house like locusts. My magic covered every inch of the P.O.T., changing it.  I backed away and watched my stunning magic, magic that was feared and which my parents found useless, turn the house into something I could live it.
 
   When the cloud of my power dissipated, the house looked the way it should. Decrepit and old, with shutters falling off and windows broken, paint peeling and chipped and the porch sagging. It was the epitome of what a haunted house should look like. I had made sure any food it created smelled and tasted just as rotten as the P.O.T. itself. Any music that played would be poignant and freak out passer-bys, all smells would be off putting.  So even if it managed to lure people, they would see it for what it truly was and be less likely to walk into the trap.  
 
   “That’s perfect Eshie.” Nam laughed.
 
   “Do you have Ishtar?”
 
   “Of course. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
 
   “Ekur can you fly back home and announce our coming. Ishtar will need her companion and Mylitta.” 
 
   “Of course.” There was a look of total respect on Ekur’s face as he shifted and flew away.
 
   We began to walk down the gravel path and when we reached Right Road I touched the path and made it swamp-like, so it would be even harder for people to access the P.O.T.  If I couldn’t destroy it I could starve it into submission.
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Within hours of our return my parents started setting up for Ishtar’s betrothal ceremony. They decided it best to wait no longer. I thought it was in bad taste. Ishtar needed rest and healing, not some stupid party.  
 
    They commended me, Nergal, Ekur and Namtar for returning her in such a short amount of time.  Though Ishtar would forever be a little tainted by what she had been through, what she had seen. It was only natural; Adura was, after all, shady and forbidden. 
 
   Ishtar’s betrothal ceremony went off without a hitch. Lord Dumuzi was a good looking Biri noble and my sister looked proud, but small, as she stood next to him with hundreds of people staring at her, from all sides of our world. I wanted to sweep her into my arms and tell my parents to butt out of her life, but I could not. Doing so now would only serve to embarrass her. Nam and I stood off in the shadows waiting for it to be over, the sun, like always, hurt our eyes.
 
   I was dressed to the nines and the clothing was stifling me, I could hear Mylitta sniffling from a few feet away where Biri and Adura met on the castle steps. 
 
   Rolling my eyes I listened as my father announced the wedding date for the next year and everyone clapped. I could see Nergal, standing with others from Adura, yards away, near the cemetery. He stood, tall and regal with servants and other nobles from the dark half of Salas.  It seemed like years had passed since we have been together in that darkness, instead of days. 
 
   Once it was over I hurried up to my room, ripping off clothing as I went, desperate to get out of the restricting corsets and bindings the serving girl had strapped me into. As I thought about the differences in Adura, Biri and Nannaru it struck me that Mash might be right, maybe it was time for them to be ruled separately. 
 
   The thought was like cold water on my anger and hurt at Ishtar being bartered like cattle. A rebellion could possibly start a revolution, which could, in theory, tear Salas apart. The subject would need consideration, and a lot of it. 
 
   That looks like a torture device; get out of it before Nergal sees you. Puabi’s voice filled my mind as I barreled into my bedroom, kicking off the silk heeled boots.
 
   “Oh I know, stupid Biri custom, though he already saw me in it.” I growled, rummaging through my wardrobe. Biri women covered everything; they wore thick materials of boring colors, everything uncomfortable and restrictive. Nannaru women wore thin gossamer clothing of light and bright colors, airy, flowing and beautiful. Mash’s companion always looked like a fairy princess.  The only one in Biri clothing who didn’t look awful was my sister. I used to think she could be a Goddess in a burlap sack. 
 
   Adura women wore something in-between, and we could get away with pants. I tugged on black leggings with matching soft leather boots, a blood red long v neck tunic and a black waist cincher that exaggerated my cleavage.  As I breathed a little better in normal clothing I noticed Puabi seemed irritated. 
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   I wasn’t allowed to attend, tell me how everything went.
 
   “Oh… Well it was traditional, Ishtar behaved well and no one mentioned her running away. I am not sure what else you want to know. I didn’t really pay attention.” 
 
   Next time get a lot of really good mental images, the ones you have are fuzzy, mainly of Nergal. And I KNOW what he looks like.  I could actually hear her laughter in my head.
 
   “I’ll work on that,” sitting at my vanity I took my hair out of the twisting abomination it had been shoved in.  There was a knock at the door and I told Namtar to come in. He did and quickly began the task of brushing and putting my crimson locks into a loose braid.
 
   “Why don’t you have to change clothes?” I asked, as I leaned into the pleasing sensation of him working my hair. 
 
   “I am just a humble servant,” yes that was sarcasm in his voice. He finished up and I swung around.
 
   “Thanks, Nam, what would I do without you?”
 
   “Wear your hair in pigtails until you died.” He said it with such a straight face we couldn’t help but laugh until we couldn’t breathe.
 
   “I am not going to that stupid dinner,” I complained, standing.
 
   “I heard your brother refused as well. Nergal has requested that you walk with him in the cemetery when you are finished changing.”
 
   “Oh! Well why didn’t you say something earlier!” I exclaimed, lightly punching his arm. I practically ran out of the room and down the stairs. I took the secret passage from the library and got to Nergal in record time. I only spared a second to hope Nam didn’t think I was ditching him. He was my best friend; best friends understood things like hot boys.
 
   Nergal seemed surprised to see me popping out of a mausoleum; I mean how many princesses play in graveyards? Just me. 
 
   “Eshie that is an interesting place for an entrance to the castle.” His grin made my insides melt. 
 
   “I have been playing here since I was a toddler. Nam said you wanted to see me.”
 
   “Yes, since your sister’s betrothal is over, Ekur and I must leave tomorrow.” His news hit me in the stomach, the butterflies I had been feeling previously turned into waves and I felt sick. I didn’t want him to leave. Aside from Nam, I had no one who actually understood me. Nergal and Ekur didn’t flinch when awfulness and darkness filled my eyes, they just accepted it.
 
   “You have to go? So soon?” I knew that my voice sounded small and alone.
 
   Nergal crossed to me quickly, he took my hands in his and they felt perfect. He tilted my chin so I could look in his eyes.
 
   “Yes, I cannot be away from my people or Bet Pagri for very long. However, I want you to come with me. You would enjoy seeing more of Adura and my family would love to have you visit our home.” He seemed so earnest I had to take a couple of minutes to think about his offer.
 
   Letting go of his hands I turned and walked a few steps away, my eyes rising to my home and the darkening sky, signaling it was almost night, like a twisted rainbow of sick aquamarine, dark blue and yellow, as above the castle all three provinces clashed.
 
    I couldn’t go with him. What if Ishtar or Shamash needed me? I had never left home like that before; short excursions into Adura, of course, but nothing like what Nergal was asking. He wanted me to come with him and there wasn’t a time limit, and Bet Pagri was the farthest I could go in Adura before reaching the ocean. 
 
   I was afraid; afraid of leaving the security I had known my whole life. It was stupid, I could control death, darkness, and shadows, conjure pure evil if I wanted. Why I was afraid to leave the place I had been born?
 
   I faced him and I knew he could see my response before I uttered the words.
 
   “If you will not come then let me tell you the invitation is always there. What I feel for you now will not change later. A day, a month, a year from now. You are welcome in my home and my life at any time.” My heart almost stopped at his words. They were so passion filled and no one had ever spoken to me such. 
 
   “You are the dark Ereshkigal; can you not see that you will perish in all this…light?” He took me in his arms, his wings wrapping around us, his smell filling my nostrils and blocking out everything but how he felt, tight against me. “Bring Namtar or anyone else you desire for company, but promise, eventually, you will come to me. You do not belong here.”
 
   What he said resonated deep within me, I knew he was right, but I wasn’t ready, not yet. Maybe if he had told me what was going on in Bet Pagri I would have thrown caution to the wind, but he did not.
 
   “I want to be with you too Nergal, the things I feel when we are together are so potent.” I whispered the words, afraid that the wind would rip them away and cast them into the shade the headstones created before he could hear them. 
 
   But hear them he did, before I knew it, his mouth was on mine, tasting delectable and illicit. He kissed me, surrounded by night, death and the musky smells of aged marble and dead leaves.  I am not sure how long we stood there together, but it was not long enough. 
 
   Namtar came looking for me, before I would be missed. I was still a Princess of Salas after all and getting caught snogging an Alu in the dark wasn’t the best scenario. 
 
   “He wants me to go with him tomorrow,” I said, breathlessly, as Nam and I sat together in the library afterwards. There was minimal light flickering from a candelabrum in the corner. We didn’t need much illumination. 
 
   “Are you going to?” 
 
   “No… But part of me really wants to, he even said you could come, that we would be welcomed at Bet Pagri.” Nam seemed to relax after I told him he would be coming with me if I chose to go.
 
   “I can see why, things here are just getting worse.”
 
   “I know, right? What will they do with Mash and I now? Is he right? Will they ship us off to the outer estates and just forget about us?” I sighed, leaned back against the couch, so many thoughts to consider, it was making my head hurt. 
 
   “I think so. I didn’t want to tell you until I had more information but….” He trailed off, peering at me from under his silver hair. 
 
   “Tell me,” I straightened, preparing for bad news. If Nam didn’t want to tell me I knew it was going to be unpleasant. 
 
   “A few days ago I overheard your mother give orders for several of the Adura servants to go to the Aduran estate and prepare it. Apparently she had given the same orders for Nannaru weeks ago. They are readying them to be lived in. Not only cleaning but staffing them full time.”
 
   We sat in silence; it took a few times before I could speak.
 
   “Mash really was right, it’s like they are banishing us.”
 
   “I think it would be in our best interest to decide to leave before they can.” Nam told me gently. I had to agree with him. It wouldn’t be as hard if I told them I was leaving. I could go Bet Pagri and then head onto the Aduran Estate.  It was with heavy hearts, as clichéd as it sounded, that Nam and I went to bed that night. 
 
   Nergal and Ekur were gone by the time I awoke the next morning, but it was for the best. It would take days for the arrangements to be made, plus I still had to inform my family. 
 
   What’s going on? Your thoughts are chaotic.  Puabi questioned my every movement after I got out of bed.
 
   “We are going on a trip.”
 
   Good, I’m bored here.
 
   “That does not surprise me; you have barely left my room.”
 
   I leave to hunt. She sounded a little offended.
 
   Yanking on a simple, yet flattering black gypsy skirt and deep orange peasant blouse I didn’t even redo my hair. Jamming glasses on my face I hurried from my room realizing it was almost afternoon; I would barely make seeing my parents in the throne room. 
 
   Taking a deep breath I opened the doors, flinching as Biri settled over my skin. I was lucky; it was only my parents, Ishtar and my brother in the room, though it did startle me that he was there. Mash was a Nannaru snob, he hated Biri. 
 
   “Ereshkigal, what is the meaning of this, you do not just barge in unannounced.” Father’s voice was cold, clipped.
 
   “I am sorry but it was too important to wait,” I settled into a curtsey, knowing it would show just how serious I was.
 
   “Arise, but you must wait your turn.” Mother said. 
 
   “As I was saying, Mare, Father, now that Ishtar is to be married I find the need to stay here no longer necessary. I am requesting that Aya and I  be permitted to retire to the Nannaruan Estate.” Shamash’s words basically echoed the ones I was going to say. I had to control myself not to gasp or let my mouth drop open in shock.
 
   “I know you have already staffed the estate and it is ready for me to take up residence, there is no reason to prolong it.” Mash’s words were polite but I could sense the bite in them.
 
   “Of course Shamash, we were planning to discuss this with you within the week; all the arrangements have already been made. You can leave whenever you’d like.” Mother’s smile was bitter, but at least it was a smile.
 
   I couldn’t believe what I was hearing; they had planned to send Mash away so soon? When I asked them the same question, would I find the answer equally as sickening?
 
   “Aya and I should be packed and ready to leave by morning then.” Mash took a few steps back; I could tell he was curious about my issue.
 
   “I hate to agree with Mash,” I tried for humor, but failed, “but I have been invited to Bet Pagri. I would like to go and I figured afterwards I would go on to the Aduran Estate as it seems I am not needed here any longer either.”  
 
   Mash’s chuckle behind me reminded me of when he was a little boy and I wished things were that simple again. So much had changed in such a short amount of time it made my head spin. 
 
   “Ereshkigal, we are not quite prepared for you to leave us. The Aduran Estate is not set up all the way for a full time residence.”  Father frowned at me.
 
   “Eshie are you serious? You’re going to leave? Before the wedding? You and Mash?” Ishtar’s voice was scared and I met her warm brown eyes as she stood next to my mother.
 
   “I am serious, I want to go. I am sure Mash and I will come back for the wedding Ishtar, don’t be silly.” The lie stuck in my throat a little. I was about 90 percent certain I would never set foot in the castle again. As I glanced over at my brother I could see he was thinking the same thing.
 
   “And as to your words father, I would not be at the estate for some time, long enough for it to be properly equipped for my arrival. Namtar and I were planning quite a long trip.” 
 
   “That might work Ereshkigal, of course it will take several days for us to make travel provisions for you, and we were just waiting for your brother to tell us he was ready. Your initiative has come as quite a shock.” I wanted to throw something at her. Never had she made it clearer she could care less what happened to Mash and I, just the precious Biri born daughter. 
 
   “That is fine.”  Mash and I left the room together, it must have been important that he talk to me because he followed me into Adura. I could see on his face just how disturbing he found it. 
 
   “Eshie, you’ve never been interested in our family before, but if you are really going to leave please listen. We have family all over Salas.” I knew that, the royal line could only be Biri, but that didn’t mean other things hadn’t happened over the years. People take lovers, get divorced, have affairs, sex happens. 
 
   “We have family in the city of Damu just past Namba River. It is the largest city in Adura” 
 
   “I know my geography.” I cut in. He grabbed me by the shoulders.
 
   “Just listen! This is painful enough as it is.” His blue eyes darted around the shadows of the East Wing. 
 
   “I have been in contact with them, they agree that it has come time for Nannaru, Biri and Adura to be three separate countries, like it is on all the other continents, in the old world. Salas is behind in the times. I will send word ahead of your arrival.” The old world was what we called the larger continents where we had originally immigrated from. 
 
   “And they are?” I questioned, I mean, hello, could he be vaguer? I would gladly seek out family, though I wasn’t sure about the separation of Salas. 
 
   “I won’t speak their names here just in case, the walls have ears, you know. They will find you when you enter Damu.”
 
   I pointed to his forehead and then my own.
 
   “No sister, not even like this will I speak more…treason.”
 
   Now that I could understand, what my brother was discussing was treachery. Treason, no matter who your family was, equaled a death sentence. 
 
   “Be safe Mash.” I hugged him, kissing his golden cheek. He squeezed me back and then he left, back to the glitter and sun light of Nannaru.
 
   “Are we going then?” Nam’s voice came from behind me.
 
   “Yes, within a few days. We should start packing so that they can send our things on ahead to our new home.” I had to force myself to move, back into the gloom of Adura. It was amazing how fast the castle turned from home to a cold and uninviting habitat. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
   It took three days for my parents to finalize my trip, including sending a message to Bet Pagri to be expecting Nam and I. Within those three days I watched my brother and Aya leave and Ishtar barricade herself in her room. She was angry with me and I couldn’t really blame her. She’d never been alone before, but at least she had Enki, her companion, to keep her company. Enki did not have a lot of power and mainly over water. He was a soft feminine sort. I left my parting message with him as she would not come down to see us off.
 
    Nam and I were to travel together; Puabi flew on ahead to Bet Pagri.  Thankfully being born in Adura I had access to Adureeds, a type of horse.  They were omnivores that had fangs and their skin was covered in a soft fur. Males typically had black coats and orange eyes while the females were the reverse. They were awesome for travel because they had long stamina and galloped at around 45 miles per hour.
 
   Adureeds had a herd system; no one “owned” them. Being partially telepathic they knew when they were needed and just showed up. Because of their tendency to offer their service and guard those that rode them, the creatures of Salas left them alone. They were not captured or hunted and it was an offense punishable by death to harm one. 
 
   My parents did not come to see us off. Nam looked happier than I had seen him in a long time. His hair was pulled back into a low ponytail and he was in comfortable riding clothes, as was I, though I did look sexier in mine. 
 
   When the Adureeds showed up there were three, one just to handle what we needed for the trip, since the majority of our belongings had already been sent ahead.  I decided to ride the big male. I walked up to him, breathing in his fruity scent and meeting his eyes. 
 
   “Greetings, I will be riding you. I appreciate you coming on such short notice. May I mount?” It snorted at me and butted its huge head into my shoulder which I took for a yes. I needed no help getting into the saddle, neither did Nam. Kassaptus have more than just magical abilities after all.  
 
   I looked behind me at the castle and I could not feel sad. I would miss my sister but she had her own life to live as did I. The Adureed did not need commands like a normal Biri horse; it just knew it was time to go. We sped through the gates and out onto the road.  We took the Left Road, which would past very briefly the cemetery P.O.T. but I knew we would be going too fast to have to deal with it. 
 
   We would go past only a few of the towns and cities in Adura and see only a bit of the country side. The Left Road wound through dark green grass, hills and tall trees, with bark almost black and leaves a deep rich emerald. We would ride until the twilight green of the Aduran day turned into the star lit black night. I leaned forward feeling the muscles moving underneath the Adureed.
 
   Wind whipped against my skin and I was thankful for the good leather of my riding gear and the black cloak I had slipped on last minute. It was still a little cold, the summer months weeks away. 
 
   We slowed down a bit as I began to see people milling about. We were quite close to the village of Masku. It was small and one of Adura’s farming communities, mainly Kassaptu resided there. I received many smiles, cheers and waves as we passed by the road that led to the heart of the village.
 
   “See, you’re practically famous!” Nam yelled from next to me. I could only grin as the Adureed sped up. 
 
   When we had left the castle the moon had been high in the sky, the middle of the “day”, as the moon set and blackness began to creep over the land the only light came from the sparkling stars above.
 
   Just as I began to think we should stop for the night all the Adureeds slowed.
 
   “Yes, I was just thinking that, thank you.” I told it. We pulled off the main road and went farther into some of the more dense foliage to be hidden from the view of the road. I dismounted, a little achy, and began to stretch. I watched as Nam moved easier than I did and rolled my eyes, annoyed; stupid, skinny, athletic boy. 
 
   I unloaded what we would need for the night as Nam went to find a bush, or whatever, boys had it so easy.  I cast a simple spell around where we would be sleeping to keep bugs and other creepy crawlies and animals away from us, I also put a few charms around to alert us if anyone came within ten feet of our camp. These were basic magics all of my people could do.
 
   When Nam came back I took my toiletries and walked off. Let him set up our beds and get the fire started, I did not want to deal with it. Holding up my hand, a little ball of red light shot out of my palm, giving it a flick it flew above my head, illuminating myself and a good ten feet in all directions, it gave things an enjoyably sinister look, but at least I could see. 
 
   When I returned from washing my face, among other things, it was to some really delicious smells coming from the campfire and to see my bed was all set up, as was a weather shield. The Adureeds were not far from us, grazing.
 
   “I totally forgot a weather shield, thanks Nam.” The beds floated about a foot off the ground and were thick cushions, each had a comfy pillow and several blankets piled on top of it.  I sat on mine and my ass was grateful, as were my thighs. I kicked off my boots and wished we weren’t camping. I hated to camp and it also meant I couldn’t get into my night clothes. I could not wait until we reached a city. 
 
   “Cook packed enough food until we could restock in a city, proper.” Nam said as he handed me a cup filled with juice, and a plate that had fruit, grilled meat on a stick, a wedge of cheese and a slice of brown bread with butter. Magic made these things much easier with Stay-Cold, Stay-Fresh spells and Non-Rotting spells. 
 
   Sitting across from me Nam began to eat. We stuffed our faces in silence and watched as the moon totally set. The fire would stay lit all night, until we put it out the next morning, which was a plus.
 
   I finished, whispered a Word and the plates and cups were clean. I stood and got Nam’s, putting them back into our bags. I fell into a deep sleep shortly after, exhausted. 
 
   I awoke a few hours later choking on a spell. I gasped, reaching my hands up as I struggled to breathe. I could not see Nam across the fire. I had been stupid to forget to set the perimeter to go off if magic tried to make its way through. I had only thought about flesh and blood (or undead) threats. 
 
   Rolling off my cot made a loud thud and I could see Nam now, he sat straight up, I could tell he was alert, but it wasn’t doing anything for me. I couldn’t get any air; my thoughts were becoming fuzzy as darkness set in around the corners of my eyesight. If he didn’t notice me soon I was going to die and I was not happy about it. My thoughts were so jumbled I couldn’t focus enough to project them to Nam. 
 
   “Eshie!” Nam exclaimed, he darted to my side and placed a hand on my neck. His eyes closed and I could breathe. It was a nasty spell, but basic to break, it did need concentration, which while dying of lack of oxygen, is hard to manage.
 
   I sat up, eyes going to the darkness outside our camp. I could feel presences out there and I didn’t like it.  Then the alarm went off and they were on us, about six Kassaptu, all in various stages of dirty and scraggly looking.
 
   “Magic Stealers.” Nam spat it like a dirty word and it was.
 
   I spun around and lifted my hands, shadows engulfed two of the magic bandits, they screamed as they were consumed by the wispy creatures. One of my nastier spells, but I was pretty pissed, they had tried to kill me after all.
 
   As one tried to grab me I gave a solid round kick to her stomach. I heard fighting behind me and knew Namtar was doing his best against the other three. I heard him mutter a Word and one began to scream. The girl I was fighting grabbed me, pushing me around and I saw that Nam had killed one of the Magic Stealers, the poor guy’s body covered in several debilitating diseases. The other two had backed off and looked frightened.
 
   She tried to shove me to the ground and go for her wand, yes, I said wand. Magic Bandits steal magic and store it in their wands. I swung around, using my hands to brace her and then my lips touched hers and she went very still. I began to suck her life force away slowly, and sensually. When she realized what was happening she began to struggle, by that point it was useless.
 
   “Stop Eshie, they’ve given up.” I heard Nam’s words and broke away from the girl. She looked to have aged at least five years and I felt refreshed and well rested.
 
   “You two, stand with her, if any of you make another move you will die.” My voice was devoid of any emotion and the girl looked at me with fear in her eyes.
 
   The three of them stood together, huddled. I do not think they had any idea who they were attacking.  In Salas most Kassaptu are born with magic and then a specific gift. Sometimes, however, people were born with the bare minimal of magic. Those usually did one of two things; dealt with it or became Magic Bandits. You could learn to steal magic. The problem was that stolen magic eventually returns to the owner and you have to find a new source. 
 
   “Do you have any idea who I am?” I asked. 
 
   “No. We were told you would be on this road and to attack, we were paid handsomely,” one of the men said.
 
   “I am Princess Ereshkigal of Death and Destruction!” Their eyes widened and their heads bowed.
 
   “Forgive us, Princess, we didn’t know, we never would have attacked had we known,” the other man said.
 
   “Look at their tattoos.” Nam whispered, standing next to me. The girl had a multi colored bird on her right arm; it was gold with silver wings and a red beak.
 
   “Ah, you are the Ishu Tribe, the largest Magic Stealers in Salas. Hopefully your leader did not send his best to get slaughtered tonight.” My laugh was harsh, voice sarcastic. Those who stole magic could travel all over Salas, because they could no longer claim any one section as home having taken so many different types of magic into themselves.
 
   “He sent those he could afford to Princess,” the girl told me from the ground.
 
   “We will let the three of you live if you tell us everything,” I stated.
 
   “Of course. Our leader was given quite a bit of Alu magic to make sure you did not make it to Bet Pagri. We were told to look for three Adureeds and a woman with blood curls.” One of the men said “none of us are originally from Adura, Princess, or we would have recognized you.”
 
   “Your leader also set you up. Someone from Adura would have known that only the royal family has ever had her color hair. He wanted to keep the magic and did not care what happened to the rest of you. I suggest a new line of work.” Nam’s irritation leaked out into his words.
 
   “We have been camped near Bet Pagri, it is in a state of unrest. A majority of its people think you are their only hope. I believe someone there does not wish for you to end the strife.”  The girl spoke again as her companions helped her off the ground.
 
   “Thank you for the information, I am sorry for your loss tonight. Now get out of my sight.”  I ordered. They ran off into the night. Thinking, I sat down on my bed and Nam sat next to me.
 
   “Maybe we should have had some Adura guards come with us, Eshie.”
 
   “No, we took them just fine. We’ve never really seen what we can do and now we know. We are too powerful for most to interfere with.” I knew my smile looked sadistic in the fire light, but I felt powerful and secure. We had taken them without any problems, glancing around; I curbed my pride not wanting it to become my downfall. If Nam hadn’t been there I might have died. 
 
   “We may have more issues though. What if whoever sends more and next time it’s worse?”
 
   “How much worse could it be Nam? We’ve taken on Death Nymphs, my parents, a really pissed off  P.O.T. and now Magic Bandits.” I chuckled. Looking into the sky I saw that the moon had risen a bit. We had slept about five hours before we were rudely awakened.
 
   “Do we want to get back on the Adureeds or sleep some more?” I asked. Nam considered it for a few minutes, before nodding his head.
 
   “We should get going, use the adrenaline of the fight to push us a little. I bet we could make it to Damu before the next moon setting.”
 
   I agreed with him, and as I thought it the Adureeds showed up. 
 
   “And where were you during the excitement?” I kidded. I got the impression that they knew we could handle ourselves and would have interfered had things gone badly.
 
   Nam and I packed up quickly. I didn’t want to say it out loud, but the commotion may have disturbed something we weren’t prepared to deal with quite yet. The natural inhabitants and magics of Adura could be scary, no matter what I’d said to Nam about us taking on anything.  I did not want to have to deal with rogue shades or blood sucking Mormos quite yet. 
 
   Mounting my steed we began to canter, and while I was sure we could reach Damu within hours I didn’t want to feel like I was running from or to something.  We were only a few miles away from a village that primarily produced the artsy type; performers, artists, singers and the like. While Adura was not as creatively inclined as Nannaru, we did have entertainment.
 
   I could hear singing as we rode by. There was sign at the fork in the road that read: WELCOME TO NEPESTI HUIL WHERE THE GREAT ARTS ARE PREFORMED.  Underneath there was a small sign that said: CARAVAN LEAVES SIMANU UM SITTA 3. This meant the traveling show that made its way to all who could not afford or take the time to travel to Nepesti Huil , would be leaving for a tour in the month of Simanu, on the first day of the third week. Each month had three weeks; our years, 252 days long.  The Caravan would travel to every city and village until it circled back home. 
 
   “Oh! Hopefully we’ll reach Bet Pagri before them. We haven’t seen a play or concert in forever Eshie!” Nam called to me as we went past. His face was flushed and there was a bit of little boy excitement in his eyes.
 
   “That’d be great Nam, something else to look forward to. Adura entertainment is always more interesting than that garbage we got at the palace.” We’d been force to watch some really dull ballets and operas, what Biri was famous for, while growing up. Some people thought they were beautiful and amazing; Nam and I tended to sleep through them.  To each their own.
 
   After an hour or two I knew that while we might not stop and make camp, we did need a rest and to eat something. I knew that my legs, butt and thighs would hate me if I didn’t stretch and give them a break.
 
   “Do you smell blood?” Nam asked, a pleasant smile on his face.
 
   “Kind of, more like sweet rust.”  Sniffing the air, my eyes strained a head of us. We were coming upon a bridge.
 
   “Oh, we’ve reached Namba River.” The Adureeds, sensing our desire, slowed and took us to the side of the road where the grass was thick and soft. Standing, I could look down the few feet to the river’s edge. 
 
   Namba River had a peculiar smell and the water was as red as my hair. But even though it looked and smelled like blood, it was thin and drinkable. It had no real flavor and was supposed to be healthy.
 
   Nam had to help me down off the steed as my legs wanted to give out from under me.
 
   “How do you not hurt?” I asked him.
 
   “I rode a lot when you had Princess things to do. I’m used to it.” He shrugged.
 
   I gazed longingly at the water, “do you think I could take a bath?”
 
   “I don’t see why not, it’s a river like any other,” Nam said. 
 
    Once when I was twelve, my father hired Adura guards to take Nam and me on a tour of Adura.  We’d been gone one week, not enough time to really see everything, but enough so that we’d know about where we had been born. I remember the guard telling us how Namba freaked people out, even Adurans, that it only looked and smelled like blood, but was basically harmless. It didn’t even have creatures that lived in it like other rivers. Just a source of good water.
 
   “Alright then, I’m going in.” I began to strip.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Naked, I slipped into the lukewarm water of Namba, quickly submerging until I was neck deep. The water felt so good on my abused and tired skin. Once in the water I realized it was not red, something else gave it the illusion; it was normal water sliding over my skin. I took a large mouthful, enjoying the refreshing taste.
 
   “Eshie! Catch!” I heard Nam’s voice and my hand shot up so I could catch my toiletry bag. I made my way to the shoreline and put it down. Opening it I grabbed my rose smelling soap and began to lather and wash away the dust from travel.
 
   “Hurry up, I wanna bathe, too! Plus, I set out clean clothes!” Nam called down to me from the top of the small embankment. 
 
   “Hold on, I need more than five minutes, remember? I am not a guy!” I yelled, amusement, in my voice.  Dunking my head, I unbraided my hair, and came up spluttering a little. Washing my hair took about five minutes, I have a lot of hair and it is a process. I swam until it was little deeper to rinse the conditioner and just be totally under the water for a bit. 
 
   I buried my fingers in my hair, giving my scalp a good massage, as I was about to come up for air I felt an icy touch on my ankle. Trying to jerk away I kicked and opened my eyes, but I couldn’t see anything. The grip got tighter, pulling me farther into the river, deeper into the water to where I knew I couldn’t touch. 
 
   It should have been impossible but I heard giggling under the water. Squirming and lashing out I tried to dislodge whoever was holding me down. My lungs had begun to burn with lack of oxygen.  Panic filled my mind as for a second time in twenty four hours my death seemed to loom on the horizon.  I struggled against my captor, I could hear myself screaming in my mind as I tried to think of a way out of the watery grave I’d found myself in. 
 
   Managing to create waterproof light, I opened my eyes again, as soft light poured out of my palm, I had to actively keep my mouth shut and not scream as I got a good look at what was trying to drown me. An undine, an Adura undine, crap, I was so dead.  
 
   Undines were water elementals that had roamed the waters of Salas long before Kassaptu colonized it. They were unisex and the ones in Adura had long pointed teeth, stringy, long, watery hair, their limbs elongated, pointed chins, noses and ears. The worst was that they were totally created from water so their forms wavered in and out; you couldn’t look at them straight on for long. Adura undines were endangered because most of them were dangerous and Kassaptu had spells that cleared the water of them. Most undines now lived in an artificial lake we created for them.
 
   I realized this one must have been hibernating in Namba, a river no one really swam in, which was why the spells hadn’t affected it. I had woken it up and now it was going to kill me.
 
   My throat burned as my body absorbed the last of the oxygen in my system. As shooting pain filled my head and static took over my eyesight, the last thing I saw before losing consciousness was the damn thing grinning at me. 
 
   I woke up dry and naked, and when I opened my eyes I wasn’t in Adura any longer. I was lying on a white marble floor, dotted with gold specks, in the middle of a huge room. I drew in a breath and it felt so good, cold air filling my lungs. I took a few more breaths before I allowed myself the luxury of taking in my surroundings.  The walls of the room were silver and all the fixtures and furniture were black, torches lit the room with soft light. I had no idea where I was. I couldn’t feel Adura or anything but the most basic of my magic. I knew I couldn’t be in Salas anymore. How long had I been unconscious? Was I dead? These thoughts filled me with such fear I began to tremble.
 
   “You are not dead.” The voice that spoke came from behind me, sending shivers up my spine, reminding me of when I heard the dead speak.
 
   “Stand up Ereshkigal.” The next speaker sounded normal and a little friendlier. I got to my knees slowly, then stood, stretching a little; marble is not so much fun to sleep on.
 
   “Turn around sweetheart. If we’d wanted to hurt you we wouldn’t have saved you from death,” warmth laced through the words, mothering tones even.
 
   I turned around and at once was back on my knees head bent as close to the floor as I could get. I had only ever seen the women in front of me in carvings and pictures. They were the three ancient Goddesses of Salas. Most Kassaptu no longer prayed or had any religion; they threw off the old tales as mythology, worshiping only their magic and the land or animals. Some still followed the old ways, but it was fairly underground. My family had cancelled the old holidays and celebrations decades before, when no sign of the Goddesses had been seen in over a century.  Mash and I had always felt this to be foolish and cocky.
 
   “You do not need to bow, we do not have time for it, and we must speak.” Lifting my head I took in Zalm, the Dark Goddess. She was tall and slender, her skin black like night, eyes like the moon and hair, straight and long, the blue green twilight of Adura and she was dressed in starlight and cobwebs. I wrapped my arms around my unclothed body, feeling exposed.
 
   “We need your help, daughter.” Syb, the Silver Goddess, took a few steps closer to me, wrapping me in a soft slate colored robe. She too was tall, but muscular, skin like peaches, with short cropped hair a silver color and eyes grey as storm clouds. She wore mist and fog around her form. 
 
   “Why would you need my help, I’m no one.” I frowned.
 
   Tinkling laughter, like small bells came from the mouth of Pesu, the Light Goddess. She came and hugged me, smelling like sweet flowers and earth. Backing away she put a hand on my shoulder.
 
   “You are going to help us restore the old ways Ereshkigal; you are the most in touch with us that your family has been in centuries. When you were born it was like we could breathe again.” She had curling gold hair and skin green like the freshest grass, eyes bluer than Nannaru sky; she was clothed in sunlight and dew. 
 
   “Not Shamash?” I asked her, confused; Mash had dedicated himself to learning all about Pesu.
 
   “Your brother holds a special place in my heart, but his thoughts are only for the good of Nannaru, not for all.” She explained. 
 
   Zalm motioned for me to sit down and I chose a comfy stool where I could see the whole room.
 
   “You are in danger; we needed to warn you, you cannot die before your task is complete.” Zalm said.
 
   “Someone from Bet Pagri does not want you to reach it and possibly marry the heir to their throne,” Syb told me.
 
   “Let’s try not to scare her, my sisters. Ereshkigal, the people of Bet Pagri are the only ones left that fully worship us and keep to the old ways. If you marry one of them we shall be brought back into the mainstream, we will be given our full powers again.” Pesu knelt down next to me.
 
   “Wait, how do I know you are who you say you are? That this will be good for all of Salas, that you will be better than what we already have?” It sounded a little too good to be true; three awesome Goddesses wanted the old worship back? There had to be a catch.
 
   “Oh, she is smart, Zalm, definitely one of your get,” Syb chuckled.
 
   “Your get?” I asked. Zalm came and stood in front of me, making me look way up into her face.
 
   “When your mother got pregnant do you think it was coincidence that in all the centuries your family has been ruling that suddenly they had a daughter born in Adura...” she was cut off by Pesu.
 
   “Or a son in Nannaru?” Pesu cringed at the look her sister gave her and Zalm continued.
 
   “We created Salas, Ereshkigal, we are not happy to be forgotten this is true. We lose power when people forget us and stop worshipping, we want that back. I will not lie to you daughter, ever. When you were born we did see a way back into the hearts of our people.” Zalm took my hands and her skin was cold, she helped me to stand.
 
   “Are you going to punish my people for neglecting you?”
 
   “Oh, child no! We love the Kassaptu and all the other inhabitants of Salas. But I have foreseen perils and change coming and we think that the only way Salas will make it without destroying itself is if we have an active part again.” Syb consoled me, she sounded earnest and honest.
 
   I looked at each of the goddesses and took a deep breath; I opened all my senses and tapped into what little magic I could feel with the three of them blocking me. Death swirled up into my eyes, nose and mouth as I played their words back. I got no sense of trickery, my instincts told me they were being truthful and that their actions had good intentions and love in every inch. 
 
   “You want me to spread the word that you are real, that you are awake and active and possibly marry Nergal? This will help restore your full power and you will help me and my brother and sister with….. whatever?” I was, of course, talking about the revolution. I still figured if I didn’t talk about it or really think about it, maybe it wouldn’t happen. 
 
   “Yes, Ereshkigal. In truth we have left well enough alone, even at the height of our power, only interfering when we needed to, but at least we could help, or hinder if need be. With what Syb has seen coming you will need us again and long have we slept, been shadows of ourselves as you forgot us.” Pesu sounded sad.
 
   “Then I shall help you, though I do not know what will happen between Nergal and I, that is private.” Thinking of him depressed me. I missed him and knew it might be a while before I reached Bet Pagri. I wished that we could just be us, without everything else looming.
 
   “Of course, we would not dream of pushing you into a marriage,” Zalm looked offended.
 
   “Never. We are also women after all.” Syb grinned at me and I couldn’t help but return it.
 
   “However, you do already like him, so that would make a marriage easier,” Pesu added. Zalm reached over and flicked her nose. All three of them laughed and I found myself missing Mash and Ishtar, almost painfully. Their merriment didn’t last long, however, and they turned their attention back to me.
 
   “We have rescued you from the undine; it will be moved directly to their habitat; nasty creatures, why Zalm created them like that I’ll never know,” Syb scoffed at her sister. I watched, missing my sister, as Zalm rolled her eyes. 
 
   “Someone woke it before you got to the river; it was a trap for you, daughter.” My head jerked in Zalm’s direction as the impact of her words hit me. Someone really did want to kill me, and they had almost succeeded, twice.
 
   “You will need proof that you have our blessing sweetheart, something visible that is well known, especially to those who still believe.” Pesu held out her hand to me and I, confidently, placed my hand in hers. Leaning down she blew warm, flowery breath onto the inside of my right wrist. I watched as a pale, shimmering gold tattoo appeared; flowering vines an inch wide, winding beautifully around my arm from my wrist to my elbow.
 
   “Show off,” Syb smiled, and opening her hand she showed me a silver ring; the stone was in a princess cut and silver, shimmering, almost glowing, brighter than the metal of the ring itself. I recognized the stone as a Syb stone. Everyone knew what it looked like because the only one in Salas resided in the Queen’s crown. It could not be duplicated, or found anywhere. The myth was that Syb gave it to the first queen of Salas; now I knew it wasn’t a myth. I put it on and it fit perfectly. I could see the ring, but it felt like it wasn’t even there. 
 
   “It will never come off, unless you die,” Syb warned, but the warning came a little late since I was already wearing it.
 
   “I am sorry that you will feel pain at my gift daughter.” Zalm, didn’t look sorry, in fact there was a tiny bit of glee in her eyes. But it didn’t bother me; she was my goddess, death and darkness. She alone of these three beautiful women would actually understand me. 
 
   She pushed down the collar of my robe and where her fingers pressed into the back of my shoulder pain exploded. It burned worse than when I had touched the fire place in the kitchen as a little girl. I could smell my own skin smoldering as the searing agony ripped through me. Tears clouded my vision and the threat of vomit crawled up my throat. I vaguely heard their words of comfort and love as I passed out, again. 
 
   This time when I woke, it was to the worried face of Nam leaning over me as I blinked, taking in the bright moonlight behind him.
 
   “Goddess, Eshie are you ok?” his voice was fearful and breathy. I took a moment to get a hold of myself. I was drenched, naked, lying on the grass near the river, covered with a thin blanket and my shoulder ached like a son of a bitch. 
 
   “How,” I cleared my throat, “long was I gone?”
 
   “Gone?” He looked confused, “you weren’t gone, I heard you scream, came running and found you barely breathing, unconscious on the river bank. I dragged you up here and tried to wake you.”
 
   “How long was I out?” I countered. He helped me sit up and I hissed as he touched my left shoulder blade where Zalm had marked me.
 
   “Fifteen minutes, maybe, are you in pain?” 
 
   “Grab me two mirrors would you?” I tucked the blanket around me and stood, shakily. I had to see what the Goddess had “gifted” me with.
 
   He scrambled away, looking over his shoulder, worry in his features. When he came back it was with two small mirrors.
 
   “What’s up?” He asked
 
   “Look at my shoulder, is there something there?” 
 
   He turned me around yelped, “Goddess Eshie, you have a moth branded into your skin!”
 
   A brand, no wonder it had hurt so badly.
 
   “Hold the mirrors, I want to see it.” 
 
   Nam arranged the mirrors to reflect off of each other so I could see and what I saw in my snow white skin was a perfect brand of a Damask Moth, three inches wide, one and a half inches high. The white of my skin made the black lines of the brand into the perfect pattern.
 
   “Wait, there’s something familiar about that…” Nam seemed to be thinking really hard, “isn’t that the symbol of Zalm?” 
 
   “Yes.” It was at this point I showed him my other arm with the tattoo and the ring and told him what had happened, from the undine attacking me and the Goddesses calling upon me. When I was done Nam’s mouth was hanging open.
 
   “Wow, Eshie this is serious. Who knew the excitement we’d be having when we left home yesterday.” He seemed more excited than freaked out and I was happy about it. 
 
   “I need to get dressed. I still want to reach Damu before the moon sets again.” I dressed hurriedly; riding clothes again, soft leathers in black and dark orange. Brushing my hair I pulled it into a severe bun since I didn’t have time to dry it. 
 
   My Adureed butted my good shoulder with its head before allowing me to mount it, showing affection in its own way I guessed. I think even this dark creature knew I had been through a lot in a short amount of time. I found myself missing my comfortable bed, maid and the warmth the castle had given. 
 
   Now that I knew someone was trying to kill me, I could better prepare for it. As we galloped I began to spell weave, setting up barriers around my person to alert danger of the magical and physical kind. Anyone attempting to harm me would set off an internal alarm. Closing my eyes I allowed my dark magic to pound through my veins, pulse over my skin, flooding every ounce of me as I began to set the equivalent of magical booby traps.
 
   “Eshie, what are you doing? I can feel and smell your magic from here!” Nam called from next to me, the wind had ripped his hair from the pony tail and it flew around him, like wisps of smoke. 
 
   “I need more protection Namtar, you should do the same. I do not want anyone thinking you are an easy target,” I yelled back. I watched as he understood my words and took a deep breath, I felt his own magic trickle over him.  It throbbed an oozing green and sickly yellow. His magic always smelled like illness and antiseptic. Focusing back on myself, I wondered if Nam could see my magic like a color, too. I shook my head so I could work with what I had and make sure anyone who tried to harm me paid for it.
 
   The spell weaving I was doing was tiring and a long process. By the time I was done, hours had passed and we had reached the gates of Damu. Damu was a bustling city with a population of fifteen thousand, the biggest city in Adura. 
 
    A large stone wall surrounded it and the people who came to visit had to pass through the guard station. The citizens all lived over the businesses, in tall buildings that towered like trees. Damu was all industry; no agriculture, no arts, no culture, everything practical, and everything to serve a purpose. Whether it was construction, healthcare, science, manufacturing etc… They imported groceries from the village up the road which was a farming community only.
 
   I had never liked Damu; too harsh, cold and strict. I enjoyed colors and a less rigid lifestyle. Not that the populace of Damu were unhappy. If you lived in Damu it was because that was what you enjoyed. There were five cities and five villages in Adura, each had a different feel to it; it wasn’t hard to find a place to belong.
 
   As we slowly rode through the guard station I heard my name being shouted by hundreds as people filed into the streets to see us. I had not known I had family in Damu, so I was curious. Over the centuries my family had what they call “mistakes”, and what my siblings and I called life.  People married or had affairs with those that lived in Adura and Nannaru, or they even went back to the old world.  My parents did not talk about these “mistakes” but I knew that because they were still considered royal, my family in Damu would probably be well off. Damu was the richest of the cities, there was literally poverty. 
 
   As we made our way through town I found myself anxious. Family that would be Aduran was like a dream come true. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
   As I looked around at all the marble, metal and stone buildings I felt a little out of place. I was grateful the royal estate I would soon inhabit was surrounded by the lush greenery that I loved about Adura. We made our way to what was basically the town square. As the Adureed stopped and I hopped off, I heard my name being called from across the square. A woman ran up to me. She was shorter and thinner than I was, with skin pearlescent and hair black as the sky, in a tight braid. She was wearing skirts of deep maroon and a corset in black. I could tell by the quality of her jewels and boots she was wealthy.
 
   “Princess Ereshkigal,” she dropped into a deep curtsey.
 
   “Please don’t” I touched her shoulder and she rose, gracefully. In her features I could see my family line; her eyes were purple and they focused on me.
 
   “Your majesty is most gracious.”
 
   “Please call me Ereshkigal, and you are?” I asked. Nam had dismounted and came to stand next to me.
 
   “Oh, forgive my rudeness! I was just so excited that you are here at last.” She smiled, showing white, perfect teeth, “I am your mother’s half sister Nanna.”
 
   “I am sorry, she has never spoken of you, but I am happy to be here.” I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but the only siblings my mother mentioned were an Aunt and Uncle who had left for the old world.
 
   “This doesn’t surprise me. Your mother is my youngest sister; I had left the castle for Damu before she was born. Her mother hated me as I was a symbol of my father being unfaithful.” Nanna laughed, the laugh lines making her look older than I had originally thought. She made a hand gesture and several people came to lead the Adureeds away.
 
   “My staff will take your things to the house; I assume we can allow the steeds to graze outside the city until they are needed again?” she questioned. “I have not had the chance to use their services since I was a teenager, and they just dropped me off.”
 
   “That would be perfect. I must admit I would like to stay in a bed for a few days.” I heard Nam snort behind me and felt shame paint my cheeks, “I am so forgetful, this is Namtar, my companion and best friend. I expect him to be treated like a member of the family.”
 
   Nanna gazed at Nam over my shoulder and gifted him with another smile, “of course niece. We are all so excited to have you here.” Linking my arm with hers I felt motherly compassion radiating from her and it brought tears to my eyes. This is what my mother should have been like, I thought
 
   “I thought we could walk back to the house, it is such a nice evening, that way we could catch up a little bit. I have heard you are rather enamored of the Alu prince.” We began to walk, Nam behind us, listening.
 
   “Yes, Nergal.”  I confided.
 
   “That is excellent, we could not be happier.” 
 
   “Who is we, exactly?” I asked. She gave me an odd look, and then rolled her eyes.
 
   “Of course, Ningal would not have mentioned any of us.  My twin brother lives in Ursu, with his wife and family.  You have cousins living in Salmu, Masku and Pordu.” she said, listing all the major Adura cities.
 
   “Wow, like a lot of them?” 
 
   She chuckled, “not a ton, but enough that the people are behind you, niece. I think there are 15, counting myself and my husband. Since you were born we have been hoping and praying that you would decide to lead us in a revolt against the crown.” We had passed several buildings; most of the businesses were closed due to the moon setting soon. There were, however, still people peering out of upstairs windows at us, probably knowing me by my hair. 
 
   “Should we be talking about this out here, where everyone can hear us?” I mean, I knew Adurans had no great love for my parents, but surely the disloyalty hadn’t gotten that bad.
 
   Nanna came to a halt, her eyes searching mine, “Is it possible you really have been kept in the dark?”  This pissed me off a bit, uh, duh, of course. Why would I friggin’ ask if I already knew the answer?
 
   “Most of Adura has been straining against rulers from Biri for years, Ereshkigal, there has been friction for a long time. It has only been the thought of you that has kept most people from staging a coup.” 
 
   “Is having an Aduran born leader really that important? Why not strive for a democracy? I have heard a few countries in the Old World use that and it really works.” What? I liked school and I did really well in my government and history classes. Ishtar is the girly girl, not me. 
 
   “That idea has been thrown around, but it would be too many cooks in the kitchen and at this point in time, we need one good leader to lead us, to get us out from under the Biri umbrella.” She was so passionate. I had never really felt that greatly about anything, maybe it was time I started.
 
   “I would like to meet the mayor here as soon as possible then,” I decided instantly. I knew each village/town had a mayor and its own mini government. Just as each group of natural residents had their own leader, like the Alu and the Death Nymphs. If I wanted them to respect me and allow me to be their Queen, meeting those who already lead seemed like the logical place to start.
 
   “You already have,” my Aunt said with a wink. 
 
   “You?” Uh….surprise didn’t even cover it.
 
   “Of course. Our family has ruling in our veins. I married the wealthiest Kassaptu I could find and have been the mayor of Damu for a decade; they keep re-electing me.” Her laughter was infectious.
 
   “Well, that’s convenient.” Nam commented
 
   She looked back at him, “nothing convenient about it. My husband and I are excellent at politics. Now enough of this kind of talk,” Throwing her arm around my shoulder, we strolled along the street, with my aunt pointing out places of interest.
 
   “Do you have kids?” I asked, thinking it would be nice to meet people my age in Adura.  As soon as the words left my lips I wished I hadn’t asked; my aunt’s eyes took on a forlorn look.
 
   “Our son passed away ten years ago. I haven’t been able to carry to term since, and we have given up. My brother was only able to spawn one, but he has many grandchildren.”
 
   “Oh, I am sorry. Is there anything to be done?” 
 
   “No, my magic is moon based and Zaltu, my husband, his magic works with strife and discord. Our midwife says the magic does not mix.” She looked so sad, I changed the subject. It was horrible; I had heard of people divorcing because their magic could not create viable children. It was just the way Kassaptu magic worked.
 
   “Do… I… have many followers?” It was a weird question for me to ask.
 
   “Yes, more than half the Kassaptu population in Adura is behind you becoming the one true queen here. And all of the natural residents are as well.  We have only been waiting for you to come, for you to agree and then present you to the people.” We had reached the front of a large bank, with marble columns and a shiny onyx door.
 
   “We live just above, my husband runs the most successful bank in Adura, we are in quite a position to help you, niece.” She led me down a small, well lit ally to a staircase that led to another ornate onyx door two floors up.
 
   “What did you mean, present Eshie to the people?” Nam asked, from behind us.
 
   “Well, while the people are for the change they need to see that Ereshkigal is here, is real. Most have heard of the Adura princess, but none have really seen her,” my aunt explained. She placed her hand against the door, whispered a Word, and it swung open into a large foyer. 
 
   “Welcome to our home.” Nanna put her arms out wide, showing off her house. I could tell she was waiting for a response. 
 
   There was a kitchen with a dining room, a grand living room and a bathroom from what I could see. The living area had floor to ceiling windows and what looked like a patio, with an amazing view.
 
   “It is beautiful” I told her.
 
   “Thank you. The bedrooms are back through the hallways. There are two on this floor, three on the next, each with its own bathroom, but I will show you them later. Zaltu should be up any moment.” As she ended her sentence the front door opened again and I turned around watching as a large man came through. 
 
   He was in black from head to toe with pallid skin. He wasn’t very handsome, but he looked kind. His eyes were a dark green, almost black and his hair dark brown. He looked older than my aunt as well. While my aunt still had a younger air, Zaltu seemed middle aged, which of course he was, but our kind aged well over hundreds of years.
 
   “You’re here!” he exclaimed. He put his things on the table and came over to us quickly. He bowed and I heard Nanna clear her throat. He straightened right away, giving her a perplexed look.
 
   “I do not require family to bow, please, I am informal,” I explained.
 
   “It is my pleasure Ereshkigal, to have you in our home.”
 
   “Thank you. This is Nam, my companion,” I figured my aunt would explain his role when we were gone.
 
   “Yes, of course. Why don’t we all sit down?” He motioned us to sit and we all went into the living room, Nam and I choosing the settee across from the couch, so I could watch them as they spoke.
 
   “Your brother has been in much contact with us. We were very happy to hear you were coming, it was barely enough time to set up everything, but we managed.” Zaltu seemed flustered.
 
   “Prepare for what?” I felt a little lost.
 
   “Oh, the more prominent Kassaptu are coming here tomorrow. We are having a party in your honor. That way they can meet you.” Excitement laced Nanna’s voice. I swallowed, a party? Just for me? I was nervous, I had never had one before. As silence filled the room I heard Zalm’s voice in my head, her presence was cold and familiar.
 
   They are followers of the old way, daughter.  Glancing around the room I saw symbols of the old ways hidden in the décor. 
 
   You must tell them, show them… They are still uncertain.  Then she was gone.
 
   Clearing my throat I stood up, they seemed shocked and began to rise, I halted them with a hand gesture I had seen my mother make many times.
 
   “I have some things to show you.” With that said, I showed them my gifts from the goddesses. My aunt clasped her hands to her chest, tears streaming down her face.
 
   “It is a sign; you have been touched by the Great Three. You were meant to come here, meant to rule Adura,” she whispered, reaching forward, she grabbed my hands. 
 
   “Please let go Aunt Nanna,” I begged, I was uncomfortable with her subservient attitude. 
 
   “Many of our friends follow the old ways, and most that do not at least would recognize their marks. This is will secure your right like nothing else.”  Zaltu’s words held awe and wonder in every syllable.
 
   Nanna stood up and embraced me. I wrapped my arms around her small frame and affection surged through me. It had been years since anyone but Nam or Ishtar had hugged me. Even Mylitta hadn’t, not really, and while Nergal had touched me, this was a familial embrace. 
 
   “When is this party scheduled?” Nam asked, coming to stand next to me. Nanna let me go and took a step back.
 
   “Tomorrow night.”
 
   “Then Eshie needs to sleep,” he stated.
 
   “Of course, you both must be exhausted! Your things should already be unpacked. I had hoped you would stay here for a few days before moving on,” Nanna looked so hopeful.
 
   “Yes, at least three or four days. I figured it will take us another five days after to reach the Aduran Estate.” I responded.
 
   “Perhaps six if you need to stop more frequently.” Zaltu agreed. 
 
   “You are not going straight to Bet Pagri?” Nanna asked.
 
   “No, I had thought to, it’s true we’ll ride by it, but I need to get the Estate settled before I do anything else, especially after talking to you.” Standing, I bid them goodnight. 
 
   Nanna led us to our rooms. Mine was simple, yet beautiful with a small wardrobe, a large bed covered with red satin sheets and a thick black quilt. I hurried to the window and opened it, letting in moonlight and cooling air. I was surprised at the giant mirror hanging on the wall and walked over to it. 
 
   I saw my reflection and reached out to press a hand against the glass. Murmuring a Word the glass went fuzzy and a harsh voice asked, “To whom would you like to speak?” 
 
   “Princess Ishtar.” 
 
   There was a humming sound and the mirror asked again, “Whom shall I say summons her?”
 
   “Her sister.”
 
   Again the annoying humming sounds. I hated communication by mirror, but we were too far away for mind to mind speak and Puabi was in Bet Pagri and couldn’t deliver a message.
 
   “Your call has been refused.” The mirror’s tone did not change, it wasn’t alive. Angry I took a step back. Ishtar must still be pissed at me, little brat. I hadn’t gone away to spite her, or hurt her. It was something I had to do. Furious I stalked back to the window and took a deep breath.
 
   As I stood there my eyes caught a shape in the distance flying towards me, as I realized what it was I backed up and Puabi soared through the open window. She dropped a letter on my bed and then made herself comfortable hanging from a light fixture on the ceiling. 
 
   Home is b-o-r-i-n-g, BORING!  Her delicate voice sounded in my mind.
 
   “Really, you were there less than two days,” I chuckled.
 
   Blah, my siblings are jealous of my grand adventures. When I told Nergal you were coming he was so excited he drafted a letter and told me to bring it. I was more than happy to. 
 
   “He wrote me a letter?” I snatched up the envelope she had dropped and ripped it open.  
 
   Read it aloud. I deserve to know what I was carrying. 
 
   Humoring her I began to read, “Dearest Ereshkigal, when Puabi told me you were coming to Bet Pagri I was very happy. I have missed you these past days, being without you is a sad burden I have had o carry.”
 
   Oh, please.
 
   Ignoring her I went on, “I will be looking for your arrival. Please send Puabi with the day I should expect you. My mother and father are looking forward to seeing you and Ekur sends his love as well. Things at Bet Pagri are not good, and as much as I wish we could have a holiday together I am afraid I must request your aid. Together I believe we can end the dark days here and work towards your rulership of Adura.”
 
   Notice he doesn’t say EXACTLY what is going on?
 
   “Do you want me to keep reading? I do not need your commentary,” I snapped, but it was a concern, I didn’t have any idea what I was walking into at Bet Pagri, just that someone there didn’t want me to marry Nergal or be queen.
 
   Yes, please, I’m sorry.
 
   Rolling my eyes I continued, “Our prophets have seen the resurrection of the Great Three, have you any idea what event they are speaking of?  My people have long hoped for a return of the old ways.  I cannot wait to see you. Yours, Nergal.”
 
   Heart beating a little faster I went to one of my bags, grabbed parchment and a quill and began to scribble a note for Puabi to take back.
 
   Do you know what he is talking about, the Great Three?
 
   “Yes, I have been marked by them.” I showed her, she made a squeak and almost let go of her perch, I laughed for a few minutes while she regained her grip. I wrote all about the things that had happened since he left, up until I received his missive. And let him know it would probably be another two weeks before I saw him again. By the time I was finished the letter was three pages long, front and back and my hand was cramping. 
 
   When I was done I used his envelope and gave it to Puabi, “please take this back to him as fast as you can.” I could hear her groaning in my head but I knew she was secretly excited to have a purpose, a mission, and she flew away on my request.
 
   There was a knock on my door and Namtar walked in, “you don’t have a lady’s maid, you want me to brush your hair?”              
 
   “No, you don’t have to do that now that we’re outside the castle you know,” I teased.
 
   “I know, but I like to.” He shrugged.
 
   “I don’t know what to do, I feel a little lost Nam,” I said, leaning against the wardrobe.
 
   “Maybe you should just get a good night’s sleep?” he suggested. Seeing that this wasn’t the answer I wanted, he cleared his throat, “or you could call your brother, then go to sleep.”
 
   “You know me too well my friend.” Hugging him I pushed him out of the room, “get some sleep.” 
 
   After he left I went back to the mirror and made another call to my brother, I knew Mash would not reject me.
 
   He came on the mirror, glowing and bright; I had to shield my eyes. The room behind him was dark. In Nannaru they pull shades over the windows during sleep time, since it is always a stage of daylight there.  He was in a gold dressing gown, sitting on the edge of his bed. He looked so grown up, wearing a crystal circlet on his head, already King in his own mind.
 
   Behind him I could see a slim form asleep, covered in pearl colored silk sheets, Aya, I guessed.
 
   “Sister, to what do I owe this call so late in the night?” It was funny hearing him say night when we both knew the sun never stopped shining there. But I guess the same could be said for me and the word, “day.”
 
   “I have reached Damu and met Aunt Nanna and Uncle Zaltu.”
 
   “Good. You made excellent time, any problems?” He asked. I then told him all which had transpired. 
 
   “Goddess of Light, Eshie this is excellent. Well, not the someone trying to kill you part of course,” he said, leaning forward, “I do wonder why the Great Three have not contacted me, though?”
 
   “I think they will. The Light Goddess spoke of you favorably,” I quickly put out any jealousy he might feel, I knew my brother and envy was his biggest fault. 
 
   “Did she?” He scratched his chin, looking pleased, I nodded promptly. 
 
   “Our aunt is nothing like Mother.”
 
   “No, she isn’t, but then neither is the family here. Poor Mare, she’s just frigid inside.” He seemed to feel sorry for our mother, which is where we were different. If mother had wanted to she could have been good and kind, instead she was cold and horrid.
 
   “They are giving a party in my honor tomorrow night.” Just saying it made the butterflies in my stomach act up. 
 
   “As they should. You will be their queen one day, Ereshkigal. Now I have sent you a present, which should be arriving tomorrow. It took a little while longer because I had to send it by sea.” He looked apprehensive and I could understand that. 
 
   Salas is a large continent surrounded by water. While the water is divided (as the whole world is) into light, grey, and dark, there was something about the salt water that allowed the underwater creatures to go wherever they wanted with no ill effects. If you travelled by ship and were born in Nannaru you could deliver to Biri or Adura without ill affects either. The problem was the water of the dark bred scary creatures, creatures that could show up in the light or grey whenever they wanted.  Most found it a dodgy way to travel.
 
   “I guess that’s the only way we’ll be able to trade or send things until this is all over huh?” I wondered after a few moments of silence.
 
   “Yes, now I have to go. Call me if you need anything little sister.” With that the mirror went blank and I found myself staring at my reflection again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   “Oh, it is beautiful Ereshkigal!” Nanna exclaimed as I opened the package that had arrived after dinner the next day.
 
   My brother had sent me a shinning black circlet with symbols of the Three carved into it in a magical glinting black light. 
 
   “Here, allow me,” my Uncle said in hushed tones, I bent my head and he placed it, regally on me. When I lifted my eyes to his there were unshed tears in them.
 
   “Now you truly do look like a Princess.” Nam whispered, in awe. This I had to see for myself. I found the nearest mirror and looked. The circlet did make me seem more royal somehow.
 
   “It will be gorgeous with the dress I bought for you; this evening you will outshine everyone.” Nanna seemed so excited I could not squash it; I was more than a little nervous about this party being thrown in my honor. 
 
   “You bought her a dress?” Nam’s voice held concern, probably hoping my Aunt’s taste didn’t mimic my mother’s.
 
   “Yes,” she winked, “in proper Adura attire. Trust me, I remember the horrors I was forced to wear in the castle. Biri designs stifle so.”
 
   We all had a good laugh about this, and it felt amazing to be with people who didn’t look at me with scorn and fear. 
 
   “Ereshkigal, our friends will be here within the next few hours, you’d do well to get ready.” Zaltu informed me, looking at the clock on the wall. 
 
   “Now, since we only had days warning of your arrival we are only introducing you to prominent people from Damu, perhaps fifteen or twenty.” My Aunt was trying to relieve my trepidation, and it worked. That was not as many people as I had feared. I knew we were holding this “ball” of sorts downstairs in the banquet room of my aunt and uncle’s bank.
 
   “Well that’s not too many,” Nam said into the silence that followed her statement. “C’mon Eshie, I’ll help you get ready.” 
 
   As we made our way back to my room there were butterflies in my stomach, and not the good kind. More like the I’m-gonna-puke kind. 
 
   “Breathe, you are a Princess and if you ever want to be Queen you may as well get used to this sort of thing,” Nam sounded annoyed as he shooed me through the door and closed it. 
 
   “I don’t know if I will ever be ready to be Queen,” I admitted, sitting on the bed as Nam grabbed the package off the dresser that, I assumed, was my clothing. 
 
   “Well you better get ready, this is coming. If you don’t want to be Queen better tell them now, not later.” He spun around smiling, holding out clothing.
 
   I looked at him, feeling a little angry at his nonchalant attitude, “who else but me?”
 
   “That is the question isn’t it?”  He raised an eyebrow and I shook my head, yup that was Nam giving me a suck-it-up speech.
 
   “Okay, make me beautiful.” 
 
   “You already are, this will just improve it.” He laughed.
 
   It only took a few hours for Nam to decide I was presentable enough.
 
   My hair was loose and flowing down my back, the circlet keeping it from my face.  I was in short ruffled red skirts and a matching tunic with a black corset. As we descended down stairs to where everyone was waiting for us I had to steady myself in the knee high black heeled boots my aunt had insisted I wear. 
 
   Nam looked very handsome standing next to me in a sleek pin striped suit, hair pulled back from his face. I hadn’t had time to explore much so I took my time glancing around the inside of my family’s business. It looked like a bank should, which was nice, large, sterile and smelling of money. What I enjoyed most were the symbols of the old ways hidden everywhere, carved into the marble benches and in patterns on the stationary.
 
   We opened large doors and I walked into an Adura party. There was soft, haunting music piping into the room, thousands of candles were lit, lighting up the space but throwing shadows far and wide. Tables and chairs were draped in black and servers dressed in red and white were bringing food and drink to the people sitting and milling about. 
 
   As I entered they stopped talking and everyone turned to look at me. I could feel my heart fluttering in my throat and my hands felt clammy, Nam pushed me in farther. I watched in kind of a daze as my aunt bustled towards me, hands out, smiling. 
 
   I frowned as the warnings I had put in position started to go off. Someone was trying to attack my barriers, forcing their way through the protection spells I had placed on myself. I felt my magic lash out and make contact but it was too late. 
 
   The thick smell of incense, perfume and food filled my nostrils as hands reached for me and for the first time in my whole life, I fainted.
 
   When I woke up I knew I was dreaming, or at least in a dream state. As I sat up not only was I irritated, could this please stop happening to me? But concerned, unlike when I had awoken with the Three this was different. The Dream World made my powers null and void. I had no magic and that was never a good thing. 
 
   “Syb?” I whispered. The Dream World was her realm, so I thought I had a chance of her hearing me. After a few moments with no response I guessed not. 
 
   Standing I took in my surroundings, I was in a building, that was obvious, and I was also in a long, dark hallway, which made me nervous. There were several doors and a flickering lamp that made the darkness more ominous. The smell permeating the hallway was musky and stale, like someone hadn’t opened a window in years. There was a large window at the end of the corridor; looking behind me I saw there was just a wall.
 
   So I had no choice, the window or a door, great. Had I been truly in Adura this would have been some haunted house somewhere, but in the Dream World, who knew? There could be unicorns or a laundry room behind one of the doors. 
 
   Making my way to the window I stopped and tapped the light trying to get it to steady itself, but I only managed to make it worse, plunging the room into absolute darkness. I stood, frozen for a few seconds, the only sound in the room my breathing. I shivered as the temperature seemed to drop and then the light came back on, soft and yellow, barely touching the gloom in the corners. 
 
   I shook my head, noticing with pleasure I was still dressed the same, so at least I had that much control. I grabbed the dust covered curtain and pulled it back. Annoyance filled me as I looked at a brick wall, perfect. So now I had no other choice but to pick one of the doors. I grabbed the handle of the one nearest me and turned, but it was locked.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I grumbled. I hated dreams for this one reason, nothing made sense and everything was ridiculous.
 
   Daughter, we truly cannot help you here…. Something is stopping us. However, in the Dream World your best defense is your imagination.
 
   I heard Syb’s voice in my mind and touched her ring, rubbing my thumb over the cool stone. If the Three couldn’t get to me, that was a problem. Particularly since the Dream World was Syb’s home away from home, just as the Heavens were Pesu and the Underworld Zalm. 
 
   “Excellent, what is this? Pick on Eshie week?” And now I was talking to myself and what did Syb mean by my imagination being a defense mechanism? I continued trying the doors until the one at the opposite end of the hall opened. Taking a deep breath I stepped through and into a softly lit parlor.
 
   “Oh, Dark Goddess, a funeral parlor.” There were four coffins near the walls, each shining in shades of black and brown, lids closed.  The walls were covered with thick brown curtains. The room smelled sickly sweet, like flowers that hadn’t been thrown away fast enough, and stagnate because of their water, just sitting there for who knows how much time. My feet sank into the deep carpet as I wandered around the room. There was no other door, no other way to get out. Whatever was about to go down would do it here and probably soon.
 
   Fingers sliding across the lid of one casket I relished in the cool feel of the metal, then I stilled, I couldn’t tell if there was anyone inside and a part of me didn’t want to know. A bigger part, however, needed to. Had this been anywhere else, anywhere real, my magic would have connected with a corpse inside. 
 
   “Do you like that model?” a voice from behind said. Startled, I turned and raised a hand to fend him off, before I remembered I was powerless. The man before me was a Mormos and it was obvious. I didn’t care for Mormos; they were devilish, cunning, crafty and well… slinky. Not to be trusted. They tended to keep to the darkest parts of Adura and fed off blood. 
 
   “It’s ok,” I answered cautiously, wondering what the hell this pasty Mormos was doing in my dream. 
 
   “Perhaps you would care to look at it more?” He smiled, flashing dingy looking fangs, in a red brown mouth.  I took a step back, without my magic I wouldn’t be able to fight him much, I was strong and fast….But not more than a Mormos. 
 
   I tapped down my fear, this was the Dream World, traditionally nothing really horrible could happen, this was a nightmare and I just needed to wake from it.
 
   “Sure, does it have silk lining?” I asked, I could play along.  With a flip of his long fingers the coffin lid sprung open. Looking down I saw it was filled with pretty dark blue silk sheets and a matching pillow. He brushed his long, chipped fingernails over the finery.
 
   “It’s soft and breathable, one of our finest and most popular models.” His eyes were blue and fever bright so I kept my gaze trained at his nose. Mormos could swallow you with their stare if you didn’t have the power to stop them. I had no interest in this dream becoming worse than it already was. I was feeling very out of control and a part of me feared I wasn’t as in charge of my dream and I should be. 
 
   “Why does it need to be breathable?” I rubbed the silk between my fingers, it did feel nice.  Glancing around the room, I was taken aback by just how quiet it was. In a real Mortuary there would be bad music and more people. As I thought it, soft nondescript music began to play in the background.
 
   The Mormos jerked, like he hadn’t expected the music to turn on. As I watched him he seemed to compose himself, “you won’t know if you should purchase unless you try it out.” His voice echoed in my mind sounding pleasant and reasonable.
 
   Feeling distant from myself I allowed him to help me in the coffin, “It is rather comfortable.” I said in a far away sounding voice. Something was very wrong, why was climbing in this death holder a good idea? 
 
   Panic began to flutter in my breast as his eyes flashed above me and he lowered the lid, this wasn’t a good idea in fact, “this is a horrible idea. Wait!” I screamed as the lid snapped closed and I heard him throw the outside latches. 
 
   Staring up at the darkness I took several deep breaths, the darkness enveloping me as I realized how close the lid was from my face, I could barely move, I was so constricted. I tried to stay calm, frantically breathing or screaming would just lead to no air and death. While I was not afraid of death, I was not going to bite it before I had done at least SOMETHING with my life. 
 
   “Okay…. Think Eshie, can you actually die in the Dream World? Won’t you just pass out and then wake up on the floor, Nam looking down at you worried?”  My whisper sounded loud in the closed space.
 
   “Stupid Princess, do they teach you nothing in your schooling? If you die here you die for real.” An alien sounding voice came from the other side of the lid; I placed my hand against the inside of the cover.
 
   “Help me,” I begged, feeling stupid and scared. I did not enjoy being powerless.
 
   “No.” 
 
   I waited a few moments and knew I was alone. Tears began to drip down my face as I struggled against wanting to scream and waste the oxygen.  As I was reaching a pinnacle panic moment Syb’s words came back to me, then I remembered the music in the room turning on. 
 
   I took a deep breath and closed my eyes tight, this was the Dream World, and I could change the outcome. Lucid dreaming and I never really worked; I always thought it was a fun idea, but had never accomplished it.
 
    Thinking, I tried to find a connection that I could use to warp this dream. Eyes widening I remembered that I had always made Mash and Ishtar promise if I died they would place me in a coffin with a latch from the inside, with a key tied around my neck to the door of the Family Mausoleum. 
 
   Letting the air out of my lungs I reached up and found a button, pushing it created a swooshing sound and the lid snapped open. I sat up taking huge deep breaths, shoving my fear into a tiny box in my mind. I climbed out and stood, on shaky feet, for a few moments before noticing the weight dangling around my neck. I touched something cool and small hanging about my throat on a thin chain. I tore it off and looked down at my hand, it was a key. 
 
   “A key for what?”  I mean I knew it was for a door but the door I had come through was gone.  I had a feeling if I didn’t find a way out I was going to be stuck in this place until I went crazy.
 
   “This sucks, I could really use some help,” 
 
   As the words left my lips I felt a cold nose touch the hand that was hanging at my side, squealing, I jumped, turned around and looked down. Next to me sitting calmly with a peaceful expression on its face was a huge dog. Its head came to my hips and it was long and graceful looking with small pointed ears and a long muzzle. 
 
   “Ummm, hello.” Yeah, that was intelligent. The dog butted its head against my hand again and gave me a lick, which was friendly AND gross. 
 
   Wiping my hand on my skirt, “can you help me find the door?” Couldn’t hurt, I mean I asked for help and the dog appeared. It seemed to nod and as it stood and began to walk towards the wall, I followed. He, yes he, it was pretty obvious now, was silver with gold eyes and blue-black spots.
 
    He nosed a curtain aside and I saw what looked just like the door to my family crypt, crying out in joy I jammed the key into the hole and twisted. I stepped through the door and found myself being licked by the dog, looking up at a ceiling.
 
   Confused I squeezed my eyes shut and realized I was lying on the floor, the dog sitting next to me and a dozen people gathered around me with looks of concern, horror and amazement on their faces. 
 
   “Oh, I feel like ass,” I grumbled, this was met by laughter; Nam helped me sit up.
 
   “Are you okay niece?” Nanna asked, placing an arm around me, helping me up.
 
    “What happened?” I was curious to what they had seen from this side of things.
 
   “You fainted and then we couldn’t wake you. I tried to connect to your mind but found not only were you in the Dream World, but that we couldn’t get to you, something had you blocked.” Zaltu answered me.
 
   “It was a trap,” I explained.
 
   “We figured as much when the Hound showed up and laid next to you; your Goddess Marks glowed as well.” Nanna actually looked happy about that.
 
   “I am sorry I ruined your party.” I felt bad, leave it to me to faint during something so important.
 
   “Oh no! It is a blessing actually, when people saw the Hound and your gifts glowing there was no doubt. In fact most left parting gifts with their pledge to assist you in taking over rulership of Adura before taking off.” Zaltu was chuckling. 
 
   Looking past his shoulder, I saw several people staring at me. When I smiled at them they all bowed. Eyes widening, I was frantic that stop.
 
   “Please don’t, I don’t like that,” I managed to spit out, elbowing Nam at the same time since he had snorted behind me.
 
   “But you are to be our Queen…” one confused party go-er said.
 
   “Yes, and to prove your loyalty, I need nothing more than your support and help. I don’t like such formality,”  I said, stepping away from Nanna and Namtar.
 
   They all seemed to be confused and satisfied with my response and one by one they left the four of us alone.
 
   “Now, who are you?” I knelt by the dog, patting his head.
 
   A new companion for you daughter. One of Syb’s Hounds, imbibed with all our magic. He may go where others do not. You must reach the Aduran estate by the morning, time is of the essence. Pesu’s voice rang in my mind like bells.
 
   “Well then, what shall I call you?” I asked the dog, his eyes were full of knowledge and alertness.
 
   “That is a Syb Hound, we have read of them but never seen one,” my uncle stated.
 
   “A strong protective dog like that does need a good name, Eshie,” Nanna patted his head as well, adoration clear in her intent. 
 
   “I think Lahar is good,” Nam suggested.
 
   “That’s a Biri name,” Nanna frowned.
 
   “Yeah, but the valet who owned it had an affinity with dogs, he was always really nice to us.” I agreed with Nam’s choice and looking down at Lahar, I asked, “is that ok? Does Lahar work as your name?”
 
   He seemed to ponder this for a few moments and then bowed gave a slight nod.
 
   “Aunt, Uncle, I am sorry to cut our visit short, but the Great Three feel like I should reach the Aduran estate as soon as possible.” They looked sad and I felt bad. I really had wanted to spend more time with them in Damu.
 
   “As soon as we are settled, I am sure Ereshkigal would want you to visit,” Nam said cheerfully. This made them seem a bit happier.
 
   “Then you may want to back track, take the Middle Road just after Namba River and right before Siddi River cut through Aritu Forest, it should only take you four days travel.” Zaltu stroked his chin in thought.
 
   “Is there not a faster way?” I asked, remembering the Goddess’s words.
 
   “We could try a Teleportation Spell tonight.” Nanna suggested.
 
   “Those take at least a day to set up,” I complained.
 
   “Yes, but one of the guests did leave you a Transportation Amulet.” Nam looked excited by the prospect of trying something new.
 
   “Yes, but the Steeds and your things would still have to travel the long way, only you, Nam and Lahar would be able to go,” Nanna warned.
 
   “That’s fine. Uncle, would you make sure our things are packed and that the Steeds know to meet us at my Estate?” I felt bad treating him like a servant, but we had very little time.
 
   “My pleasure. Go with the Goddess my Queen,” He kissed my forehead and headed upstairs.
 
   Nanna grabbed the amulet off the table, “it is a pity you had to use this so soon, they take forever to create,” she stroked the polished black stone longingly. 
 
   Placing it around my neck I hugged my aunt, “it will be fine, you’ll see.”
 
   “Contact me by mirror when you get settled,” she whispered, kissing my cheek.
 
   I grabbed Nam’s hand and placed the other on Lahar’s head. I said the Word and we were whisked off.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
   The Aduran Estate was even lovelier than I remembered. A huge marbled house with dark columns, large windows, covered in deep green ivy and grounds that would put the Adura garden at the castle to shame. There were Dark Pines, other trees, grass thick and luxurious, and as I took a deep breath, I could smell a dozen different Adura flowers.
 
   The house was a bustle of activity; there were Kassaptu everywhere, doing everything from cleaning to gardening. They all nodded or bowed to me as we walked up the gravel drive to the large onyx front door. I recognized some of the staff, but others were new.
 
   “Why did mother and father hire so many people?” I asked Nam as we stepped inside. Even more staff was running around like crazy.  I’d never been inside so I was amazed at the dark splendor before me. We entered a foyer with white walls and black stone tiles. 
 
   “This is a large estate, not as big as the castle but it does require a decent staff to run, Princess,” A matronly woman came through a small brown door, wiping her hands on a pristine white apron that covered a black tunic, skirt and a dark green corset. Her deep chestnut hair was pulled into a bun and her skin was ghostly white and her eyes the same blue green as Aduran “day.”
 
   “I am Asarlubi, your housekeeper, but you may call me Sarlu.” She nodded her head, smiling; she wasn’t quite pretty, or ugly, she was actually a little scary.
 
   “Your magic?” I questioned. I always enjoy knowing what the people around me can do.
 
   “Ah yes, well, I have a basic affinity for all magic, though household spells and I get along better than most.” She led us through an arch that brought us to a large living room and I made a note to buy some more comfortable furniture, I’m not so much for antiques.
 
   “So why don’t you work in the Castle or for a wealthy family?” I was confused; someone like Sarlu should have been snatched up by now.
 
   “My magic, like myself, does not conform. I go where I feel needed; someplace my magic feels at home.” For a moment something almost sinister slid behind her eyes, something my magic felt was kindred.
 
   “You mean someplace you and your magic’s weird tastes will be left alone and ignored.” Nam hit the nail on the head
 
   Placing my hands on my hips I glanced around at some of the maids, “you will not hunt here.” I told her in a firm voice. She was not as powerful as I, not even close, but she was more powerful than most of the staff, I could feel it. These were my people and I would protect them. I genuinely liked Sarlu, but she was one of the few Kassaptu that took to their darkness in a way that could be hazardous to others. 
 
   She looked shocked and I could not tell if it was because I knew what she was or because I had offended her, “of course not Princess. I would never insult my home in that manner.” 
 
   “All right, as long as we understand each other.”  But now I was frowning a bit, something else for me to worry about. Sarlu continued like we’d never side tracked.
 
   “You have a butler, cook, cook’s helper, a valet, several gardeners and maids as well.”  We stopped in front of a huge fire place. She was still talking, but most of it went over my head. I had a suspicion I may have to do some research about running my own home.
 
   “I am in charge of the house hold duties so whatever you desire to be done you have only to let me know, each week I will also request a menu from you. If you do not care, I will create it myself.” 
 
   “Wow, mother really outdid herself in setting me up.” I admired.
 
   “Your mother?”  Sarlu snorted. “She sent ten staff members. It was your aunt who hired me to take care of the rest.” 
 
   “Oh, well, that makes much more sense.” My aunt was awesome, but part of me wished my mother had taken care of me like she said she would. 
 
   “Every member of this staff is under your employment and loyal to you and you alone Princess,” Sarlu said, in a way that made me realize she was referring to the revolution.
 
   “Ones I did not find trustworthy were sent back to the Castle.” Sarlu began to walk again and we followed, she showed us the kitchen/pantry and introduced us to the kitchen staff, then the dining room, library, first floor bathroom and conservatory. 
 
   “I do not have time to give a proper tour, there is so much to do to finish this place, it was left in much disarray.” Sarlu seemed angry and I couldn’t blame her, my parents, just proving yet again, they didn’t care about Adura. 
 
   “The second floor has the bedrooms, third floor has attic and servants’ quarters. There is also a small tool shed, swimming pool, greenhouse, a guest cottage and servants’ quarters on the property.” Sarlu seem to study me for a moment.
 
   “Do I need permission to use the estate account to hire additional staff, groceries or supplies?” she asked.
 
   “No. I will trust you and the butler to handle the household affairs without me butting in.” I laughed, I was thankful I wouldn’t have to worry about that sort of thing. 
 
   “Sarlu, do you know what I do about money?” I felt dumb asking, but it wasn’t something I had ever worried about before.
 
   “You have an account to draw from with your aunt and uncle’s bank. Your parents put quite a lot of money into it. Unless you decide to start throwing it away, you should never want for anything. You can speak to your accountant if you’d like. He does not live on the grounds, but in the next city over.” Sarlu answered my questions and then with a curt nod left the room.
 
   I turned to Nam, overwhelmed, “Do you think I’m going to need to worry about her?” I didn’t want her to know we were talking about her. 
 
   “Nah, I think she won’t do anything funny this close to you or where she sleeps.” Namtar shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “Well, what am I supposed to do now? The Three wanted me here and here I am.” I spun around, gesturing at everything. 
 
   “I think we should just get settled in,” Nam told me, patting Lahar’s head, “I’m going to see about setting him up some place to sleep, why don’t you go explore?”
 
   I smiled at this; I did so love new places. We parted ways; Nam to go outside and me up the stairs. The Estate was dark and cool, just the way I liked my buildings. 
 
   There was a haunted feel to the place as I climbed the stairs and searched through the bedrooms on the second floor. I wondered if I would find actual ghosts in my new home. There were none at the Castle, and aside from the P.O.T., I hadn’t really had a chance to interact with spirits very much.
 
   The decor on the second floor was much more my taste; dark red, orange, black, some deep purples and greens. There were tapestries, candelabras, stained glass windows and everything in deep mahogany wood.  I found carvings of ivy, moths and hounds in the fixtures, looking worn, and made a mental note to have my staff polish anything of the Three I found. 
 
   In my room there was a vanity, a four poster bed and a large wardrobe filled with my clothes. Looking around the room I was pleased to notice all my things had arrived and been unpacked, aside from what the Adureeds were bringing. 
 
   I can’t believe you haven’t noticed me, and who is the mutt downstairs? As Puabi’s voice spilled into my mind, I looked over to see her staring at me from a golden perch, upside down, wings hugging herself.
 
   “Oh! Puabi, when did you get here?”
 
   Just an hour or so before you. I was alerted to your change of habitat… My little bat sounded a bit pissy with me.
 
   “I’m sorry. Things just happened so fast.” I sat on the bed, nearest her, enjoying the sensation of relaxation.
 
   Nergal is anxious for you to come to Bet Pagri. He did not like that your letter said it would take so long. He was excited by all of your news. He told me to tell you to be careful and he missed you. Barf.
 
   I was a little disappointed that he hadn’t written me another letter, but what else was there to say? We hadn’t known each other long enough for him to give me proclamations of love, and honestly, that might creep me out a bit.
 
   “Well, once I get everything taken care of we’ll go see him.” Even to myself I didn’t sound that excited. There was trouble in Bet Pagri and I kind of wanted some down time. 
 
   Now, who is the mutt downstairs? I didn’t say you could get a dog. 
 
   Raising an eyebrow at her I scratched the top of her small head. “His name is Lahar and you’ll be nice. He saved me.”
 
   I didn’t say I wouldn’t be nice… I am ALWAYS nice. 
 
   “Now, what can you tell me about Bet Pagri?” I had been meaning to ask her, but we never seemed to be together long enough for me to do so.
 
   Ummm… well…. They kind of forbade me to tell you…BUT there is a sickness that is not sick!  She seemed flustered and upset.
 
   “Okay, don’t worry… A sickness that is not sick huh? Well, we’ll-“At that moment we were interrupted by a scream. I bolted up and was out of my door without a thought. I ran down the stairs pulling my magic together like a dark cloak, prepared to literally; defend my new home from enemies. What I found was much, much worse. Sarlu and several other members of my staff were gathered off the back porch surrounding something.
 
   Sarlu looked at me, eyes saddened and my heart jumped into my throat as they parted and I saw Nam crumpled on the ground, not moving, seemingly not breathing. Lahar was next to him licking his face.
 
   I threw myself on the ground next to him, ignoring the pain as my bare knees connected with the stone walkway.
 
   “Nam!” I shook him, but he didn’t respond to me.
 
   “I heard him yell,” one maid said.
 
   “I looked over and he just collapsed,” explained another worker.
 
   Pulling his head into my lap, I rocked him back and forth, tears starting to fall from my eyes onto his skin. This could not be happening. 
 
   Are you a death goddess or not? Use your magic! Puabi’s voice settled in my mind, I couldn’t see her but I knew she must be close.
 
   Sucking air between my teeth, I motioned for everyone to give me some space. Placing my hands on either side of Nam’s face I forced black streaks of magic into him, lighting up his skin like an evil night light. I reached into the beyond, thinking I just needed to pull him back from the inside of the gates of the Underworld.
 
   Wait Eshie! I see him! He’s not dead, he’s here!  My magic screeched to a halt and I quickly pulled it back. Looking down at Nam I saw his skin was now covered in veins a sickly green. Hope and fear blossomed in my chest and I pressed my ear to his heart.
 
   Holding up a hand for silence I went still, barely breathing, slowing my own heart, to listen. My lips curled just a little as I heard his heart beat, slow and very quiet, but it was there.
 
   Biting my lip I looked at his skin again, “shit, poison.” Looking around I tried to find what would have worked this quickly and on someone like Nam, who created and breathed illness like air. It could not have been magic; our defenses would have kicked in.  
 
   Sarlu knelt next to me and took Nam as I stood. Eyes searching, I found it. There were maroon bushes lining the path, trimmed round, about two feet high and one wide, normal Adura Shrubs, beautiful and basically normal, decoration. But I saw that every other bush wasn’t maroon but dark red, almost the same, less purple and the leaves weren’t flat round and glossy but jagged. I walked over to the maroon plant and bent down, being careful not to touch it. At the end of the each jagged leaf was a tiny point, blade sharp.
 
   “Who decided that planting Knife Shrubs so close to where people live was a good idea?” I asked, voice void of emotion. Everyone started to murmur and then a man stepped up to me.
 
   “I am the head Gardner, Princess. There should not have been Knife Shrubs anywhere on these grounds. It is true they grow in this area but I had them all cleaned out.”
 
   “Do another search, start here,” I demanded, watching as they put on protective gear and began to remove the offending foliage. Knife Shrubs were poisonous. One had to wear certain clothes with spells to avoid the blade-like leaves cutting and leaving their toxin in you. There were several native plants that before building or inhabiting an area you made sure were cleared out. Knife Shrubs were a major one. They only grew in Aritu Forest and some of the surrounding areas.
 
   “What is the antidote for their poison?” I had no idea.
 
   “We don’t have any. I have yet to employ a midwife or healer.” Sarlu sounded ashamed.
 
   “That’s not your fault.” Looking down at Nam I knew he needed help and fast.
 
   Bet Pagri will have some, they are a day and a half ride from here.  Puabi sounded like a little girl, scared. 
 
   “It’s too far, Nam won’t last that long.” I shook my head, thoughts racing.
 
   “I heard you can shadow walk,” Sarlu mentioned.
 
   “I can.” It was like a light bulb went off, “of course I can!”  Shadow walking was fast. Nam and I hadn’t used to it travel because it could be dangerous, and we wouldn’t have been able to take our things or any animals. Shadow walking took concentration. 
 
   “You go, we’ll take care of Namtar,” Sarlu said. She stood and with a couple of brisk words several members of my staff were lifting Nam and taking him inside.
 
   “Puabi, you can see him? Can you talk to him too?” I asked.
 
   Yes, he’s kind of out of it. 
 
   “Tell him to hold on. You’ll need to stay here and keep an eye on things.”
 
   Well of course, no one else is as qualified to take care of Nam.  I felt more than saw her leave the area.
 
   Looking down at Lahar I gazed into his solemn eyes, “you have to stay here too. Protect everyone till I come back, okay?” I watched with an ache in my chest as he followed everyone inside, leaving me alone on the path. I made my way to the front of the estate; I didn’t want to enter the shadows with the groundskeepers around.
 
   Putting my hands out in front of me, I summoned shadows. Red and black light spilled out around me, whipping my hair away from my back, trying to pull it from under my crown, wind plastered my skirts to my legs as icy cold crawled up from the ground and touched me, almost intimately. My eyesight dimmed and when it came back into focus everything around me was black, the kind of black that is alive and you just know, no light will ever penetrate.
 
   I raised my hand and demanded illumination, the same red glow I had used what were only days before appeared, eager to please.
 
   “Light my path to Bet Pagri.” 
 
   Seeing something in my peripheral vision I threw out my other hand.
 
   “Freeze,” lifting my voice I yelled into the darkness, a darkness that was suddenly lit by a dozen eyes, glittering at me, like stars with pupils.
 
   “I am Princess Ereshkigal, death and destruction follows in my wake. I seek safe passage through the shadows. Do not tempt me, I will have no problem destroying anything that comes too close, and I know how to make a mean Shade Cape.” What was watching me slithered back into the dark. Anyone who ever tells you shadows aren’t alive is lying through their teeth. Shades make up shadows; they just can’t touch you in the real world.
 
   The Shades knew me; a few years back Nam and I had been attacked by a small group. You do not want to know how we slaughtered them. Needless to say there was a corner of the Castle Cemetery never in shadow and I had a cape at the back of my closet I was saving for a rainy day when I wanted to be invisible without the trouble of actually using magic. Unfortunately a cape like that only worked once.
 
   I began to move; Shadow walking is not like normal walking, you are literally jumping from shadow to shadow. I could go to any shadow any place, anywhere and what would have taken days took about an hour. I reached Bet Pagri, but could not get inside the gates, they must have wards. 
 
   I parted the darkness around me like water and stepped out into the star light. I shivered a little, shaking off the gloom of the Shadow Lands and made my way to the gate. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   “Who goes there?!” 
 
   I lifted my head to the guard who was patrolling. Bet Pagri was surrounded by huge stone walls, twenty feet high, I was standing in front of the gate, massive, black and made of iron, with spikes at the top, quite vicious, I liked it. 
 
   “I need to speak to Prince Nergal,” I called back. He was fairly high above me in the gate keepers’ tower. He would be able to see far and wide and probably had control of opening the doors to visitors.
 
   “And you would be?” There was a little humor in his voice.
 
   “Princess Ereshkigal.” 
 
   “Right,” he chortled, then he disappeared. I waited, impatiently for a few moments.  I heard an odd clanking noise and the gate opened a bit, enough to let one person walk out.
 
   “Ekur!” I exclaimed running to greet him. He looked surprised, but hugged me back.
 
   “Princess, when the guard came, Nergal and I couldn’t believe it. He sent me to make sure it was true.” He stood away from me and frowned, “I do not mean to insult, but you look horrible.”
 
   I blushed a little, I had been in my clothes since the party, at least six hours. As my mind took in this news, I embarrassed myself further by yawning. 
 
   “I have been busy. I need your help. Nam has been poisoned by a Knife Shrub planted on my property. I have no healer,” I was babbling. 
 
   Ekur grabbed my hand and began to pull me inside, hurriedly. I barely had time to look around. Bet Pagri looked like a huge rambling mismatched castle, beautiful. I saw a lot of black and orange, the main décor consisted of bats, moths, ivy, and hounds. We wove through cobblestone paths lined with plants and I remembered I had brought Nergal a gift, but it was with the Adureeds. 
 
   Ducking through an arched entryway we went up some stairs and came into a large room. There was a huge fire place and several settees, lounging on one was Nergal. He came to attention seeing me and was by my side in seconds, grabbing me from Ekur.
 
   “Ereshkigal, what is wrong, why are you here? Where is your entourage?” His questions were fired off.
 
   “Namtar has been poisoned.” I could barely say the words again, I was suddenly so tired, I sagged in his arms, he quickly picked me up and cuddled me to his chest. He sat down, holding me to him. 
 
   He felt so good, warm and solid; it was nice to be off my feet for a few minutes to feel like someone else could take the weight, if only for the moment.
 
   “Can you help?” I asked, arms going around his waist, I glanced up at his handsome face. He looked so serious.
 
   “Yes, best beloved one. What kind of poison?” But he wasn’t looking at me as he answered but at Ekur.  Ekur looked a little nervous and I could not figure out why, it was MY best friend dying not theirs.
 
   “Knife Shrub.” These words seemed to be something offensive to Nergal because when Ekur said it I almost got dropped as he stood. I think he realized he was still holding me only a few seconds before because he easily slid me to the left so I was sitting on the crushed velvet cushion, instead of the cold floor.
 
   “Knife Shrub?” Nergal rubbed his forehead, “did she really think….” He looked up, eyes furious. “Ekur, fetch Lilu.”
 
   “Who is Lilu?” I was so confused; Ekur had left the room in a hurry, “Nergal what is going on?”
 
   “I had wondered,” he sat down next to me, holding my hands, eyes staring into mine, “that is, I think I know who was giving you such problems on your journey here and I am sorry.” He kissed my hand and then leaned in to kiss my brow. He smelled just like I remembered.
 
   “This is not how I imagined I would see you next,” he smiled.
 
   “Not how I thought it would be either. Nergal what’s going on?”  I didn’t like that I was asking this question, again.
 
   “You will be answered, but please just sit and be quiet until everything is over.” He got up and faced the door, his hearing better than mine, several seconds later Ekur walked through with an Alu female. 
 
   I had a moment to look at her before all hell broke loose. She was smaller than Nergal but still taller than me, her skin was pale blue, her hair long and stick thin, hanging down her back. She had blue flame eyes and was quite beautiful, well she would have been if she didn’t look crazy and pissed off. 
 
   When she saw me it was like someone stuck her with a knife; her mouth fell open, then she screeched and launched herself at me. Nergal caught her; she didn’t even manage to take two steps. He passed Lilu to Ekur who held her in place as she struggled to get to me. Standing, I just stared at her, what was her problem? I didn’t even know this Alu. 
 
   Her black wings were tight against her body, in comfort I guess, and she was in a skin tight black dress that hugged her form perfectly.
 
   “Lilu, behave yourself,” Nergal’s voice was quiet and sounded a little sad.
 
   “What is she doing here?” She hissed the question, her eyes never leaving me.
 
   “She has come to request aid. It seems her best friend has a bad bout of Knife Shrub poisoning.” Nergal definitely seemed to know something I didn’t.
 
   She seemed to smirk and calm down, but continued to glare at me.
 
   “How I wonder did Knife Shrubs show on her grounds? I know for a fact the Groundskeeper delivered here two days ago the only three found there to begin with.” 
 
   At his statement what was going on set in, hardcore. This Alu bitch was responsible for Nam being so sick?
 
   “It was you? You planted those horrible things at my home?” I advanced towards her, my magic drawing around me. I really looked at her then, using my magic and that confirmed it. She had what looked like giant chunks bitten out of her skin. These were bites that only I would be able to see since it was my magic that had caused them, my magic that had attacked her earlier when she sucked me into the Dream World.  I could only imagine the constant pain she was in, sure I could pull my magic back and they would heal, but at this point why would I? Instead I prepared to attack her again. 
 
   Nergal turned to me, a pleading look in his eyes. “I cannot allow you to harm Lilu. Ereshkigal, I’m sorry, you must let me handle this.”
 
   I stopped, shocked and a little hurt, “she is killing Nam, how can you protect her?”
 
   “She is my sister,” He looked even sadder now.
 
   “Half sister,” Ekur mumbled, giving me a conspiratory look. 
 
   “When you mentioned Knife Shrubs, I knew Lilu had to have had something to do with it, and if with that then with everything else. She has a Knife Shrub garden, a sanctuary if you will, in the back. She has been fascinated with them since she was little,” Nergal explained.
 
   “How would you know that? I am fifty years older than you!” Lilu shrieked.
 
   “Silence!” Nergal yelled at her and she stilled. I had never seen Nergal angry, it was frightening and somehow arousing. 
 
   “Why would you do something like this? I don’t even know you,” shaking my head I just stood there, appalled.
 
   “I should be queen.” Her statement was simple and the first thing out of her mouth that didn’t sound like Ms. Nut Job Bitch. 
 
   “Lilu, I have put up with a lot from you out of respect for our mother, but no more,” Nergal seemed so depressed. I wanted to go to his side, but knew this was Alu business and I needed to wait.
 
   “What do you mean Nergal? What are you going to do?” Her voice was pitchy and getting higher with every word.
 
   “Ekur, take her to the dungeon and lock her up.” 
 
   She began to thrash against her captor and I could feel pressure in the atmosphere, boiling, and an almost burnt smell filled my nostrils. 
 
   Alarmed, I warned them, “She’s going to use magic.” 
 
   “No she won’t.” Nergal, his eyes sad, focused on his sister and it was like all the pressure left the room and for a second I could not breathe. I watched Lilu’s face as the color drained from it, her hands reached for her throat, grasping at something invisible. 
 
   I could breathe again, my heart was thumping in my chest, furiously, but Lilu still looked like she could not, her eyes bulging, I tasted her panic on the back of my tongue.
 
   “If you use magic I will bind you, do you understand?” Nergal asked. She nodded her head and then took a deep breath, arms relaxing at her sides. 
 
   “Nergal, baby brother, you would not really bind me?” She sounded weak, but the look in her eyes was conniving. 
 
   “Lilu, just stop.” Ekur was frustrated I could tell and began to haul her away, she started to kick and scream.
 
   “I will not bow to some Kassaptu whore! I should be Queen, I am the eldest!!! If I cannot have you Nergal, she will not, I swear this!” 
 
   I could hear her shrieks for what seemed like minutes after she was gone, I felt sorry for Ekur. Nergal faced me and shame filled his features. He came to me and took my hands in his.
 
   “I am so sorry my best beloved one. I did not think her anger had grown so fierce that she would try to harm you.”
 
   “Explain; who is she? You said she’s your sister….” I hated feeling confused.
 
   “It is through my father’s line that the ruling is passed down; I am his first born son,” he began, “and the most powerful Alu in Bet Pagri. But in Lilu’s reality she is older so she should rule.”
 
   “Ekur mentioned she is your half sister.”
 
   “Yes, our mother was mated before she met my father; she had Lilu and then was widowed. My father took Lilu as his own and then they had me shortly after they were wed,” he finished.
 
   “Has she always been like this?” And did it run in his family?
 
   “No. She was the best big sister when I was small. But our mother died 15 years ago and after that Lilu changed. She became power hungry and crazed with keeping Alus pure, reverting to the old ways. When my father remarried two years ago it was… difficult.  I have been straining myself to keep her in check.” He rubbed a hand over his eyes, tired. 
 
   “But I thought you said your mother and father were looking forward to meeting me?”
 
   “I call father’s new wife mother because I have known her most of my life and out of respect for her position as our Queen.” Nergal brushed his hand up and down my arm, this guy had been through a lot in his life.
 
   As my mind raced to keep up with the information I was being given I had a sudden thought, “How old are you?” 
 
   “Thirty-eight, I am considered to just be ending Alu adolescence.” He smiled; glancing down at me, there was a question in his eyes. 
 
   “Our looks are so deceiving,” I laughed. Nergal looked my age, 18, maybe 20 but he was really old enough to be my father.
 
   “Is this a problem? Alus do not care about age since our bodies never match the number.” He seemed a bit concerned.
 
   “No, I was just curious.” I couldn’t help the laughter; it was as if all the stress I was feeling suddenly burst forth in a really inappropriate way.  He stared at me for a second and then, chuckling, gathered me in his arms and just rocked with me as the sardonic humor faded.
 
   “Wait, what did she mean by if I can’t have you no one will….” My hands gripped his arms, I felt like he was grounding me, calming me and I liked the sensation of knowing if I tripped he’d catch me, if I failed he was there to help, even if I didn’t need it.
 
   Rolling his eyes he grimaced, “hundreds of years ago, and I mean hundreds, Alus were in the practice of mating only with other Alus to keep the lines pure. But, as you can imagine, it does cause some problems when family begins to mate. We stopped this years ago when we realized that a full blood Alu is born no matter what or who we mate with,” Nergal explained. So Lilu wanted on her brother? This totally grossed me out.
 
   “I thought you said that most Kassaptu that touch you go crazy?” I rubbed my temples.
 
   “Yes, but Nymphs, Mormos and other Demons do not,” He pulled my hand away from my head and softly kissed the skin I had been rubbing. 
 
   “Lilu just wants to go back to the perverted way things were,” another voice joined the conversation. Ekur walked towards us, his arms were covered with tiny scratches and he looked worn out.
 
   “I have told you for years she needs help or to be constantly supervised.” His eyes looked tight and angry.
 
   “You mean locked up.” Nergal did not sound happy.
 
   “Yes, if necessary! She is dangerous and the people are afraid of her. If it was me, she’d be dead.” 
 
   I agreed with Ekur’s words. Adura was not the place to live if you wanted mercy. Lilu was treacherous and unstable; things would be better if she went away and did not come back.
 
   “I cannot kill my own sister,” and there was the rub, Nergal loved his sister; Ekur and I did not, however. Meeting Ekur’s gray eyes I knew that given the chance he would kill her and I knew I wouldn’t hesitate either, especially after Nam.
 
   “I need to get back to Nam. Can you help me or not? I have wasted too much time here already,” Pulling away from Nergal I wrapped my arms around myself.
 
   “Yes, we have the antidote, do not worry.”  Nergal made a couple of very high pitch noises and within moments another Alu appeared holding a small purple vial. He gave it to Nergal and then was gone, it all happened so fast I barely had time to look at the Alu who came in. It must be nice to be a Prince that people adored and followed. 
 
   “We will come with you, of course.” Ekur told me, “We, too, can pass through the shadows.”
 
   We went back the way Ekur had brought me and soon were outside the gates. I watched with fascination as Ekur opened a passageway to the Shadow Lands. I’d only ever seen Nam do it before and Kassaptu do it differently. Ekur needed to say a few words and shed blood to open the “door.”
 
   “Why hasn’t your father taken care of Lilu?” I asked as we started through the darkness, nothing bothered us, we must have seemed menacing without the need for added threats.
 
   “He has….other things to worry about right now. I have kept her problems from him and my stepmother. I love the Queen, but she is a true Alu female,” he answered.
 
   “What he means is she would not put up with Lilu’s crap, Princess. She would see it as weakness and prey on it, which is natural. But my King, he would be saddened by the loss of Lilu or the Queen,” Ekur explained.
 
   “Who do you think would win in a fight between the two of them?” I inquired.
 
   “Lilu,” both my male companions said.  This caused a tiny river of fear down my spine. So Lilu was powerful, more powerful than me? I didn’t want to think so because whether Nergal liked it or not, she would pay for hurting Nam. 
 
   We came out of the shadows right where I’d left, in front of my new house. I’d been gone only a few hours but it seemed longer. I ran inside, aware of Nergal and Ekur following me.
 
   It was very quiet inside, and only the evening lamps were lit, everyone had finally retired to bed. I made a mental note to do something nice for the staff; they were working extra hard to get this place up and running. 
 
   Bounding up the stairs, I was desperate to get to Nam and give him the antidote; I barged into his room, happy to see Lahar, Puabi and Sarlu were right by his side. Nam was lying on a large sleigh bed with bedding a rich deep green. 
 
   “How is he?”
 
   “There has been no change,” Sarlu stood, patted my shoulder and left the room, eager, I think, to get onto the many things that needed to be done still, or perhaps to sleep.
 
    I am still watching him Eshie! He’s here, but you better hurry, I think he’s fading! Puabi’s voice was very tense.
 
   Lahar trotted over and licked my hand, and for once it didn’t bother me, even though I hate dog slobber. 
 
   “Thank you both for helping keep an eye on him. Nergal, help me?” I knelt by Nam, gathering his lithe form to me, he felt much cooler than he should have.
 
   “Don’t worry Nam, I won’t let death take you. I’ll bring you back if you stray too far,” I whispered.
 
   Nergal aided me into getting him upright. I tilted back his head and Ekur poured the purple liquid down his throat. I held his nose closed, forcing him to swallow. 
 
   We laid him back and I was hoping for something to happen right away, but he was still, no movement, nothing happened.
 
   “What’s wrong, why didn’t it work?” I was so fearful we hadn’t made it in time.
 
   “It takes a bit, calm.” Nergal smiled at me, tense, but it was there.
 
   I watched as slowly the green poison lines faded from Nam’s skin. I gripped his hand and almost cried when his fingers tightened around my own. It was as if I were watching life flow back into him. His breathing became visible and color returned to his cheeks. Then his eyes opened and he turned his head, eyes meeting mine.
 
   “Nam!” I exclaimed and threw myself on him, hugging him, his arms came around me and he patted my back, awkwardly. 
 
   “It’s ok Eshie, I’m ok,” his voice sounded a little hoarse, but he was alive! I was so happy, I hadn’t known what I would have done if the medicine hadn’t worked. 
 
   Realizing I was in the presence of others I scrambled off him and sat like a lady, “how do you feel?”
 
   “Strangely tired and a bit sore.” He struggled into a sitting position, grimacing with every move. 
 
   “Namtar, I am glad you are awake and that the Knife Shrub did no permanent damage. You should be back to normal within an hour,” Nergal said.  For the first time I think Nam realized we were not alone.
 
   “When did you guys get here? How long was I out of it? I don’t remember much.” Nam frowned.
 
   “Hours Nam, I had to Shadow Walk to Bet Pagri,” I proceeded to fill him in on the drama with Lilu.
 
   Silence filled his room when I was done. I was now near Nergal, an arm wrapped around his waist, craving the contact with his skin. So much was in upheaval, I just wanted to feel comfort.  My feelings for Nergal were still new, shiny and something I wasn’t used to, but I liked it.
 
   “Well shit Eshie. Look at everything I’ve missed,” Nam chortled. Seeing him awake and alive, the lethargy I had been pushing back finally reared its ugly head and I yawned, twice. 
 
   “You need rest.” Nergal announced. Thank you, Captain Obvious. 
 
   “Yeah, I guess I do. You do too Nam,” I mother henned him.
 
   “Yes ma’am, but only if you agree to follow suit,” he teased me.
 
   “Butthead,” I winked and let Nergal and Ekur escort me from the room. Ekur went downstairs leaving Nergal and I alone in the hallway. 
 
   “I want to talk to you, I want to know all about you, but so much is going on we do not have the time.” Nergal grabbed me and kissed me. It was hot and hard, his body against mine. I felt the wall at my back, his hands at my waist. 
 
   I opened my mouth to his heat, letting the smell and taste of him fill me up. The stress I had been under seemed to leak out of me with his nearness. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pressing myself against him, wantonly. I arched under his hands, needing more, reeling in sensations I had never had before.
 
   Gasping he broke off the kiss, keeping us both upright, one hand braced on the wall behind me, his chest heaving.
 
   “We have to stop before I take you here in the hallway.” His lips were near my ear and those words, whispered, made me almost tell him: Who cares? 
 
   He set me on my feet and brushed my skirt back down into place, “I love you.” The words were quiet and sincere.
 
   “How can you love me? You barely know me!” It was a serious question. I didn’t love him, not yet, but the emotions I felt were strong.
 
   “Alu just work that way. We mate, it is more like an animal than a Kassaptu, but I would not change it. I will wait for you to love me.” He shrugged, “go to sleep, when you wake we will all go back to Bet Pagri.”
 
   “You really do need my help don’t you?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I took a deep breath and went to my room, I was worn out and I had a feeling that whatever was wrong at Bet Pagri would not be simple. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
   I woke with a heavy weight on my chest, “uh, Lahar get off” I pushed him away, and stretching,  rolled out of bed.
 
   I tried to tell him you wouldn’t like that, he wouldn’t listen. 
 
   “Thanks anyway.”  Sniffing, I realized I smelled bad and probably needed to bathe before I met Nergal’s parents. 
 
   Yeah…I was gonna say….
 
   “Shut up Puabi,” I growled and was happy my room had a connected bathroom. I took my time getting ready, relishing in the hot water and all my favorite body pampering essentials.
 
   When I was finished I came out wrapped in a thick black towel smelling of lilacs.  I jumped, screaming as I saw Nam sitting on my bed, scratching Lahar. 
 
   “Dark Goddess, Nam! What are you doing here?” I squeaked, hand to my chest.
 
   “Helping you get ready. Sarlu told me you haven’t picked a lady’s maid yet,” struggling to keep the hilarity of the situation from his voice.
 
   I took a good look at him. His hair was back in a braid and he was wearing dark blue slacks with a black sleeveless tunic, he looked good. I was relieved the poison left no side effects. 
 
   “Oh. Well, close your eyes while I get dressed; I only need your help with my hair.” I glared. He closed his eyes and I riffled through my closet. Finally deciding on a pair of dark purple leggings and v-neck tunic in black that came to mid-thigh and finishing the outfit with a waist cincher that matched the leggings, I got dressed. I looked pretty hot and was showing a decent amount of cleavage I thought Nergal would appreciate.
 
   “Can I open them now? I can smell your perfume which means you’re done,” Nam spoke just as I finished applying said perfume.
 
   “Yes, fine,” I sat at the vanity. Nam began to brush my hair; he put it back in a black scarf so that it was down but out of my face. We never put make up on me unless it was lip gloss. My eyes don’t really look that great with anything but black eye makeup and I’m not fond of it.
 
   “Are you ready for this?” Nam was worried, I could tell, he got these little frown lines when he was troubled.
 
   “As ready as I can be.” 
 
   Nergal and Ekur were waiting down stairs. I had no idea if they’d spent the night or not, which made me a bad hostess, I guess. They both seemed refreshed, so at least they had rested.
 
   “Do we have time to eat?” I went to the window and looked out, the moon was just rising, and I’d lost count of how many days it had been since I’d left home.
 
   “You are not wearing the circlet.” Ekur’s voice sounded disapproving.
 
   “I have no idea what I will be doing at Bet Pagri, so I’m not comfortable wearing it,” I said, defending my choice. 
 
   “I had breakfast served in the conservatory.” Sarlu was suddenly just standing there, dressed like she had been the day before, but today there was a flush to her cheeks.
 
   “I better not find a body on this property,” I raised an eyebrow.
 
   “As I said yesterday, Princess, you will not.” She never sounded anything but pleasant and I wondered what was really under the façade.
 
   The boys, except Nam, looked perplexed as we went into the conservatory. It was just a room that had three glass walls facing the moon lit garden. The table was filled with food I enjoyed, crepes, juice, eggs and meat. 
 
   We sat and began to eat. Nam and I shoveled food back like we were starving, which we were, as I thought about it I could not remember the last time we’d eaten.
 
   “Why were you asking about a body?” Nergal cut his crepe like a steak, which I found cute.
 
   “Oh, we’re pretty sure she’s a serial killer,” Nam said nonchalantly.
 
   I think Ekur almost choked on his eggs. 
 
   “Kassaptu are strange.” Ekur managed to spit out, dabbing his eyes with the napkin.
 
   “We’re strange? You guys have wings,” I pointed out.
 
   “I think he means we do not tolerate murder, unless it is a challenge of some sort.” I could hear amusement in Nergal’s words.
 
   “That depends on where you are. Nannarus do not usually commit murder, so they just try to rehabilitate. People from Biri are jailed and sentenced if they do, and well… Adurans take a different view point. If you do not get caught then most will ignore it. However, if you are foolish enough to kill someone with loved ones or are too flashy, we will hunt you down and do worse.” I wondered if Nergal found it distasteful that I could talk about murder while eating sausage.
 
   “I love you, bloodthirsty and all,” he answered my thoughts and it freaked me out.
 
   “Can you read my mind?”
 
   “No, just your expressions.” 
 
   Ekur chose to interrupt us, “are we done?  There is much to be handled at home.”
 
   “Sure,” I pushed back from the table.  We decided since we were not taking anything with us Shadow Walking would be best. I didn’t really want to since I was worried the Shades might be a tiny bit pissed I had come and gone unscathed so often. 
 
   However it was faster. We had a brief issue because Puabi and Lahar wanted to come with us and couldn’t. Animals cannot come into the Shadow Lands. 
 
   The gates were open, as if they expected us, at Bet Pagri, and I guessed in a way they were. This time when I went through it was very different. There were Alus walking around going about their business; working, talking, children playing. The air smelled of laundry soap and food preparation. Some of them stopped to stare, others bowed low to the ground as their Prince came through.
 
   I could tell Nergal wanted to stop and speak to many of them, but I had a suspicion his father had demanded we be brought to the throne room as soon as possible. The problem was, I wanted to stop too. There was something…wrong… and my magic was attracted to it.
 
   Certain Alus were giving off a very specific aura and I could feel that same atmosphere leaking through the castle and the grounds.
 
   Something fishy is going on here Eshie. Nam’s voice penetrated my mind. 
 
   I know, I feel….The stirrings of death.
 
   And sickness, the stench of sickness fills my soul, but I do not see any signs of it. His head was practically spinning, he was looking around so much.
 
   “Thank the Dark Goddess you are here Princess.” There was an Alu female in front of me, she had abased herself, and our group stumbled to a halt.
 
   “Uh… thanks, please get up,” I needed to send out a memo or something. She didn’t look right; I noticed that much right away.
 
   “My parents are very anxious.” Nergal tried to get me to move past her, but I couldn’t. Death filled my nostrils, my being, black magic began to leak from my eyes and I could feel her lingering pain and how tired she was.
 
   I could not tell you what she looked like, that’s not how she appeared to me, not normally. All I focused on was this Alu should be dead, should be months dead. I reached out my hand and touched her. I saw through her eyes her death. 
 
   Alus are like Kassaptu, hard to kill, very long life spans. But accidents, old age and illness could bring death. This one fell from the top of a long flight of stairs and broke her neck. Had she landed differently or had there been fewer stairs she would have been fine. 
 
   I watched as after searing pain and tears she managed to stand up, others came to help her, they all had pity in their eyes. I broke the contact, keeping my hand on her. I was disgusted, this poor girl, she should have long been buried and either at peace or reincarnated. 
 
   She is not a Reanimated Corpse or the Living Dead, daughter, she has been cursed to this world, unable to truly die as she should have.  Zalm’s influence seared me. 
 
   I breathed out, letting all the oxygen leave my body, reaching out, I cupped her face; her eyes looked at me without fear but with hope. I brought her closer to my body.
 
   “What are you doing?” Nergal asked.
 
   “Shut up.” I couldn’t believe Nam said that.
 
   None of them mattered. Red light pooled beneath my hands, against her skin as I gave her true death.  Heart soaring, I poured death into her and she sagged against me, limp, gone.
 
   Someone cried out and the girl was pulled out of my arms. I was fearful that they would be furious with me so I braced myself for whatever punishment. But to my amazement Nergal was looking at me with pride and the Alus around us were joyful. There were older Alus holding the girl’s body and they were crying, but happy, looking at me with awe in their eyes.
 
   Something dark settled against me, things were bad here and not in a fun way, “take me to your father,” the words were clipped. 
 
   The throne room was solid and huge, carved from stone with three large tapestries hanging from the walls; one of each of the Three, torches lit the room. Nergal’s father and stepmother sat in thrones made from bone, the way rulers in Adura should. 
 
   He could have been Nergal’s twin except he was older and there was grey in his hair. She was petite, with short spiky amethyst hair and eyes, her skin the palest shade of lavender.
 
   “Ereshkigal, this is my father, Adad and my stepmother, Geshti,” Nergal introduced us.
 
   I curtseyed quickly and then opened my mouth; I do not beat around the bush, “what the hell is going on here?”
 
   There was quiet for several long minutes and then Adad began to laugh. It was a loud wholesome thing, rich. He came to me, towering above me.
 
   “I like you; you have spunk, which you will need to rule this dark land.”  His words implied that he, like everyone, thought a marriage between myself and his son would be profitable. I could not deny the logic, but I was hesitant to make that pledge quite yet.
 
   “My maid scurried in here before you to tell me you had laid one of our subjects to rest,” Geshti was still in her chair, looking at me with cool eyes.
 
   “I did, she was tired. Who did that to her? It’s wrong. Zombies are one thing, but to keep the body alive with the soul intact after the cord of life has been snapped? I mean, come on, she still had her injuries!” I hated using the word zombie, but it was just faster.
 
   “Trust me Princess, we are as horrified as you are. For the past five years no Alu living in Bet Pagri has been able to die. We are at a loss as to why.” Adad sighed and it was full of regret.
 
   “What do you mean cannot die? You are hard to kill; how many deaths do you have a year?” I couldn’t help but wonder.
 
   “Several, there are many of us. Every year we lose at least one to old age, a few during births, maybe one to an accident or duel.”  He responded to my question thoughtfully. 
 
   “But….” 
 
   “Two years ago we had a small outbreak of Ghost Pox and another of Sleep Walking Sickness, This year we had several that came down with Violet Plague; we lost almost twenty people from those alone.” As he replied I groaned inwardly. 
 
   Most Adurans are hardy. With magic and medicine there isn’t a whole lot that will kill us.  In Salas there are maybe twenty diseases, aside from the common cold, allergies or basic infections like ear, throat etc...
 
   Of those twenty, ten alone are Aduran based, go figure. Funny thing about diseases though, anyone can get them. Sickness doesn’t care where you’re born. 
 
   “Ghost Pox is easily treated, it only kills the elderly and very young and even then it is rare,” Nam said.  
 
   Ghost Pox was a white rash that covered you from head to toe, at the end you start to go almost invisible, except for the rash. Once contracted it spread by contact and I’ve heard every inch of your skin feels frozen and sometimes you hallucinate. If not treated, it kills within two weeks, but as Nam said it has a very simple remedy.
 
   “Who are you?” Geshti sounded a little too snooty for me.
 
   “This is Namtar, my companion. His magic has to do with sickness and disease. I’d listen to him.” I basically barked it at her, queen or not I wouldn’t put up with that bitchy shit.
 
   “We know Ghost Pox cures easily, the Sleep Walking Sickness happened around the same time, we were unprepared,” Adad replied to Nam.
 
   “Sleep Walking Sickness. I have not even heard of someone having that in years.” I really wanted to sit down. 
 
   Sleep Walking Sickness just shows up at random. It attaches to several people, no one knows how it chooses or what causes it and then you just wait it out. It doesn’t stick around long, maybe five days. But during that time those afflicted had such horrible dreams they sleep walk, and most of the times into situations that cause death. They had to be monitored at night, closely.
 
   “We see this about once every thirty years, but with Ghost Pox affecting so many as well, we lost more than normal.” Distress tinged each of the Kings words. 
 
   “And then this year Violet Plague made a huge comeback,” Nam said. 
 
   Violet Plague sounded pretty, but it wasn’t, and this year a ton of cases of it had showed up in Adura. It was really contagious and caused boils to appear on the skin, really painful to touch; they burst smelling like decay and leaking purple fluid. It wasn’t the boils that killed you. It was the dehydration and starvation. Violet Plague sucked the fluids from your system and killed the appetite. It would go away on its own, but the issue Healers had was keeping food and water in the patient.
 
   Even for a compound as big as Bet Pagri. I found it unnerving they had this much trouble in only two years. Even large cities like Damu didn’t see this level of illness. 
 
    “How many in total; how many walking dead do you have?” I implored.
 
   “Thirty-five, and it is one too many. Can you help us?” Adad implored. 
 
   “Yes, but not in the way you think. I could go out there and bring death to each Alu, but it would not fix the problem. You have been cursed and until we break it, people will still be refused their final rest. Do you have any idea who could have done this?” Instantly, I could tell by their shared looks, they knew who already. With what I could see from their expressions, I knew too. 
 
   I spun to Nergal. “Lilu, your horrible sister did this and you decided not to tell me?” Facing his father, fury in every word, I let them know exactly how I felt about what they had done.
 
   “You have let your sentimental feelings for Lilu affect your judgment and put Bet Pagri in danger; if this abomination is allowed to keep it up, it will turn your home into a Place of Taint within a century and your people the fuel for it.”
 
   “I’m sorry Ereshkigal. My father didn’t want anyone knowing until you got here,” it was a lame excuse but I understood it better than believing he’d deliberately lied by omission. 
 
   “She should have been destroyed years ago,” Geshti declared and I agreed with her, whole heartedly. 
 
   “Take me to her. Now. We do not have a whole lot of time,” I demanded.
 
   “Fine, you and Nergal can go. I will not allow her to be humiliated further; her mother would roll in her grave.” Adad agreed. Humiliated further? What a crock. Her mom better have been a beautiful Goddess because I got the feeling Lilu had been riding on her coattails her whole life and the ghost of them now. 
 
   Nergal took my hand, and the fact that I let him touch me just shows how much I really did like him.  We didn’t speak as we took stairs down into a very traditional dungeon, musty smells and wet dripping sounds greeted us as we walked through a low stone doorway. There was straw all over the ground and moss growing on the walls.
 
   I did enjoy the wet stone and old blood smell a good dungeon had, it made me feel peaceful. I know, I’m twisted, so sue me. It wasn’t as dark as I would have enjoyed, the light was artificial and bright. We passed a few old fashioned torture devices; I made a mental note to check them out later.
 
   The cells were pretty well kept up; iron and magically gated they were more teeny tiny flats rather than cells, which was a disappointment, too much cruel and unusual punishment I guess. Lilu was in a large cell at the end. There were no windows, part of the whole penalty for law breaking. 
 
   “Why is there no guard?” I asked.
 
   “Alus hate isolation. The bars will hold her because of the magic but it also keeps her alone and forgotten about,” Nergal said.
 
   “Baby brother, I hear you!” A singsong voice called out to us. Rounding the corner there she was, sitting very ladylike on a bed in the same dress she had been in the last time I saw her, smiling.  Her hair was messy and if possible, she oozed insanity. Her eyes were wide, circling and crazed, but she still emitted an air of lust that was hard to understand.
 
   “Lilu, I need you to tell me how you cursed this place. It is wrong.” I stepped up to the bars. “If you have any love for your family, help us.”
 
   “Help you? You’ll steal everything from me.” She was frowning and the pout made her look years younger than she was.
 
   “Sister, I am begging you, end this foolishness, please.” Nergal couldn’t make himself get any closer to her; I could tell he was afraid, not of her, but of what had to be done about her. I could not fault him for still loving her, but I could blame him if anything else happened to these people.
 
   “Not until you make me your Queen. Make me Queen and all this will stop.” 
 
   She was lying, but I didn’t know why. If being Queen was her goal, why wouldn’t she stop the madness after getting what she wanted?
 
   “You have always known I do not desire you. Do not use your sex magic against me it does not work,” Nergal sounded disgusted and I couldn’t blame him, but at least know I knew why she seeped desire into the air.
 
   “You will never figure it out without my help. I’ve covered my tracks too well,” she gloated.
 
   “Don’t be so sure. I’m more powerful than you; you are no match for me,” I countered. She made me want to hit her with all my magic at once, but Nergal might never forgive me. 
 
   “I will end all this if you marry me, baby brother,” she practically purred. I saw Nergal hesitate and then shake himself from whatever spell she was trying to weave.
 
   “No, you won’t.” He turned to me.
 
   “Don’t you dare!” she screamed, then coming to her feet in a rush, she threw herself at the bars, hands like claws, wings flapping, reaching for him.
 
   “It does not matter if I do what she says. We are all doomed, she will never help us,” Tired eyes met mine, his sister cursing at him, “she has Hallow Syndrome.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Two nights later I was sitting in the garden with Namtar in a large swing and thinking about Nergal’s sister. After his announcement, she’d started to scream and scratch herself into a bloody mess, and they had to sedate her. I’d spent the past 48 hours trying to figure out what could be done about the situation in Bet Pagri.
 
   Nam enjoyed Bet Pagri as much as I did; the people were amazing and friendly. Tonight we were waiting for Nergal and Ekur to join us but before they did I wanted to discuss Lilu with Nam. We hadn’t really had much of a chance to talk, we’d been so busy.
 
   “Hallow Syndrome…. Wow…..I thought that was all but wiped out.” Nam shook his head in amazement
 
   “I know. The last recorded case was what? 150 years ago?” I was still pretty shocked. Hallow Syndrome was so rare and horrible that if you contracted it, the first thing was normally to be studied and documented and second put to death. People who got Hallow Syndrome went crazy and usually in a mass murdering psychotic way.
 
   “They did this to themselves,” Nam said, “had they put her to death when she was diagnosed they would be fine now. I don’t know what they were thinking.”
 
   “That they loved her and they couldn’t bring themselves to kill her,” a new voice entered the garden, Ekur. He came and sat with us.
 
   “They had the execution all set up; there was a party and a feast. Then they were going to feed her a poison made from boiled Knife Shrubs and Sleeping Weeper Willows. She would have slipped into death painless, and peacefully.” He shrugged and settled back into the swing with us, helping to rock it.
 
   “Wow, so what happened?” I asked. Sleeping Weeper Willows were willow trees, and when their bark was boiled it made a sleeping draft and on windy nights the trees sounded like they were crying.  Mostly found in and around swamps in Adura.
 
   “Her mother was still alive when she was first diagnosed. She didn’t pass away for another ten years. The King could not deny her. So when she saw her daughter, sitting there, not yet in full grip of the illness, tears pooling down her face the Queen convinced him to spare her.” Ekur’s voice was tinged with despair.
 
   “In their defense it was another two years before Lilu began to show major signs of Hallow Syndrome.” Nergal was walking towards us and I felt bad for discussing his family behind his back but the information was important.
 
   “And now she’s become too powerful and too insane to go without a huge fight,” I said the words, but the look on Ekur’s face confirmed them.
 
   “How long has she had it?” Nam had a disapproving look on his face.
 
   “Twenty five years.” I could tell Nergal was beside himself.
 
   “So, she’d be dead now if not for this curse. People with Hallow Syndrome rarely live over twenty years.”  Nam sighed.
 
   “This is a huge mess. I still cannot figure out how she’s fueling this sort of  hex,” I was fairly distraught about it, I wanted to help Bet Pagri, but nothing I had done so far had worked.
 
   Nergal opened his mouth to say something when there was a commotion at the gates. We all got up to see what was going on. Standing outside the gate was the Adureed I had ridden to my aunt and uncle’s.
 
   “Oh! You could have just left all this at the estate, but thank you so much!” I exclaimed, curious. It seemed to only be two over night bags, one for Nam and myself.
 
   “Did Sarlu pack this and tell you to bring it?”
 
   The Adureed seemed to nod; it made a huffing noise, and nipped my hand as I patted its face.
 
   “Well I am grateful.” I was truly appreciative. Nam unloaded the bags and the Adureed took off, back to the plains where the herd lived.
 
   I opened my bag and squealed, happy. I pulled out a miniature green house that I had brought as a present for Nergal, it was only about four inches wide and five inches tall, holding a single plant in stasis until it could be replanted.
 
   “I’ll take our things to our rooms, you show Nergal his gift.” Nam laughed; he and Ekur left us alone.
 
   “What’s going on Ereshkigal?” Nergal came and peered at what I was holding.
 
   “It is your gift!”
 
   Placing an arm around my shoulder he held me to him, “you didn’t have to bring me anything.”
 
   “You gave me a gift, I am just returning the favor,” I lifted my head to meet his lips as he kissed me briefly.
 
   “I take it there is a plant in that thing?” He poked the greenhouse with a finger.
 
   “Yes. Where do you want it planted?”
 
   “What kind of plant is it?”
 
   “A flower.” I didn’t want to reveal the surprise just yet.
 
   “Follow me.” He took my hand and we walked to the very back of Bet Pagri, far from the last building, it took a while and I was curious every step. There were still Alus around, children playing, people going about their daily lives, but as we got closer to the wall they seemed to thin out.
 
   My eyes widened as we reached the farthest corner of the grounds and I saw there was a beautiful flower garden. Not huge, but lovely and well cared for.
 
   “Lilu got her love of flora from our mother,” his voice was quiet as we entered the garden. I was careful to stay on the cobblestone path. I had no idea which flowers were planted and Adura plants can be beautiful, but deadly.
 
   “This is her garden?” I asked.
 
   “It is Bet Pagri’s garden, but yes, my mother started it. Now several other females tend it religiously.”
 
   I took a deep breath, it smelled like a harmonious bouquet of rich earth and floral tones. I’d never seen such a beautiful flower garden before. It was hard to keep so many different types of flowers together, there are several cannibal flowers in Audra, many did not get along with others well.
 
   “How do you keep them all here?”  I touched the petal of a Scentless Black Rose, harmless but beautiful.
 
   “Magic.” He smiled and we walked around a small bend, moonlight glistened off of everything, we sat on a stone bench near a square of land that looked ready for planting.
 
   “Here,” I shoved the greenhouse into his hand as I sat.
 
   His smile got bigger as he opened it and pulled out a pot with three small Lullaby Lilies. They were closed and looked a little wilted. As he touched the soft dark petal a crease appeared between his eyes.
 
   “What’s wrong with it?”
 
   “A Stasis Spell. I couldn’t have them singing during our journey. I would have had to stop and feed them every hour.” I took the pot from him and bent down in the fresh tilled dirt near the bench, I said a Word and the ground opened. I pulled the flowers from their temporary home and put them in the good soil.
 
   I stroked their petals gently and it was as if they awoke. They straightened up and the petals opened releasing a sensuous scent into the air.  Deep blue, all three seemed to take a breath and a sullen, melodic song issued from their cores.
 
   “That’s enough of that.” Nergal had kneeled down with me, anticipating, he’d pricked his finger and gave each bloom a small drop of blood. Their harmonies stopped and they went back to looking like beautiful flowers and nothing more.
 
   “Thank you my best beloved one,” He kissed my cheek, but I wasn’t really paying attention. I’d noticed something strange. 
 
   There was magic, a faint pulsing line of magic, it was pale purple and had twisted itself around a tiny Lonely Lilac plant. Lonely Lilacs were quite boring, almost normal looking. It was called a Lonely Lilac because, while the smell was still the sweet wonderful aroma I loved, if you breathed in too much or too deep it caused a bout of severe depression.
 
   “Do you see that?” I asked Nergal pointing. I was surprised I could even see it, usually magic isn’t so obvious.
 
   “See what?” He looked at me, questioningly.
 
   “Use your magic, and look at the lilac bush.” I told him, slightly annoyed. He was quiet for a few seconds, concentrating.
 
   “Oh, what is that?” He straightened, helping me up. We went over to the bush; I leaned down and sniffed a flower.
 
   I fell back, landing on the ground as I was assaulted with magic, it felt heady like strong wine and I could taste despair, illness and insanity in my mouth, heavy like blood. Shaking my head I willed the power away from me and sent it back into the coils around the flowers.
 
   “Ereshkigal, are you ok?” Nergal was by my side, his arms around me, pulling me into a standing position.
 
   “Yes, but smelling that flower gave me a rush of magic, made me feel…really powerful,” I said, haltingly.
 
   “Did you keep the extra magic?” he asked.
 
   “No way. It felt tainted somehow, sick. It felt like…” Trailing off, my eyes widened in recognition, “like your sister!”
 
   “My sister?” He didn’t understand.
 
   “The magic feels like your sister. Come on we have to follow it.” Using my mind I called to Nam to join us. I guess Nergal did the same thing because both Ekur and Namtar showed up within minutes.
 
   They followed me as I began to trace the magic back to its start. It wound through the garden and led to a section of the wall. It seemed to go through the wall but for the life of me I couldn’t figure out how I could.
 
   “Here,” Ekur stepped up next to me and placed his hands on a section of the wall. He murmured quietly for a few moments and I felt his power swell around him, then the wall seemed to hum and before my eyes a small stone door appeared.
 
   “Well, aren’t you full of surprises,” I teased him.
 
   “All Alu children grow up knowing of this secret way into the forest. Most do not use it, but sometimes couples sneak out for secret meetings,” Nergal grinned.
 
   We went out the door and all was quiet as we moved through the forest, me in the lead keeping a close eye on the magic as it wound through trees, away from Bet Pagri.
 
   “She must have started this years ago,” Nam commented after about a hour of walking, “the magic cord is thick and well established, yet to the naked eye is nothing, I have to really focus on it.”
 
   “Yes, and it is connected to something,” I agreed.
 
   “I have a bad feeling about where this is taking us,” Nergal said. I looked behind me to see Ekur nod in concurrence.
 
   I decided to let their doom and gloom attitude go. If they didn’t want to share I wouldn’t force them, besides I had to concentrate. Our trek took about another hour and a half, mainly because we stopped and had lunch. What? We had to eat, especially if we were going to come across some big baddie.
 
   We emerged from the forest into a clearing and we groaned collectively. A large four storied building sat in front of us. The magic line plainly linked to it.
 
   “Crap,” Nam said, I could not have expressed it better.
 
   “Your sister has been tapping the Adura Asylum?” The disbelief could be cut with a knife. It was like I was seeing it, but I just could not comprehend.
 
   The Adura Asylum was a fairly new P.O.T., only about twenty years old, but the asylum itself was older. It had started out a normal psychiatric hospital about three hundred years before. Then my family had the brilliant idea of sending anyone considered criminally insane, or harmful to themselves or others, there. It did not matter if they were from Biri, Adura or Nannaru.  
 
   The staff at the Asylum figured out that being locked up in Adura made people from Biri and Nannaru even crazier and they began to kill each other, violently. Guardsmen were sent in and the rumors state there were walls awash with blood. My family feared it becoming a P.O.T. so most of the non Adurans were evacuated. (At least the ones still alive.) The Healers, however, convinced my grandmother to allow some of the non Aduran patients stay. They thought they could eventually find a way to counteract the effects.
 
   This was taken well by my family, finding a way to let anyone travel between provinces has always been something researched. People were always curious to what allowed Biri residents the ability to travel through all of Salas but prevented Adurans and those from Nannaru. I was certain it was the magic originally set forth by the Great Three, and there was no way to magically or scientifically change it. But to each their own.
 
   However about twenty years ago something went horribly wrong, the Asylum just shut down one day, none of the residents or staff were seen or heard from again. All we knew was if you went in you never came out. The newest of the four P.O.T.s in Adura
 
   The four of us stood there, looking at the building. The windows were blacked out and I knew if I tried to open the door without an invitation the doors wouldn’t budge. Nam and Ekur who had grabbed some supplies before we left, put their things down. I know I wouldn’t want to have to go in there carrying extra crap on my back. We all moved forward together, not really wanting to but knowing we had to.
 
   As we got closer a breeze picked up, icy, and fear shivered and crawled down my spine. I could hear the echoes of screams, and the moaning for help in the wind. The atmosphere was dark, dreary and depressing. Some of my favorite things, but not quite like this.
 
   “The magic leads around back,” Ekur said. Slowly, because who wants to rush into a haunted Asylum, we made our way around back.  There was a door and it looked like it was partially opened.
 
   “It’s too easy.” Nergal put a hand on my arm stopping me.
 
   “My Prince, look at the tracks,” Ekur was bending down examining the ground, “this ground has been tread on and often. I do not think the open door is a trap, I think it has been left opened for a reason.”
 
   Nergal slid his hand down my arm and linked our fingers together; he didn’t look at the ground, just automatically accepted Ekur’s words. I enjoyed the level of trust between them; it was like me and Nam.
 
   As we got closer to the door Nam told us all to stop, “I smell sweet disease, infection and not one I recognize. But I also smell Hallow Syndrome.”
 
   I watched as Nergal and Ekur lifted their noses and took in deep breaths.
 
   “You are correct Namtar, I too smell Lilu, as recent as a week ago.” Nergal confirmed.
 
   “I have no idea what is through that door, but I want to try something,” Nam came over to me and cupped my face in his hands. All at once his green yellow magic enveloped me. I didn’t feel any different, but I too could smell the sickness, but now on my own skin.
 
   “Now the P.O.T. will not be able to differentiate between you and whatever is in there,” Nam explained, he then did the same thing to Ekur, Nergal and himself.
 
   We walked in and were plunged into darkness, I provided light with a simple spell and found we were standing at the bottom of a steep stair way leading up.  I led, mainly because I was the most curious and had told Nergal’s parents I would try and fix their problem.
 
   There was a door at the top and it opened, easily, but the Asylum just felt off. It was like pushing through something thick and moist to enter the room. The room we entered was not dark; harsh electric lights lit the place up. All I could see was a hall way lined with doors, soft music played through speakers, music meant to be peaceful but was just annoying, an assault on the ears.
 
   As we came farther in I could smell decay, blood and something nastier in the air, rotting flesh and organs. The violet pulsing magic line was back and I went where it led. The opposite side of the room had a window, Nam looked out.
 
   “Shit, we’re two stories up. How did that happen?”              
 
   “This is where it wanted us. Where the magic was drawn too,” I shrugged; it seemed to be the best explanation. I was about to open double metal doors when Nergal stopped me.
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this? We can leave.” He was giving me an out, love and concern showed in his eyes and I was happy he was worried. But I had to do this; I had to know what was on the other side.
 
   “It will be ok,” I was trying to convince myself as well. The door had dried blood on it, like someone had smeared the metal, like paint.
 
   Pushing open the doors, we stilled at the sight. The room was a large common space, couches, chairs and all sorts of recreation littered throughout. With the furniture were people, well kind of.  The more appropriate term would be The Living Dead, though some were just Reanimated Corpses. The bodies were comatose, all in various stages of decomposition. My own power was attracted to all the death in the room and I could see Nam’s eyes widen in excitement at the sickness that the room basically throbbed with.
 
   I saw that the power cord we had followed was attached to each corpse, almost sucking on them like tentacles with little mouths at the end.
 
   “Why don’t they move?” Ekur asked. When I looked back at him I saw that Nergal and he had drawn long swords out of somewhere. Which I admit, was a nice trick to have. 
 
   “The Living Dead and Reanimated Corpses do not feed off of the dead or the sick. Nam’s magic has tricked this place into thinking we are a part of it. They will stay like this until living flesh is brought in,” I enlightened him. I wasn’t surprised he didn’t know that. I do not think anyone had come in contact with either LD’s or RC’s in years. They were usually used by Kassaptu who were warring against each other, family disputes. Or as a way to gather information, and sometimes for entertainment.
 
   I, however, grew up near a cemetery, bored out of my mind. While I had never actually seen an LD, I had seen plenty of RC’s, though mine didn’t usually look, or smell, as bad.
 
   “What is the difference between the two?” Ekur asked.
 
   “The Living Dead are people who have souls and are alive but their body is rotting away and dying, a Reanimated Corpse is just as it sounds, a dead body still moving around,” said a rasping, gravelly voice from behind us. We spun around; my hands were out, digging up magic for a defensive attack.
 
   There was an LD standing at the door. His skin was gray, sloughing away in some parts. He seemed to have all of his limbs and while his clothes looked filthy they were whole as well. His hair had begun to fall out and was a putrid shade of brown; his eyes matched exactly, still alert and whole in his sagging face. His lips were pulled back, showing too much teeth and not enough gums.
 
   “Who are you?” I demanded.
 
   “I am Healer Ahhazu, and the last person to become infected.” He slowly shuffled into the room.
 
   “What the hell happened here?” Nergal questioned him.
 
   “I’m not sure. We were experimenting with why people of Salas cannot travel freely, as most know. But aside from that, the Asylum was running normally, taking in new patients, releasing those who were cured.” He tried to shrug, but it didn’t seem to work and sounded like he ripped something, pain slithered over his features briefly.
 
   “Then we noticed anyone who died became a RC, we had no Necromancer on staff and they are so rare we just locked them in the basement until they could be dealt with, that is until one attacked another Healer.”
 
   “That’s impossible!” I exclaimed, “RC’s are peaceful, they do not usually attack unless the person that raised them requests it.” That was a Salas legend, only LD’s were flesh hungry, and then only in the end stages when their mind started to rot away.
 
   “We know, but yet here is the proof. Once attacked, the Healer slowly became a LD, and we could not stop the infection,” Ahhazu looked miserable.
 
   “So you quarantined the whole place, allowed this to happen?” Ekur was furious.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
   “Of course not! Once I realized the disease spread by bite I tried to evacuate but the Asylum shut us down, it would not allow anyone out. It’s a built in magical defense to protect the outside in case something horrible has gone wrong.  The LD’s went crazy with all the living tissue around and within a month everyone was contaminated.” Ahhazu said, indignantly.
 
   “How are you still coherent after all this time?” My eyes narrowed at him; maybe he was the cause of all of this.
 
   “I locked myself in my lab. I have created a serum with a combination of magic and medicine that slows down the virus.” He looked concerned, “have you come to destroy this place? Half of the people in the building are still alive. I think I am very close to finding the cure.” He seemed almost desperate, his eyes large in his skull, but even amongst all the death, insanity hadn’t taken him and hope shone in his eyes.
 
   “We don’t know. Tell me when you figured the Asylum had become a P.O.T. and hadn’t just been using the defense system?”  I was staring at the magic leaching on the bodies in the room.
 
   “When that showed up,” he answered, pointing at where I stared. “Almost at the same time I could feel the building feeding off the energy in us. Then it started to call victims and I knew that I was living in a Place of Taint.”.
 
   “I think that the building has contracted our disease,” he admitted.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Nam spoke for the first time.
 
   “What?” I looked at him; his eyes were fixed to the ceiling.
 
   “I do not get the same sensation from the Asylum that I do from the Healer.” Walking to the wall he placed a hand against the dingy beige plaster.  Closing his eyes I watched him try and read the building.
 
   Nam’s eyes snapped open and focused on me, intensity burned in them, “the Asylum has contracted Hallow Syndrome.”
 
   You could have heard a damn pin drop, the silence was so great. Nergal looked the most shocked.
 
   “Did your sister come here for treatment?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t know, I know she went a way for a while when she first got sick.”
 
   “Can you show us patient files?” I questioned Ahhazu.
 
   “No, it would be unethical.” He shook his head and it was pretty gross to watch.
 
   “Ethics went out the window when everyone became zombies,” Ekur’s laugh was more of a snarky bark.
 
   “Zombie is a derogatory term,” Nam scolded.
 
   “Boys,” I snapped, “Ahhazu take us to the patient files, now.”
 
   He led us out of the room and down a flight of stairs; we passed even more bodies, the purple magic sucking at them. Finally we came to a small room filled with filing cabinets.
 
   “I’ll wait outside.”  Ahhazu sounded upset, but I could have cared less.
 
   We searched for Lilu’s file, and I found it. She had been diagnosed with Hallow Syndrome five years before the Asylum became a P.O.T. I scanned her file, each sentence caused dread to fill me up.
 
   “What does it say?” Nergal asked, coming to peer over my shoulder.
 
   “Your sister came here for the normal observations and studies for someone suffering Hallow Syndrome. She stayed for about six months, even her death sentence is in these papers,” I told him. I faced all three of them.
 
   “But it looks like when your parents decided to not kill her, they sent her here for “treatment” every week until this place shut down.” I even made the bunny ears with one hand. Treatment for Hallow Syndrome consisted of counseling, more tests and usually a drug that would keep the patient calm. It didn’t really work. Hallow Syndrome progressed violently, eventually the drug stopped working, there was no cure.
 
   “However…” I turned the file around so they could see the writing. The first sets of notes were normal Healer chicken scratch in ink. Details of her therapy sessions where at first Lilu spoke about normal girls things, then grieved over the death of her mother and how she was scared to go crazy and die, but by the end was detailing how she wanted to kill members of her family and have sex with her brother.
 
   While, sure, most of that was enough to creep out even me, it was the last few pages of notes that made me truly fearful. Two pages of typed words, in red, smelling like old blood, information of the trips Lilu had made to the Asylum since it shut down.
 
   “Did my sister update her own file?” Nergal sounded incredulous.
 
   “No… I’m pretty sure the Asylum has been recording the notes: I bet she talks to it like she did her therapist. Her illness took whatever was originally wrong here and warped it.” I glanced at the words. Lilu really wanted to be queen and even more, she didn’t want to die.
 
   “We have to shut this down before it becomes completely conscious,” I lowered my voice, worried that the building could hear me, “we don’t want it to realize what power it could possibly have.” If this Asylum became like the Plantation it would be even more powerful. There was enough magic fuelling Lilu and the building to make them both a potent threat. I didn’t think Adura needed evil quite like what these two were becoming.
 
   “How do we shut it down?” Nam looked a little panicked around the edges and I could understand, we were standing in what was kind of the “belly of the beast.”
 
   “A spell of some kind. I’m just not sure if I can do it by myself.” I was hoping for a little divine intervention, actually. I needed to cut off its connection to Lilu, it was her leaking Hallow Syndrome back up the power line combined with whatever disease the Healers had unleashed accidentally that was causing this mess. If I could stop one, then the other could get sorted out naturally. 
 
   “You will not be alone, best beloved one,” Nergal took the file from me and put it back, carefully.
 
   We went back out into the corridor where I spoke to Ahhazu, “How much time do you think you would need to find an antidote?”
 
   “I think another couple of months. I can feel how close I am, but I think the building can feel it too, a few times,” he looked around and I knew why, I felt like I was being watched too. “I have been locked out of my office or gotten lost on my way back. I constantly feel watched.”
 
   “Okay, I think I can help with that. If I can do a barrier spell with enough power I can cut off Lilu’s tie to this place which will make sure it can’t become any more sentient.” I was pretty sure it would work; I was more concerned with whether I could focus and hold a spell so large, without at least a coven of 13.
 
   “Will it reverse the P.O.T. status?” Ahhazu asked.
 
   “I would guess not,” Nam answered for me, “once a P.O.T. always a P.O.T., it just won’t be as…as…alive.”
 
   “But it will allow you the time to fix what went down here and evacuate everyone to one of the Healer Centers.” (Or in Biri, hospitals.) I hoped this would be a satisfactory answer.
 
   “May I suggest we get out of here Princess?” Ekur suggested, “I feel it unwise to linger here anymore than necessary.”
 
   “Yes, Ereshkigal, we should go. It feels too much like allowing the enemy in on battle plans.” Nergal took my hand in his, his tenderness sinking into me; it was a good sensation because the air in the Asylum was almost icy, probably why it didn’t smell worse than it already did.
 
   “I hope it works. As much as I want to save my patients and friends, if it doesn’t…” Ahhazu trailed off.
 
   “We’ll do what we need to.” I felt something ripple through me at that point, my senses went on alert as the lights above us flickered and brightened, I could almost feel the walls around us swell outwards and then return to normal. Like something was waking up.
 
   “We need to leave, now,” Nam had urgency in his voice.
 
   “Be safe Ahhazu,” I told him as we began to run back the way we came. I could feel anger, intense hate leaking out of the walls, like it had just realized we weren’t an LD or an RC. As we ran I managed to gasp out to Nam.
 
   “Is the spell you put on us waning?”
 
   “I believe so. If we don’t hurry we’re going to look like food in the next few moments.” He wasn’t out of breath but it is hard to run and talk.
 
   As we sprinted through the door and down the dark stair well I began to hear the shuffling, painful sounds of the LDs and RCs waking up. My magic surged behind, feeling out for the death that congregated inside the building. I felt their pull and it was almost enough to make me want to stop and go back, to push my magic inside each of them and find out what made them tick.
 
   But my feelings for my companions and the thought of those suffering at Bet Pagri stopped me; instead I took that magic and put up a shield around us, giving us the few minutes more we needed to get outside into the fresh air and star speckled sky.
 
   “It is late; we were in there much longer than I thought we were,” Nam said as the door slammed shut behind us.  I didn’t speak, I was suddenly tired and hungry, there was no way I was going to do any large magic working until the next moonrise.
 
   “Ereshkigal would you like to camp out here so we can get started first thing tomorrow?” Nergal asked me.
 
   “I think that would be a good idea, that way we can keep an eye on things,” I nodded in agreement.
 
   Ekur went over the bag he had dropped near a tree before we went inside. I was so glad that he and Nam had the sense to grab provisions when we called them. I do not know what I would do without my Namtar.
 
   “Nam, can you take the rest of this funk off me so I can feel semi clean again?” I shivered, standing in the open air, I wanted food and sleep so badly.
 
   He nodded and within moments we all breathed a sigh of relief as the magic was lifted from our skin completely. We backed away from the Asylum, farther into the woods where we had some shelter but could still see the offending building.
 
   “I’m not sure how much sleep I’ll get with that thing staring at us,” Nam complained, starting a small camp fire. He brought out a few containers, undid the Stay Fresh and Stasis spells on them so he could heat up the food.
 
   “Well, we’ll have to try Namtar,” Ekur said and he and Nergal set up bed rolls and the traditional camping and outdoor protective spells.
 
   I curled my lip, I hated camping, hated sleeping outside. I had thought after that first night outdoors I wouldn’t have to do it again so soon. I missed my bed at the Estate or even the one I’d been sleeping in at Bet Pagri. Rolling my eyes, I went and helped, even my inner monologue sounded whiny.
 
   As I sat down on the hovering bed roll and took a bowl of stew and a slice of bread, Namtar came over and joined me, we ate in silence. I waited for him to speak, I’d known him too long, there was something on his mind.
 
   “I think you should call in your favour from Ibbi and her sisters,” he finally said.
 
   “Call in the death nymphs? Why?” I asked, after swallowing. The hot stew hit my stomach and I began to feel a bit better.
 
   “You cannot do the type of magic we need tomorrow with just the four of us. Especially since Alu magic is so much different than ours. Ibbi’s troupe will give you the numbers you need to form a circle.”
 
   We ate in silence for a bit longer; I nudged his shoulder with mine causing him to snort, “I hate it when you’re right.”
 
   “I am always right,” he laughed.
 
   “Oh okay, sure you are,” I reached over and poked him; startled, he fell off the bed roll, landing on his butt, clutching his empty soup bowl.
 
   I heard a weird noise and looked over, Ekur and Nergal were practically dying they were laughing so hard.
 
   “Are you laughing at me?” I asked with a sinister look in my eyes, trying not to smile.  I stood up and slowly walked towards the pair of them. They stopped laughing at once, sensing the predator in their midst. If I had wanted to seduce them I’d have failed, it was Ishtar who had that gift. But I could make them fear me and that was sometimes better than lust.
 
   “I think I’ll help Namtar clean up,” Ekur cleared his throat and practically ran from me.
 
   Nergal met me and I could hear his heartbeat, smell the trepidation on his skin, his breath, which startled me a little. I didn’t realize I’d put so much into making me seem like I was hunting him, but I must have.
 
   He reached for me and crushed me against him, his mouth furiously on mine, his wings wrapping around us so I was swamped with his heat, scent and touch. His mouth left a scorching path from mine across my cheek and down to my neck. I arched against him as he bit the skin below my ear lightly, licking me at such a sensitive point that I practically trembled as arousal flooded through me.
 
   I wanted him; through the stress, the anxiety and weariness I wanted this Alu to be my first, here in these woods and I didn’t care if we had an audience. I was just following what my body craved. No one had ever made me feel more alive and wanton than I did right that second, his fingers digging into my flesh, mouth sucking at me, my own hand buried in his hair.
 
   “Oh Eshie, get a fucking room,” Nam’s irritated voice cut through the passion in my mind. I heard a low warning growl from Nergal and cupped his face in my palm. I placed a chaste kiss on his lips, heart filling up with something. I wasn’t sure it was love, but it was strong and it was there.
 
   “Be nice,” I warned.
 
   “And if you could pull back your magic a bit Princess that’d be great.” Ekur was practically begging me. Nergal pulled back his wings and I realized Ekur was more than uncomfortable he was turned on.
 
   “I’m sorry you guys, I don’t know what came over us,” I apologized. I drew further back from Nergal and he made another low dominant sound.
 
   “What?” I looked at him. What was wrong with him?
 
   “Fear is a powerful aphrodisiac to Alu males Princess, I am sorry no one warned you. My Prince has just been overwhelmed by a ton of primitive instincts.” Ekur was trying not to grin, I could tell. And maybe it was funny, but Nergal looked like he wanted to eat me….or something.
 
   “Why don’t you go call Ibbi while we see if we can calm down lover boy here,” Nam teased. I blushed. As I walked past him he whispered, “Temptress” and I almost choked on my laughter.
 
   Walking a little away from our camp I lifted my face to the sky; letting the darkness and the starlight fill me up, give me peace and strength. I could still feel the ardor trickling off of Nergal, beating against me, but it was faint. I could also feel the malevolence soaking through the ground towards me from the Asylum, but neither of these things were a distraction.
 
   Raising my arms wide, I took a deep breath and then released it until nothing was left in my body except for the subtle burning in my chest and humming in my soul as the oxygen left my system and was replaced by magic. Faint wind began to whisper around me, pulling at my hair and clothes, awaiting orders
 
   “Ibbi,” I spoke the Death Nymph’s name, “come to Adura Asylum as fast as you can.” I urged the wind to take it to her, afraid she may be too far away to come as quickly as I needed her. But Death Nymphs moved quickly, much more than many creatures. If she wanted to she could take the hidden paths through the Underworld itself to come here.
 
   I waited for a few minutes, hoping she would reply, or I would get some sort of acknowledgement. Just as I was giving up to go back to the warmth of the fire I heard her voice echoing on the breeze.
 
   “Noon.”
 
   Happily I made my way back to camp. Nergal was calmly sitting on my bed roll which I noticed was now large enough for two people.
 
   “A little sure of yourself, aren’t you?” I put my hands on my hips and stared down at him.
 
   “A little. But I have no designs on your body tonight Best Beloved One, just your company while we sleep.”
 
   How could I turn him down? His words gave me such a warm squishy feeling inside, pathetic and sickening really, but what can you do?
 
   “I guess that would be ok,” I got out of my boots and got a kick out of the fact that as I shimmied out of my skirt and corset his eyes never left me. I waited in front of him patiently in tight leggings and my tunic while his eyes wandered. He glanced up at my face and at least had the smarts to look a bit sheepish. I raised an eyebrow and motioned to the space next to me, a “your turn” moment.
 
   Lying down, I pulled the blankets up around me as he stripped off his own boots and shirt. He climbed in next to me.
 
   “Alu’s must sleep on their stomachs, we don’t like to compress our wings,” he told me.
 
   “Okay…” I was nervous, I had never slept with anyone but Nam, and that was way different, we didn’t cuddle in our sleep.
 
   Looking across the fire I saw Nam and Ekur were already snuggled down in their beds. I didn’t think they were asleep, I was pretty sure they were watching us.
 
   “Alu couples sleep in bat form together, but many of us have mated with non Alu.” As he spoke I understood what he was getting at, he wanted to instruct me on how I would sleep in the same bed as him, see I’m smart, I catch on to stuff.
 
   “Just lay like you normally would,” his voice was quiet, coaxing. So I turned towards him, and heard him sigh, so obviously whatever I’d done was good. He lay next to me, mostly on his abdomen, one black wing stretch up and over me as did the arm I was closest to. He tucked me into him with his arm and the wing almost curled around me as well. It was cozy and comforting. I drifted off to sleep thinking about how I hadn’t felt this loved in years.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
   Noon couldn’t come soon enough. I stood in the clearing near the Asylum the moon high in the sky, washing us in the blue green light the sky cast. I had done a simple Cleaning spell that morning so at least I didn’t look or feel very grubby. I guess I could have gone back to Bet Pagri for new clothes, but that wasn’t as important as getting the preliminary spell work set up.
 
   Between the four of us we made a three inch thick line circling the Asylum and checked the whole clearing, getting rid of anything magical that might hinder the casting. Then we went out into the woods to gather all of the ingredients for the spell. I didn’t know exactly because there wasn’t a set potion or incantation for what I was going to attempt. But I knew what I may or may not need.
 
   Now it was just a waiting game. Hopefully Ibbi and her sisters showed up soon, the Asylum seemed to get larger and more menacing as I watched it.
 
   Daughter, we wanted to make sure and tell you we will provide help.  Zalm’s power filled me as her message came through loud and clear. Some of the anxiety I was holding onto released as I realized the Great Three were going to be assisting me. I knew I was supposed to try and bring them back mainstream, but they’d been rather vacant from my life the past few days.
 
   “Good, I need the encouragement; I am worried I’m not up to this.” I murmured.
 
   “Talking to yourself is a sure sign of insanity, didn’t you know that Princess?” Ibbi said from behind me. I turned, not quite happy to see her; the Death Nymph was pretty odd honestly. But I was close to happy, which is what counted.
 
   Her glowing deep purple eyes were not looking at me but at the P.O.T. behind me, “mmmmm, death first thing in the morning.” She waved a hand and I saw all her sisters’ step forward as one. I tried to count them and was very pleased. Nam had been correct, counting Ibbi there were nine of them.
 
   “I want to erect a Bubble Charm around it. Do you think you and your sisters are up to the task?” I asked her. She took a moment to think about it, one hand twirled a lock of her wild milk white hair around a finger. It matched the color of her dress and I was a little surprised that while the gown was tattered and ruined it was also clean. I began to understand that Death Nymphs looked crazy on purpose.  Ibbi’s skin was a dark purple as well, in stark contrast to her hair and dress. As I watched her sisters, I realized while they all seemed to look similar, Ibbi was the only one who truly stood out.
 
   “I believe we can. Bubble Charms are not difficult; the hard part will be to create one so big and strong enough to cut off the Asylum from everything.” The smile she gave me showed a mouth full of rather pointed teeth.
 
   “I think we’ll need an herb and salt circle on top of the one you’ve carved out,” Ibbi suggested.
 
   “I was thinking the same thing. I gathered several protective plants, but I have nothing to grind them with.” I felt kind of stupid when I said that last part. What kind of Queen could I possibly be?
 
   A fallible one. The best kind; do not doubt yourself.  It felt like Syb sighed into my ear and I became composed again.
 
   “We are used to doing much with very little,” With a snap of her fingers two of Ibbi’s band walked over and collected the herbs I had piled up on my bed and strode off with them further into the shadows of the woods.
 
   “I only need the added back up to make sure I can hold the spell. I thank you for coming on such short notice,” I bowed my head in respect.
 
   “It is a pleasure to be asked, besides we were bored.” Gracefully she and the rest of her ensemble followed where the other two had gone.
 
   While they were gone I walked the circle, making sure there were no breaks; I had Nergal, Nam and Ekur mark out where everyone should stand. I was going to straddle the line of magic linking the P.O.T. to Lilu so that I would know when the shield came down, that it had worked and cut off her power supply. I only prayed this would also undo the curse at Bet Pagri.
 
   When the Death Nymphs got back, they sprinkled the herb mixture onto the circle I had already made and we all got into position. My heart was racing, it felt like it was in my throat, panic was almost flooding my brain.
 
   “You can do this,” I told myself. I could only see Nergal, Ibbi and a couple of her sisters from where I stood, I just had to have faith the others wouldn’t need to see me to hold on.
 
   Straddling the magic line I could feel its wicked madness, so potent underneath me, part of me wanted to tap it and become a force to be reckoned with, but I also knew it would eat me alive at the same time, until I ceased to be Ereshkigal.
 
   Centering myself, I allowed my magic to flow through me; red and black, sharp it soared up and out of me, connecting me with the twelve other people in the circle. I felt each of them in my mind; tiny, but secure, helping to anchor me to the ground.
 
   I was trying to combine a Bubble Charm with a Shield Spell, to create a strong bubble around the Asylum, cutting off Lilu’s magic and locking the Asylum in place. It would no longer be able to feed off new victims and should settle into a hibernation-like state and give Ahhazu enough time to work.
 
   I pictured the Asylum in my mind covered by a translucent film, shimmering and strong, used my will to project this image to the rest of my circle so that they could hold onto the visual as we did the magic to make it work.
 
   I could feel the resentment and resistance from the P.O.T. and the power it had accumulated. It was struggling against my power as I tried to hold onto the spell and create the shield in real time. I pushed my magic at the building and it pushed back, hard. I knew I would need more strength. I could not draw off my friends; I needed them just to keep everything in place.
 
   Opening my eyes I saw the world through my magic.  The Asylum loomed above us, shaded, cracked, pulsating with malice. The windows stared at me, eyes in the darkness, soulless but almost more aware than I’d realized. The front door had grown sharp rusted, jagged teeth and the sounds coming from the building were inhuman.
 
   I had to shut this down and fast, it could not be allowed to continue, I felt cold inside as all its hate and anger was directed at me. My circle burned bright orange in the ground and I forced myself not to concentrate on any one, I wasn’t sure I wanted to see them this way.
 
   Looking at my magic, I could tell it was dwindling, fighting against the P.O.T. was draining me faster than I expected it to, and sweat was beading across my brow. I grabbed for my magic and leaned in, throwing every inch of myself into the spell.
 
   “We are here daughter.”
 
   Glancing to my left I saw Zalm, Syb and Pesu standing next to me. Syb practically glowed with silver light, while Pesu was so golden it almost hurt my eyes, too much sun in the night.
 
   Zalm was the only one who appeared in perfect detail. She smiled at me, I knew it was supposed to reassure me, but she was a death goddess and the smile looked a bit mean.
 
   “I told you we would provide help, and I have kept my word,” she said.
 
   “It does not want to die either, Ereshkigal. I will try and tame it so you are not fighting so hard.” Pesu’s sing-song voice was almost too pleasant. Gold light streaked across the clearing, attaching to the P.O.T. Within minutes I breathed a little bit easier, not by a lot, but whatever she had done was allowing me a little leeway, so that it wasn’t resisting me as much.
 
   “Can my friends see you?” I asked through gritted teeth as I formed the magic and began working the more delicate parts of the spell. I sent more power through the circle, briefly tapping the other twelve to make sure they were keeping the magic flowing and the circle together. They felt stressed, but fine.
 
   “Yes, not as you see us, but they see us,” Pesu answered me.
 
   “Enough chit chat Zalm, tell her what we came down here for,” Syb demanded. Zalm gave her a rather dirty look.
 
   “I cannot lend you my power or I would, to do so would burn you brighter than a flame, but you would fizzle and go out just as fast. I cannot predict the side effects,” She seemed a little sad.
 
   “Then how can I do this? I am at my limit. I can put the spell on the Asylum but it won’t hold, not nearly long enough to do any good.”
 
   “You could just destroy it. That would work just as well.”  The Goddess was hesitant to tell me something. I could read it in her expression, and it worried me.
 
   “No. I gave my word that I would try and help the people in there; I can’t destroy the Asylum unless it is a last resort.”
 
   “You need more power then,” she paused, “You will need deaths to create the power you are looking for. Perhaps if there was more time to gather other Kassaptu it would work without sacrifice.”
 
   “I can’t just use my own blood?”
 
   “No. This spell will require a life.”
 
   “A person.” I had never had the chance to do real death magic before. The thought of it excited me. I had always had the ability to drain life and put it into my magic, but living in a castle there wasn’t much use for that. Plus I had always been afraid of how people would look at me, how I would look at myself if I did something so…so…Aduran.
 
   “No, an animal will work.”  Zalm sighed and leaned in, she brushed lips across my cheek, she smelled like graveyard dirt and the kiss felt cool and disturbing. Death Goddesses did not give affection.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “We must go. It is not good for us to stay too long in this realm.” Syb touched her sister’s arm and they winked out of my sight. I blinked my eyes and the world came back into normal focus.
 
   I could see Nergal staring at me and he looked worried. I tried to smile reassuringly at him, but it was difficult, I was concentrating so hard, desperate to keep my magic from collapsing.
 
   I sent death off to seek a victim. Shadows climbed up from the ground and the forest until my peripheral vision was clouded with spirits and shades drawn by the smell and feel of my influence. The cold hand of fatality found several creatures living in the forest and it hungered for each of them. My body was tingling with pleasure as my spectral hands cupped each of their life forces, rolling in them like a cat with catnip.
 
   I tried to pull back. I only needed one death, just a small one, but it was too late. As I jerked back into myself, bringing my magic back into place I stole the life from at least five creatures, swamping me with extra power. Raising my hands above my head, I screamed, releasing the spell finally. It rushed towards the P.O.T. and buried it, creating the perfect cage and cutting off the fuel for Lilu’s curse.
 
   I needed to sit down, or fall over, whichever one came first, but I couldn’t until someone held on to the last remnants of the spell and put the finishing touches on it. I held myself up as Nam, Nergal, Ekur and Ibbi grabbed the combined shield/charm and closed the circle.
 
   Sagging to the ground, I heard my name being called. My eyes were closed and my heartbeat slow as my body got used to the low levels of energy and magic in my system. Too much had run through me at one time and I could barely make out coherent words as Nergal picked me up and took me back to our camp.
 
   “I smell death in the forest. She truly is going to be a great queen.” Ibbi said, proudly, as they laid me down on my temporary bed.
 
   “Go and find the dead animals. She would want us to harvest their fur and meat in thanks,” Nergal commanded. I wasn’t sure who he was speaking to.
 
   “We saw the Great Three here today. My sisters and I must leave, but I will be sure to spread the word.” Ibbi’s corpse cold lips pressed against my forehead, I chuckled, low, second time death had kissed me today.
 
   “That sounds like a good sign,” I heard Nam say.
 
   “We should get her back to Bet Pagri as soon as possible. I am anxious to see if the curse is broken, and I know my parents will want to thank Ereshkigal,” Nergal said.
 
   As they discussed how best to transport me or if they should just wait for me to feel a little better I felt some familiar presences nearing us.
 
   Leave it to you to get into trouble without us around.
 
   I was so happy to hear Puabi and a minute later a disgustingly wet tongue licked my hand, Lahar. I felt better just to have them near me.
 
   We were told to get to you almost two days ago. I would have been here sooner but I had to wait for the…dog.
 
   I tried to open my eyes to look at them but my eyelids were so heavy.
 
   “Lahar? What are you doing here boy?” Nam asked, he seemed very close to me.
 
   “Let him and the little bat near her,” Nergal advised.
 
   I groaned, internally, as Lahar jumped up next to me and laid down. I was able to move my hand a bit to pet him, then Puabi settled on top of me and I knew that if I could look at her, her tiny inquisitive face would be staring at me.
 
   I began to feel better almost at once, strength flooded back into my limbs and I opened my eyes to see a relieved Nam and Nergal watching me.
 
   “Oof, get off me you guys. You’re heavy and warm,” I grumbled, much to the laughter of everyone.
 
   Sitting up slowly I took a deep breath, Lahar bounded off, sitting silently. “We should get back to Bet Pagri, I am worried about the fallout from the spell.”
 
   “Fall out?” Nergal looked clueless, but on him it was adorable. Eeek, had I really just thought that, dark goddess, it must be love after all.
 
   “Yeah, a bunch of your people are about to drop dead,” Nam said, the voice of tact, as always.  At that moment Ekur showed up carrying several skins and slabs of meat.
 
   “What were they?” I asked.
 
   “Three rabbits, a deer and a squirrel, I buried the squirrel, they do not taste good.” Ekur’s face stayed straight and I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not.
 
   “Well, get a Stay Fresh and a Non-Rotting spell on that shit and let’s get out of here,” I was ready, ready to deal with more death and see if the charm had worked on the Asylum.
 
   We packed up and began the walk back to Bet Pagri. As we past the Asylum it seemed quieter and I could see the shimmer of the Bubble surrounding it and I hoped Ahhazu would be able to make the antidote. The spell would last about six months and then I would either have to redo it, which I wasn’t looking forward to, or he’d be lost to the P.O.T. like everyone else.
 
   It didn’t take us more than two and a half hours to get back to Bet Pagri and the sounds coming from within met us just as soon as it came into view. I could hear cheers and sobbing. And the place reeked of sickness and death. The magic I had done had worked. I could tell, and hope sprang up inside of me. Maybe I really could be Adura’s queen, especially if I could help others like I had done Nergal’s people.
 
   “You have saved us my Best Beloved One,” Nergal’s hand crept around my waist and he kissed my cheek. There was happiness glimmering in his green eyes, “thank you.”
 
   “I am just glad I could help.” Which was the truth, I was very proud of myself and of everyone, actually. As we made our way through the gates I could smell Funeral Oil being created and I watched as many males were taking wood down a narrow corridor underneath the courtyard.
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked.
 
   “There is a crypt underneath our home. We burn Alus and then place their ashes in urns and they line the walls.” Ekur explained.
 
   “Where does the smoke go” Nam asked.
 
   “There are pipes that come up from the crematory; the smoke is released high above the compound,” Ekur sounded very pleased.
 
   I also saw what looked like the starting of a celebration, “you celebrate death as well?” This excited me, I had always thought death should be respected and celebrated. In the old days they had been called Death Wakes; parties to celebrate the cycle of life.  My parents had been traditional doom and gloom funeral people. Blah.
 
   “Yes and now we can, thanks to you.”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Adad was leaning against the inside of the wall just feet from us, I curtseyed. I genuinely liked Nergal’s dad, even if I felt he’d let things go on too long before seeking aid.
 
   “We have much to celebrate and mourn and we are grateful to you, Princess Ereshkigal,”he said, coming forward, and taking my hands, he kissed the palm of each one and tears were shining in his eyes.
 
   “Like I’ve said, I’m just glad that I could help you,” I repeated.
 
   “Geshti and I would like to hold a party in your honor; however it will take at least a week or two to get through the funerals and the Death Wakes,” offering me his arm. As he escorted us back into the main castle, many Alus praised my name, some came to thank me personally.
 
   “I have to ask you to leave as soon as possible, though.” Adad stopped walking as we reached the throne room where Geshti sat, looking as cool as she had the first time I’d met her.
 
   “What? After all she just did for you? There are still sick here!” Nam exclaimed. I was a little worried they wouldn’t take his outburst well, but I agreed with him and I was a little hurt.
 
   “Yes. Which is why with your Princess’ permission, we would like to ask you to stay Namtar and help with some of the diseases that have remained. And to see if with your gift you could possibly help Lilu,” Adad said, releasing my arm and going to sit in his throne.
 
   “You cannot ask her to leave and request her best friend to stay.” Nergal was trying to back me up, it was so cute.
 
   “You know the laws, Nergal. She is not one of us or mated to one of us, she cannot stay during the funerals,” Geshti said firmly.
 
   “Then neither can Nam. If you are going to invoke the Healer Law, then Ereshkigal should qualify,” Nergal argued. I placed a hand on his shoulder. I didn’t understand all that was going on but I was tired and I did want to go home, even if my feelings were hurt.
 
   “Don’t worry about it, I’ll go. But I expect to have supplies provided for me since I cannot shadow walk back,” I conceded.
 
   “But Eshie…” Nam tried to butt in.
 
   “No. You stay here and help. I have things to attend to at home.” My voice turned frosty as I addressed Adad and Geshti, “thank you for the hospitality while I stayed here.”
 
   I stomped off, pissed and weary, walking out the doors and into the hallway, letting the large wooden door slam behind me. I rested against the wall for a moment fighting back tears. Princesses so did NOT cry. Or at least, I thought as I dashed away tears, they tried really hard not to.
 
   Just as I got myself under control, Nergal came out. He opened his arms to me and I just melted into them, trying not to sob out my frustrations.
 
   “I am so sorry Best Beloved One. I did not think they would treat you that way; they are old fashioned,” he murmured into my hair, the fleeting thought passed through me that I needed a damn bath.
 
   “Fine, but when we get married I…”
 
   “When we get married?” He interrupted, tilting my chin so he could look in my eyes, “did you say when?”
 
   I tried to lower my head, embarrassed I’d slipped up. I had been thinking about it, I just hadn’t meant to tell him so soon. He wouldn’t let me, just kept eye contact, so intense that I felt the weight of his stare down into my core.
 
   “Yes.” It was the only word I could think of saying.
 
   “Yes,” he whispered, kissing me softly.
 
   “I think I’m going to throw up,” a voice said from behind us. 
 
   “Lilu, what are you doing up here?” Nergal asked, holding onto me, tightly. Lilu looked pretty horrible, her cobalt skin was pale and grey tinged, eyes too bright and large in her skull. Her navy hair was a huge rat’s nest.
 
   “We decided she was no longer a threat, she is dying and we do not see the harm in allowing her freedom,” Adad said coming into the hallway. Geshti, Ekur and Nam followed him.
 
   “Speak for yourself my love,” Geshti was not happy, “I voted she be put to death at once.” The look he gave her was not friendly.
 
   “I agree,” Nergal’s response shocked me. 
 
   “What would your mother say if she were here?” Adad speared him with a dark look.
 
   “She would say that Lilu is ill and in pain. Letting her suffer is a worse punishment than death,” Nergal sounded calm. Adad didn’t like that response and chose to ignore his son’s words. 
 
   “Lilu, your magic is all but gone. You are dying, child. Soon you shall be with your mother.” Adad tried to kiss her forehead, but she hissed at him and the guards had to grab her arms before she could lash out. Saddened, I watched Adad take Geshti’s arm and lead her from the corridor. 
 
   “Your mother must have been amazing for him to treat her like this,” I commented.
 
   “The First Queen was a kind, good woman, sweet in nature and beautiful,” Ekur told me.
 
   “Don’t you speak of my mother,” Lilu growled.
 
   “I am not trying to heal that bitch; your father can deal,” Nam shook his head, emphatically. 
 
   “Could you heal her, do you think?” I asked him. I did pity her, Hallow Syndrome could happen to anyone. 
 
   “I could try, but I don’t think so. Hallow Syndrome isn’t a virus or a bacteria. It is a mental disorder.” Nam frowned.
 
   “There is nothing wrong with me!” Lilu screeched as the guards pulled her away.
 
   “So they will what? Just let her wander around under constant supervision under she dies?” I thought it was really unkind. 
 
   “I suppose. My father does not understand that her brain is deteriorating, he has never seen the end stages of Hallow Syndrome; when she will take to her bed from headaches and eventually fall into a coma and die.” Nergal sighed.
 
   “Then he should wander into your fabulous library once in a while and pick up a damn book,” Nam retorted. 
 
    None of us had actually seen someone die from HS but we’d all read and seen pictures. In the end, every orifice in her body would leak blood, the pain from the headaches would drive her further into insanity until finally sleep claimed her and then death.
 
   “I will try to talk to him again later tonight, and to my step mother, perhaps combined, we can weaken his resolve to keep her alive.”  Nergal took my hand and kissed my palm. It sent shivers up and down my spine. 
 
   “I am sorry Best Beloved One, but you have to leave. I will send Namtar back to you as soon as he is done helping with our sick.” I could tell he didn’t want me to leave and that thought allowed me to push the tears back and hold onto my anger. I still could not believe that after all I had done they were basically kicking me out. 
 
   “I don’t have to stay, Eshie, I can come back with you. They can deal with the illness themselves.” Nam gave me a worried look. 
 
   “No, I know you’re interested. You’ve never seen some of this sickness up close and personal before.”  I also knew healing would add to his power base. 
 
   I packed quickly and efficiently, and within the hour I was waiting on an Adureed with Puabi flying around my head and Lahar sitting, patiently, next to me. 
 
   “I will come to you as soon as I can,” Nergal said, kissing me sweetly as the Adureed came galloping up to us. 
 
   “Take your time, I know there is a lot going on. Plus I think I will be busy trying to manage things at home,” I told him. I feathered my lips across his jaw line and mounted the steed.
 
   I did not look back. It was time now to focus on Adura and my Estate and think about what was to come. 
 
   I took my time going home. I was lonely, though Puabi was entertaining and camping, as always, I found tedious and trying. The Adureed dropped me off about two moon rises later. 
 
   Sarlu greeted me at the front door and I was pleasantly surprised at the changes that had taken place during my absence. The house was completely settled, everything cleaned, stocked, uncovered and unpacked. 
 
   Since the moon had only just risen, my staff was bustling around with morning chores. I could smell breakfast cooking and a maid humming as she dusted,
 
   “Sarlu, you have done a great job!” I praised her as she led me into the library. I sat down and almost as soon as my butt hit the chair a cheerful dark maid brought me tea and toast. 
 
   “Thank you Princess, I am glad you approve. While you were gone I brought on a Healer. She is married to an animal doctor and I have put them in the free standing servant’s quarters behind the house with the gardeners.” She seemed very pleased with herself.
 
   “Good. The staff is fully functioning now? You have all the help you need?” I asked her, sipping the tea carefully, it was made just the way I liked it with milk and sugar.
 
   “Yes, this house is ready to be your home now. A place of pride for all of us.” 
 
   “Were there any messages while I was gone?” I was curious as to whether my parents or siblings had bothered to find out what I had been doing.
 
   “Yes. Your brother scried while you were helping the Alus.” I loved that Sarlu spoke plainly and factually, without fluff, it was refreshing. 
 
   “I’ll give him a call after I eat, bathe and change.” I decided.
 
   “There are several maids from whom to choose a lady’s maid, Princess, and they are quite anxious for you to do so.” There was laughter in her voice.
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “Because being the future Queen of Adura’s lady-in-waiting will give them a great honor.” 
 
   “How many am I supposed to be looking at?” I had never had great people skills and I didn’t want to hurt some poor girl’s feelings.
 
   “You have five maids, three of them are up for consideration,” Sarlu answered in her normal no nonsense way.
 
   “Why not all five?” 
 
   “The scullery and kitchen maid do not have the qualifications.” 
 
   “Well, let’s get it over with.” I set my small breakfast down and pulled my legs underneath me, hugging my knees. I was tired and didn’t really want to deal with this sort of power struggle. I knew whichever maid I chose would probably lord it over the others. Staff politics were almost as bad and any other. 
 
   “Alright, girls!” Sarlu called for them.
 
   As if they had been waiting, they all came rushing in at once and bowed low to me, ugh.
 
   “Please don’t, I really hate that custom,” I grimaced; they stood up quickly as I looked them over.
 
   They were all about my age; so young and pretty, each flowed with vibrancy and energy which was a good sign. 
 
   “Okay… so…what now?” I looked questioningly Sarlu.
 
   “Girls.” It was a one word command.
 
   The first curtseyed, I let it go, she was just trying to be polite, after all. She was tiny, very delicate looking. With skin quite black and eyes that were dazzling sliver. Her hair shimmered silver and white, literally sparkling. She kept her hair short and it was cut in an almost boyish way.  I noticed Sarlu had chosen to keep the uniforms basic and modest. Each girl wore a simple black, short sleeved shift dress that cinched their waist and came to their knees with matching flats. Though this one had an apron that matched her hair.
 
   “You are an Astariae.” I don’t know if I could have sounded more surprised.
 
   “Well, I am half Star Nymph, I am called Igigi. I am much honored to retain a place in your household.” Her words were formal, voice clear and bright.
 
   “I hired many Half Borns. It seemed a good idea to show that we did not discriminate.” Sarlu explained. 
 
   I agreed with her decision, I was just surprised. In our society while the natural creatures of Salas were treated with equality, respect and dignity, those born from two races, as we called them, Half Borns, sometimes were looked down upon. I had never really cared, but my family only hired Full Borns. They didn’t care of what, per say.
 
   “I am Tiamat, Princess, and I’m really happy to be here as well. Sarlu pretty much rescued me from an arranged marriage, which would have really sucked.” The next girl rambled, I liked that. She seemed much more relaxed than the other two. Her hair was fire red, pulled back curls; there were two tiny green horns on the top of her head. She had deep green eyes that were very almond shaped and her skin was white with a faint shimmering of iridescent green. 
 
   “Are you a Dragon Demon?” I asked, standing up and moving towards her. Demons, aside from Alus, were uncommon. They did not tend to live together and when they did, were more like close knit small family groups. 
 
   “Yes!” she exclaimed.              
 
   “Sarlu saved you from an arranged marriage?” I gave Sarlu a puzzled look, she just shrugged.
 
   “Yes, because I am Half Born, most normal Dragons will not take me because I am deformed. But a rich Marmos offered to pay my father handsomely for me, it was a good choice, but this is better.” 
 
   I could not help but laugh. Dragons from Adura loved nothing more than money and chaos, Dragons in Nannaru were money and fire, while Biri Dragons tended to just be about the gaining of riches and hoarding. Fairly predictable.
 
   “You are not deformed, Tiamat,” the last girl said sharply.
 
   “I am, Beletseri, but you are nice to say it isn’t so,” Tiamat grinned. She bounced around and shook her firm back side at me, “see no tail,” facing me again she held out hands, “no claws and I cannot shape shift.” 
 
   I chuckled at her, “I think you will fit in nicely.” Focusing my attention on Beletseri.
 
   “And what is your story?” 
 
   “Tiamat wouldn’t come without me; we grew up in the same village. We are best friends.” Her voice sounded familiar.
 
   “Beletseri’s mom and step dad run one of the major funeral parlors!” Tiamat’s words just seemed to burst from her.
 
   “You are not a Half Born.” It was pretty obvious. She was the tallest and roundest of the three. Her skin was a pretty peaches and cream complexion, not quite Aduran.
 
   “I am, kind of. My real father is a sailor from Nannaru.” 
 
   Well, that explained the complexion and the eyes, which were the pale purple of Singing Lavender. Her hair, though and I suspected her magic was all Aduran. Her hair was so black it had blue highlights. It was not the loose curls of Tiamat, but tightly wound ones, a waterfall of them down her back. 
 
   “He did not want you?” It was a hard question, but she had made me curious. I had not spent a lot of time with girls my own age before.
 
   “He did…does…but my magic…it is Aduran based and I cannot survive elsewhere. He comes once a year and takes me with him on his ship for a week.” She glowed as she spoke of her real father. I wished Namtar was there, he would love to hear about someone who had been on the water.
 
   “It wasn’t scary?” Igigi asked.
 
   “No, I love it, it’s thrilling,” she answered.
 
   “What is your magic, you feel familiar to me…. Death?” That had to be it.
 
   “Yes, very minor and it only works sometimes. But I get visions or omens before people I know die. I can feel it when they do, feel their soul pass into the underworld. It is like part of my brain is taking records of how many deaths we have each year. My mother put me in charge of the obituaries and death records because of it.”
 
   “And you would rather be here than somewhere you can use your magic on a daily basis.” I could not understand that.
 
   “I would rather be with Tiamat, doing something, anything else, somewhere, anywhere else.” 
 
   THAT, I could totally understand.
 
   “Okay the. While all three of you are awesome. I think Beletseri and I will complement each other better. But I want you guys all to know this is your home. Feel free to come to me, Sarlu, or even my companion Namtar if you have questions or concerns.” I really wanted to have a family environment for my staff.
 
   Igigi looked let down and excused herself quickly, but Tiamat squealed and hugged her BFF.
 
   “I just knew she would pick you!”
 
   “Princess, are you sure? Tiamat has so…so..so much more…personality then I do.” Beletseri whispered over Tiamat’s shoulder.
 
   “I am sure.” 
 
   Tiamat released her friend, squeezed her hand and then stepped away.
 
   “Tiamat, I believe that you may go and start your other chores with Igigi.” Sarlu dismissed her. The Dragon girl danced off.
 
   “Well, at least life will never be boring with her around,” I mentioned.
 
   “Never. We’ve been best friends since…well, always. It is a quality I have always wished I held,” my new Lady’s Maid told me.
 
   “Alright. I will be calling my brother in the morning so make sure my mirror is clean. Have the Healer’s husband look at Lahar and Puabi and then make sure they are fed and settled in. I don’t need you to start my bath, that is what I am going to do, but I will need assistance dressing my hair. You can do a decent braid, yes?” as I rattled off instructions; she looked a little overwhelmed for a second, then nodded and took off.
 
   “Again, Sarlu, you did an excellent job with the hiring. I cannot wait to see if the rest of the staff is as…unique.” I yawned. Have I mentioned I do not like to sleep outdoors? I have? Huh. Well, what I really wanted was a bath and then a nap in my soft comfy bed.
 
   “They are. I tailored the staff to your personality. I told you this sort of work is my specialty, my magic.” Sarlu raised an eyebrow at me.
 
   “Good. I think I will leave you to do, well whatever it is you do, and go to my room.” I yawned again.
 
   “Princess, do not forget I will also need your food and meal preferences,” she called after me.
 
   I didn’t really respond, just grumbled. See, being a Princess isn’t all jewels and parties, magic and adventure.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   “Should I bring the mirror in now?” Beletseri asked as she removed the remnants of my breakfast from the little table near my bed.
 
   “Yes, please.” Standing, I shrugged into a black robe and took a moment to make sure I didn’t look totally disheveled. My hair was piled high on my head under the circlet Mash has sent me. I looked relaxed yet regal.
 
   Sitting on the end of my bed I waited for Beletseri. She brought in a full length mirror that Sarlu had bought specifically for this type of calling. It was in a black filigree patterned frame, five or six feet high and two feet wide. Sarlu had wheels installed on the bottom of the stand that held it up.
 
   “Is there anything else you require of me?” my new maid asked.
 
   “Not right now, thanks.”  I gave her my friendliest smile and turned my attention to the mirror.
 
   Leaning in I touched the cold surface, said a Word and the mirror blurred as a face appeared, spectral and distorted, swirling from the beyond. I was a little shocked; usually what talks is the bit of personality the magic maker has installed in the mirror. And the magic Word just activates it. Sarlu, however, had purchased a mirror with a Mirror Spirit trapped in it.
 
   “Your Majesty. How may I help you?” the distant echoing voice of the Mirror Spirit asked.
 
   “I need to place a call to the Princess Ishtar.”
 
   The face in my mirror rose what I thought were eyebrows at me, “this may be difficult; Biri mirrors have been refusing Aduran calls of late.”
 
   “I think my sister’s mirror will be more hospitable.” Though the information was helpful.
 
   “I will try. When you are done however, we must discuss the arrangements of my use.” It disappeared before I could comment. Mirror Spirits were a pain in the ass. 
 
   Within minutes the mirror blurred and then my sister’s image appeared in the glass.
 
   “Eshie!” she exclaimed, scooting forward so her nose was almost touching the glass. She looked just like I pictured her in my mind. She was in a pale blue nightgown with a high collar and I could see her breakfast tray next to her, half eaten waffles, cooling. 
 
   “Oh, Ishtar! I am so glad to see you. How are you, is everything ok at home?” firing questions at her, I moved closer, losing my composure.
 
   “Things here are crazy! The weddings plans are way more than I can handle so Mare and Lord Dumuzi’s mom are taking care of most of it. I haven’t had much to do. It’s lonely here without you and Mash,” she rambled. There was this look in her eyes however, and I wished we could speak telepathically.
 
   “You should force your opinion on them; this is going to be your wedding after all.” I smiled at her, sometimes she was still so young, as we all were.
 
   “I can’t. You know how Mare is.” She sighed, leaning back a little, “will you be coming to the wedding?”
 
   “I do not think so… Things in Adura are…complicated.” My throat felt tight as I told her. I didn’t want to miss my baby sister’s wedding. But I did not think I would be allowed back into Biri any time soon.
 
   “Oh,” tears welled in her chocolate colored eyes and I watched her struggle to hold them back, “Mash said he couldn’t come either.” 
 
   “I am so sorry Ishtar, truly I am. But you should know things in Salas are changing and you should be prepared for it. Don’t let mother and father control you. One day you will be queen of Biri, be a queen you can be proud of.”  I was not sure how much I should tell her, but her eyes widened and she looked behind the mirror to where I could not see. I was afraid she was being monitored.
 
   “I know, Eshie. Don’t worry about me. I am going to be fine. Lord Dumuzi is handsome and really nice to me.” She changed the subject, eyes wary. I always knew she was smarter than she acted.
 
   “Of course he is. You exude love, and he was putty in your hands the moment he agreed to marry you. Not only will he love you forever but you guys will have dozens of babies,” following the change of subject. For the next half an hour we gossiped just like we always had, talking about people we knew, her clothes and her upcoming wedding.
 
   Right before I told her goodbye she leaned in quickly and placed her hand against the mirror, “Eshie, do not come back to the castle. No matter what.” Her voice was so soft I almost didn’t catch it. Then she straightened, “Love you, Eshie. Talk to you soon.” And the mirror went blank.
 
   “Well, that was interesting,” the Mirror Spirit commented, coming back into view.
 
   “It was, wasn’t it?” Pride laced my voice and I turned my attention to the thing in the glass, “now, you…. terms.”
 
   “I have…..what you might consider siblings….they are locked away in the attic of the castle. I will serve you more loyally than anyone. All I request is that you rescue them and put them to use.” Worry laced its otherworldly voice.
 
   “Are they trapped in a specific mirror, or if I created a new place will they be able to settle in with proper binding?” Like Ishtar, I too, was smarter than I looked. Rescuing full sized mirrors from my parents’ castle would be time consuming and tricky.
 
   “No. If you can find a suitable replacement they can just be transferred. Though I have never come in contact with anyone who has the power to do it,” as it looked at me curiously.
 
   “I do. It might take me a little bit of time and I will want your opinion on the new vessels, agreed?” Bargaining was easy and something I was getting good at and used to.
 
   “Yes,” the word was hissed from the glass.
 
   “How many? And would you care if I sent them out afterwards?” An idea was brewing.
 
   “Two, and no. What is important is that they are of use.” 
 
   “Alright. Now will you please call my brother?” I straightened my coronet and settled again to wait for Mash to come on the line. 
 
   He did, fully dressed and armed with a Light Sword, which startled me a bit. He was in his throne room and I could hear and see people milling about. 
 
   “Ereshkigal,” His voice was formal; he wore not just a coronet, but a full crown.
 
   “Shamash,” I greeted him, a little sad by the realization he was treating me as another ruler and not his sister. 
 
   “What news have you from Adura?” he asked.
 
   “Not much. Dark business as per usual. Have you any news from Nannaru?” I gave him nothing. He was looking for something specific and I wanted him to ask me for it.
 
   “That is sad to hear, sister. I had hoped to form an alliance against Biri.” He was studying me, a small smile played on his lips.
 
   “And why would you need such an alliance, brother dear?” Oh yeah, I was totally mocking him.
 
   “I have sent a message to Mare and Father, challenging them for the rule of Nannaru. Letting them know I have cut off all trade routes and roads through Nannaru and anyone coming into Nannaru without my consent will be considered hostile.” Mash was quite grim.
 
   “What about those people in North Biri? They can only reach the south by travelling through Nannaru or Adura.” I was a little shocked at his hostility.
 
   “They will have to have permission. I am not planning on being cruel Ereshkigal, only safe and proactive.”
 
   “What was their response?” My question was very hushed.
 
   “Disbelief.  Until I arrested several members of Biri Guardsmen when they strayed into Nannaru. Mare and Father have now closed the borders on their side and my people say they are being patrolled. There has been no formal communication yet from our parents. Then again, this only happened a few days ago,” he explained.
 
   “Alright. Then it has started.” I sighed, this seemed way more than what I could be expected to handle.
 
   “I need to know whose side you are on, sister.”
 
   “I am on Adura’s side, Mash,” I made a point to use his nickname, “I did not want to make a decision like this so soon. I will need a little time. Give me a week and I will get back to you.” It was the best I could offer him.
 
   He nodded his head, “I understand and respect your hesitation. I look forward to speaking with you in seven days time.” The mirror went blank. Even the Mirror Spirit knew not to approach me. 
 
   Well, what are you going to do now? Puabi flapped her wings a few times to get my attention.
 
   “What I should have done if I had not gotten caught up in the drama at Bet Pagri, hold a summit.” Butterflies twisted in my stomach. I would call a meeting; representatives of all the different creatures in Adura and each of the town mayors.
 
   Summoning my Lady’s Maid I waited, mind turning over with everything that needed to be done.  Beletseri came in, with a paper and pen in hand.
 
   “Yes, Your Highness?” She didn’t bow, thank the dark goddess.
 
   “I need you to personally hunt down something for me,” I then gave her the specifications of the two mirrors I needed. Before she went to acquire the looking glasses, she helped me dress.
 
   I chose a black skirt of soft cotton that went to my knees, white and black stripped stockings with ankle boots. I had a sleeveless scooped neck white tunic with a black and white striped waist cincher corset. I did my own hair, choosing a simple bun.
 
   Going downstairs I smiled and made small talk with my staff. I found Sarlu speaking with the cook about lunch.
 
   “Sarlu, I need your help.”
 
   “Yes, your highness,” dismissing the cook, she gave me her full attention. 
 
   “I need to hold a summit here. All of the major players should be in attendance as soon as possible. I will need your help getting the invitations out and arranging lodging for everyone. I know it is short notice, but the faster we can get people here the better.” I was pacing, there were parts of Adura that were a week’s journey. Not everyone could shadow walk and I did not think I could obtain or make enough transportation amulets in the next few days.
 
   Sarlu seemed stunned, but recovered beautifully, “that should not be a problem. I am sure that we can arrange that. I have a few very useful household spells that will work for lodging and your home has a Necessity Door.”
 
   “Wow, really?” That was pretty cool, and rare, wondering who had built my new home.
 
   “Yes. I just discovered it yesterday,” she led me into the main foyer. She showed me a door which I had thought just to be another closet.
 
   “Until yesterday I could not get this door to open, no matter what myself and the staff did, until I asked it for something specific. Room, I need someplace where over thirty could sit and have a conference comfortably.” She opened the door and I stared into a room with a stage and balcony seating. 
 
   Sarlu closed the door, “thank you room.” It seemed to creak in welcome.
 
   “Excellent. Now should I send into town to see if the inn can hold guests and request food-” 
 
   Sarlu cut me off, “That is my job Your Highness. I will speak with the Butler and Cook and see what will be needed. I may need to hire extra staff.”
 
   “Yes, sure, whatever you need, you know I trust you to handle everything. I am going to see what I can do about making sure everyone will be here.” I was not looking forward to it.
 
   “I am sure you will come up with something. Now I have much to attend to. Will you mind if I have a spread of sandwich fixings, fresh fruit and cold tea put out in the conservatory for lunch? It will simplify things.” 
 
   “Of course, and please tell the staff to help themselves as well. It will make things run smoother if everyone eats when they can.” I made my way outside after that, knowing Sarlu would take care of everything. Once outside, the moon high in the sky, I looked around at my property, quite happy with the way the gardens looked.
 
   “Your Highness?”
 
   Turning I saw my Head Gardner, “Yes?”
 
   “I wanted to tell you we have finished with the landscaping, and we found something behind the servant’s quarters you may want to take a look at.” His smile was friendly, but there was a secret in his eyes. He motioned to a well lit path that led far from the main house.
 
   “Are your rooms nice?” I asked, before leaving, I had to make sure.
 
   “What?” He seemed taken back.
 
   “Your rooms, the kitchen, everything in the second house. Are they nice?”
 
   “Oh, yes my Lady, they certainly are.”
 
   “If you need anything please tell Sarlu, I will not have my staff uncomfortable.” With that I left him. It was quiet outside, which made me happy. 
 
   Wandering down past the staff housing I saw that my gardeners had cleared out some dense forest that had been back there. What I found was very pleasing. Amidst the dark green grass, and smattering of trees and other flora was a tiny cemetery surrounded by a three foot high stone wall with a small gate.
 
   I jumped the wall and the moment my feet touched the ground saturated by death I felt peaceful and so much better. Inky tendrils of my magic swarmed around me, touching each corpse, making a mental map of where all the dead were. While my staff may have discovered this they had not done anything inside the cemetery. There were graves with no markers, head stones that were broken and weeds everywhere. Dropping to my knees I began to pull weeds while trying to work out how to get everyone here in time.
 
   Magic helped and within an hour I had cleared away the weeds in half the cemetery. I was dirty, sweaty and tired. Sitting back on my heels, I thought about Nergal. I missed him and it had only been a few days. I hated the fact that I had gotten so used to his presence and I didn’t like being by myself anymore. I wondered what married life would be like; would I feel scared, cramped and sick to my stomach all the time? Or would it be fun, passionate and comfortable?
 
   “The latter, my daughter”
 
   I spun around and almost landed on my ass as I faced Zalm; she laughed at me, good naturedly.
 
   “Goddess,” I bowed my head.
 
   “Stand up Ereshkigal.”
 
   As I stood, she waved her hand over me and I was clean and refreshed. It was like being stuck in a tornado of cool fresh wind and then it was over. 
 
   “Thank you.” I have to admit, magic was easier than going home and taking a bath. Though not as fulfilling.
 
   “I could not have you filthy while we talk,” she laughed and it was like chills went up my spine. I had to remember no matter how kind or sincere she sounded, this was a Dark Goddess.
 
   “I appreciate the work you have put into this cemetery. It makes me…..happy….to have my family so well looked after.”
 
   “Family,” I almost stuttered it.
 
   “Yes. Several hundred years ago I had a baby; I created this home for him and his family.” She looked kind of sad; I did not think the story ended happily.
 
   “As the darkness, it is in my nature to rebel, and to love the dark. There was a man, whose gift was over the dead as yours is. We had one night. I birthed a son and gave him to his father; he was not immortal enough to stay in the Underworld with me.”
 
   “What happened to him?” I almost did not want to know the answer.
 
   “He is the Necromancer who created the P.O.T. graveyard.” She admitted.
 
   “Oh, wow….” Yeah, that was me, speechless.
 
   “I was angry, and concerned that all that I had beget would turn the same way. I could not have that. As much as a part of me longs to rule all of Salas with a darkness that would consume all light, there must be balance.” Wind began to whip around the goddess, her long hair flying around her as she spoke, like her emotions and agitation fueled the atmosphere.
 
   “So you killed them all,” finishing her story. 
 
   “Yes. I came here and slaughtered my own blood. I personally escorted them to the underworld so they could be with me forever.” She did not seem ashamed, but she did seem depressed.
 
   “Except…” There was a point to this story, I knew it, but man, Gods were long winded and dramatic.
 
   “There was a baby, a boy, tiny and handsome, only about three years old. As I turned on him Syb and Pesu stopped me. They begged me for mercy, he was their kin, too. Neither of my sisters had ever taken lovers outside of other Gods. Syb told me she would take him and make him Biri born, place him with a good family,” Zalm’s eyes pierced mine, almost crazed.
 
   “My father’s grandfather, yes?” I knew it, without a doubt. My great-grandfather had died several years ago, an accident at sea. But he had always been a little odd and had been kind to me. 
 
    “Yes.” Her words slapped at me. 
 
   “So I am…. your great-great-granddaughter?” This was almost more than I could handle. I wished Nam was with me, he was good with intense and or bad news.
 
   “You are.”
 
   “So you are going to what? Kill me?” I would accept death; it was in my nature to do so.
 
   “No. I think you are different Ereshkigal. You are like me, dark but…practical…passionate but….thoughtful.”  Zalm was suddenly at my side, inches from my face, she smelled like dirt and decaying leaves; I liked it. 
 
   “It is for this reason I am going to give you something that will allow you to get people here quicker and allow you to travel as fast as you need to.”  Yanking up a corner of my shirt she bared her brand and blew frozen breath on it. Magic absorbed into my system and all I could do for a moment was gape at her. 
 
   She had given me the ability to open a portal into the Underworld and use it as a passage. Because of the properties of the Underworld it could be as short or vast a space as needed. This meant that I could open a door for others, basically pull them through to appear before me. Death Nymphs were the only natural beings who could do this, aside from the Gods.
 
   “My Goddess, thank you!” I bowed, yup, even though I am against it. 
 
   “You are welcome, but I have one request.”
 
   Great, I knew it; nothing that awesome comes without a price.
 
   “You will, I mean…will you come and visit your family there? It is the least I can do after taking their lives, to allow them to see their own blood, alive and well.” She cupped my cheek, her icy corpse-like skin feeling like…family.
 
   Her request was the last thing I expected, but how could I deny it? I could now travel freely from this world to the next. 
 
   “Of course Dark Goddess. I would be honored to visit your realm.”
 
   She gave me a genuine, not so frightening smile and then was gone and the cemetery felt her loss as did I. Now to get back and tell Sarlu I had figured out how to get everyone to the estate in the next few days. Hopefully, they would all agree to come.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Opening portals to the underworld was hard work and that was how Nam found me five days later when he finally stumbled home.
 
   “Nam!” I exclaimed, hugging him. 
 
   “Hey Eshie, Nergal got your invitation and showed it to me. What’s going on? It is crazy outside.” He linked an arm with mine as we went upstairs to his room.
 
   While he bathed I told him everything that had happened. I sat crossed legged on his bed, back turned as he came into the room in a towel and began to get changed.
 
   “Wow, leave it to you to have adventures when I’m not around,” he teased, “So what’s up with all the little cabins in the front yard?” 
 
   “Sarlu has the best spell; the cabins are temporary and turn into little blocks of wood when no longer in use and on the inside they are super nice bedrooms with attached bathrooms. So everyone could stay here and are comfortable. Cook has set up an outside eating area so that everybody can eat together. People are really enjoying the rusticness.”
 
   Nam sat on the bed across from me, “Bet Pagri was interesting. The Alu funeral rites are intriguing to say the least. It was boring without you; I wanted to come home earlier but the Sleep Walking Sickness was harder to cure than I thought.” He studied me for a moment, “Nergal could not stop talking about you.”
 
   “Really? I miss him. Did he mention if he or his dad were coming?” I hoped it was Nergal; his dad was currently on my shit list.
 
   “No, but I think Nergal and Ekur will probably be here.” Nam grinned, and it was his silly grin. I grabbed a pillow and began to thwack him with it.
 
   “Hey! Hey! Alright, that aside I do have something important to tell you,” he said between gasps for air.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Lilu is dead, Eshie. I saw her burned myself.”
 
   “Could you have saved her?”
 
   “I don’t think so and I didn’t try.  She deserved to die.”
 
   And that was the last we spoke on that. I was about to tell him when the summit was going to begin, he was lucky he made it on time, and who all had shown up, then a knock sounded at the door and Beletseri came in. Nam gave her wide eyes and then hid behind his hair, which I thought was very interesting.
 
   “Beletseri this is Namtar my best friend, Nam this is my new Lady’s Maid.”
 
   “Greetings,” she gave a little curtsey, Nam mumbled hello and pretended to pick at his nails. I gave him a small kick and rolled my eyes.
 
   “What’s up?” I asked her.
 
   “I believe I have found what you asked me for. And your aunt and uncle just arrived through the last and final portal,” she told me, then handed me a bag.
 
   “Thanks. Tell them I will be right down.” 
 
   “What’s in the bag?” Nam bugged me, poking at the large multi colored carpet bag. I quickly explained about the Mirror Spirit.
 
   “So, I figured I would send the other two spirits to Ishtar and Mash, that way we can all talk without fear of being monitored. I wanted hand mirrors for them so they could be easily hid, just in case.” I placed the bag under my bed. I would show my own Mirror Spirit later and get its approval.
 
   Nam and I went downstairs where I was instantly drawn into the warmth and love of my Aunt Nanna and Uncle Zaltu.
 
   “I am so glad to see you both!” I gushed.
 
   “Oh, Niece as are we! You have accomplished so much in such a short amount of time! And the turn-out is wonderful; I think everyone you invited must have come!” Nanna told me.
 
   “Well, a few from the smaller Demon clans did not come, but yes, everyone else sent back an RSVP,” I replied
 
   “Yes. I saw all the other nine mayors as well and several prominent business owners. The leaders of the Mormos, Nymphs, Dragon Demons and Cat Demons are here.” Zaltu sounded so proud it almost brought tears to my eyes. I wished my father and mother could have been as proud of me. 
 
   “Yes, I saw them, though I didn’t have time to speak with them all. I did talk to Ibbi. She brought most of her troupe with her. Free food, I think.” Laughing we began to walk towards the Necessity Door, the meeting was supposed to start soon.
 
   “The Alus are not here though.” Nanna frowned at me, pausing just before the Door, “is everything ok?”
 
   “I think it is. Nergal and I had a…agreement of sort before I left, but they had much to deal with.” My words sounded proper but my heart was breaking a little. I hadn’t even heard from Nergal and I was thinking that maybe he had changed his mind; that he didn’t really love me.
 
   “I did have much to deal with Best Beloved One, but I am here now.”
 
   Looking up, I saw Nergal and I am ashamed to say I practically screamed and jumped him. He gathered me up in his arms kissing my face, lips, hair and neck, breathing me in as if he could not get enough of my presence and I felt the same way.
 
   “I missed you!” I told him, pulling back and smacking his arm.
 
   “I missed you too, but you do not have to worry about that again. I am not going anywhere.” He set me down and I hugged him around the waist. I felt like a girl my age should feel, young. 
 
   “Everyone is ready, Your Highness,” Sarlu said, appearing out of nowhere.
 
   We all congregated inside the room, myself, alone, on stage, looking out at about thirty faces, all whom expected, what? Greatness? A compelling and awesome speech? I hadn’t even really prepared anything.
 
   It grew quiet and I began to talk. “My brother has petitioned my parents for the right to rule Nannaru separately from Biri, like the countries of the Old World. My parents have not handled this news well and I am afraid that some sort of revolution or war is about to start. My brother has asked me whose side I am on; whose side Adura will take.”
 
   There were low murmurs as I let them talk amongst themselves for a few moments, soaking in the information. I glanced at Nergal and caught his eye, he gave me an encouraging look and I continued.
 
   “I have been told that Adurans would favor me as the Queen of Adura, that the people of our province would willingly follow my rule. If this is the consensus then I will agree to it and take over as such. It must be, however, with the knowledge that some may die to bring about our freedom from the rule of my parents. I will not ask you to fight if you have a different alternative,” trying to make eye contact with as many people as possible.
 
   Ibbi smiled at me from the top of the stands and Nam winked at me, sitting next to Sarlu, who I had insisted join us. Both of my favorite maids were also in attendance; Beletseri and Tiamat.
 
   “Your Highness, how else would this affect us?” the Mormos leader asked me.
 
   “There will be issues with trade and importing. Things we are used to getting from Biri will be unavailable until an agreement can be reached. Items we depend on and enjoy from Nannaru will take longer to get here since they will now have to come by boat. We will need to increase the member of the Guard and those who work on ships, which may take people from other areas.” I explained. I, again, allowed some time for them to talk about things. I didn’t want them to feel as rushed as I did.
 
   “And how do we know you will be a good Queen? I am all for no longer having rulers from Biri. But why you? Just because you are royal born?” the mayor of Ursu questioned in a hard tone.
 
   I had worn a beautiful black jeweled corseted dress for the occasion, one with a halter neckline, so that all of my Goddess Gifts could be seen. I had thrown on a long sleeved black shawl to hide my gifts until they were needed.  With a nod from Nam, I threw off the shawl
 
    The golden ivy on my arm glowed against my pale skin, holding up my hand, I let my ring catch the light in only the way a Syb stone could and as I heard gasps around the room I turned, showing them the moth branded into my shoulder. 
 
   Facing them again I closed my eyes and waited until the chatter died. “I have been blessed by the Great Three. I can rule you,” raising my hands above my head the lights flickered out, my power glowed with a soft and horrible radiance around me. I used the surge of power to hover inches from the ground, the magic spilled out, like black extensions from my hair, writhing.
 
   “I will also be reinstating the festivals and holidays of the Great Three. We have done them an injustice forgetting them and ending our worship of them.”
 
    I forced myself not to look at my people, my friends, my….family. I didn’t want to see anything I could not forget.  As I began to hear clapping and cheers, I settled back down to the floor. A hand slid into mine and my eyes, I knew were pure black pools in my face, focused on Nergal and his calming, love filled smile.
 
   Sucking my magic back into me the lights went on and I saw the pleased and astounded faces of everyone in the room.
 
   “We must all also remember that she brought most of us here through an Underworld Portal, only someone powerful could do that,” Ibbi’s words were heard over the applause.
 
   The noise began to settle down and I saw agreement, excitement and contentment reflected on most everyone’s faces. 
 
   “Well, I think that about settles it. Tell your brother we will be going against Biri as well,” Nanna said, standing up.
 
   “Yes. I believe that demonstration served its purpose. Can we agree on our new Queen now? I for one, am starving,” my uncle joked.
 
   “A vote then? All in favor?” Nanna asked the room. Every single hand rose. I laughed as Nam raised two. 
 
   As we left the room, the little Star Nymph, Igigi, came running and skidded to a halt in front of me. 
 
   “Igigi, please do not embarrass us,” her leader said, tossing her own star lit locks behind one ear and focusing on the girl.
 
   “She isn’t; it must be something important,” I scowled at the grown up, who took a step back. 
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty-..” 
 
   A mayor cut her off.
 
   “She is now to be addressed as My Queen.”
 
   “Oh please, let the girl talk,” I was exasperated. Placing a hand on Igigi’s shoulder, “What’s going on?”
 
   “There is a woman here to see you! A Biri woman!” The words burst from her mouth.
 
   “Where is she, did you make her comfortable? Oh, I knew I shouldn’t have attended the conference!” Sarlu’s voice was impatient.
 
   “She is. I offered her food and drink, and she would not take either. I asked her to wait in the library.” Igigi was wringing her hands.
 
   “You did just fine. Tiamat, Beletseri, why don’t you take her to get some tea and then I am sure Sarlu has many things for you to help with.” I nodded at them and they hurried the little Star Nymph away.
 
   “If you are hungry, there will be refreshments outside shortly,” Sarlu announced. Pretty much everyone went outside. Nam, Nergal and Ekur stayed with me, just like I knew they would.
 
   I was curious about who was visiting me from Biri; probably some messenger from my parents. When I walked in, though, I was pleasantly surprised to see Mylitta.
 
   “Mylitta!” I exclaimed, she jumped up and hugged me. It was nice to see my nurse again.
 
   “Oh, Eshie, you look so beautiful, I see time in Adura has had a positive effect on you, but now it’s time for you to come home.”
 
   “Excuse me?” I stepped back, dropping my arms.
 
   “You must be mistaken, Ereshkigal lives here now,” Nergal sounded dangerous and Mylitta gave him a fear filled glance.
 
   “I am not. Eshie, your parents have decided it was rash of them to allow you to leave them so soon. They want you to come home as soon as possible. The estate can hold a little while without you.” Mylitta picked at her clothes nervously.
 
   “I am afraid that will not be happening. This is my home now. I won’t go back to the castle.” I answered her.
 
   “If you don’t, well your parents have told me, have told me…” she looked nervous and not quite happy with whatever it was they had said to her.
 
   “It’s ok Mylitta, just spit it out.” Nam said over my shoulder, glancing at him I almost giggled as he rolled his eyes.
 
   “If you do not come home with me now you will be forbidden to attend Ishtar’s wedding and your parents will see it as you forming an alliance with Mash.” Her eyes filled with tears. I could understand that. Mylitta had helped raised us. Being forced to choose between us all for the sake of where she had been born must really suck. 
 
   “But that is truth, Mylitta. I am Queen of Adura now. You will have to give my apologies to mother and father.” I enjoyed the look of shock and horror on her face. 
 
   “Oh no, Ereshkigal, your parents will be so unhappy!” Her eyes were starting to dart to the window.
 
   “Empusa, tell us, did you come through Adura by yourself?” Ekur asked.
 
   “Well I… I… I couldn’t come by myself! Adura is dangerous; I would have been eaten alive.” She fretted, looking increasingly anxious.
 
   “Oh please, Mylitta, calm down, no one is going to eat you or anything so absurd. I don’t even HAVE man-eating staff on the grounds.” Again, I really liked the look of terror on her face. I could be so evil sometimes. Oh, who was I kidding, all the damn time. 
 
   I looked at Ekur, “will you please go outside and take some people and round up whatever Guardsmen she brought with her?”
 
   “Oh no!” Mylitta buried her face in her hands. I felt a bit of magic rippled off of her.
 
   “If you shift I will be forced to use my own power on you. Don’t force my hand,” I warned. She stilled, her eyes searching my face. I do not think she liked what she saw.
 
   “What would you like me to do with anyone we find my Queen?” I could tell Ekur was trying to hide his grin, it wasn’t working.
 
   “Just round them up. We will put together an escort to take them back to Biri.” I took one of Mylitta’s hands and it hurt a bit when she flinched at my touch. “Please know that the only reason I am not holding them here as prisoners is because of my fondness for you. Go home, and if you know what is good for you stay out of politics. Go marry a nice man and move as far from the castle as you can.”
 
   “I can’t, I have to be there for when your sister decides to have babies,” she said softly.
 
   “Then just stop obeying and listening to mother and father.” Dropping her hand I moved away from her. Ekur escorted her outside with orders that she and the Guardsmen she brought with her be taken, safely, back to Biri.  She didn’t struggle, but she looked back at me over her shoulder and I couldn’t tell what emotion was in her eyes but it was there and it was no longer friendly.
 
   “I am sure her Guardsmen are probably lurking out of sight, I think I will ask the Cat Demons to help look.” Ekur was only half teasing, but Mylitta let out a soft squeak of panic. Noticing how my company all seemed to be getting a kick out of freaking out my old nurse I silently thanked the Goddess I lived in Adura now.
 
   “Well, that’s just great,” I muttered when it was just Nam, Nergal and I.
 
   “Yeah, whatever. I never liked her. She played favorites,” Nam huffed, crossing his arms and plopping down in a chair. This made me chuckle, cause he was right. 
 
   “Best Beloved One I think you should probably go speak to your brother. He should know the decision that has been made.” Nergal put an arm around my waist, tugging me to him. It felt nice, oh who the hell was I kidding, it felt awesome.
 
   “Yes, but before you do so,” Nanna had come into the room, “you should wear this.” She held in her hands the most beautiful crown I had ever seen. It was black, pointed in the middle like a devils peak and the top resembled flames arching up and away, opposite directions from the middle point. All over the crown were sparkling diamonds.  It was perfect. I knelt, Nergal holding my hand, as she removed my coronet and placed the new crown on top of my head. It felt like it belonged there.
 
   “It is beautiful. Zaltu and I had it made for you as a coronation present. But I fear you will not have a proper crowning ceremony,” my aunt sniffed.
 
   “Thank you.” I kissed her cheek, squeezed Nergal’s hand and left the room. I took my time going to my bedroom; I didn’t want to look hurried in front of my brother.
 
   As I came up the stairs, I bumped into Beletseri who was holding some of my laundry.
 
   “Hey, quick question.”  I had a brilliant idea, another one. I was getting pretty good at the idea thing.
 
   “Yes, my Queen?” She smiled, trying to juggle the laundry basket.
 
   “Would your father care to make more money? He is Nannaru born but is captain of a ship that comes to Adura, with a daughter who lives here. I think he would be perfect to help us.” My sentence was rewarded by a beautiful smile from my Lady’s Maid.
 
   “I think that would please him,” she answered.
 
   “I also think when he makes these trips for me I shall send you along,” I could feel her happiness radiating off of her, “as well as Namtar.” Beletseri blushed, I had been right; she had liked his looks when they met earlier. Well, I guess I could try my hand at matchmaking AND ruling. 
 
   “But will you not have need of me here?” Worry creased her brow.
 
   “When you are away I will have Tiamat help me. I was going to tell Sarlu to hire a few more maids anyway.” Which was true. Tiamat, Igigi, the Scullery and Kitchen Maids (whose names I simply could not remember) looked like there was too much work for them. 
 
   “Alright. I will send him a message once I am done with my duties.” She gave me a slight curtsey, which I was okay with, since her head did not move, then continued down the stairs.
 
   Complimenting myself on everything I was achieving, I went to my room.
 
   Sitting cross legged I pulled out the carpet bag from under my bed and called up the Mirror Spirit.
 
   “Did it go well? Do you want me to put in a call to Shamash?” It yawned and I thought that was pretty funny, a tired Mirror Spirit.
 
   “Yes and yes, but not quite yet.” Drawing out a hand mirror from the bag I held it up. The mirror was 13 inches in height and 6 inches in width. Simple, but gorgeous, made of fine silver, the glass clear and shining. The handle was a little textured with lines but nothing too fancy.
 
   “I am going to put one of your siblings in this and give it to my sister Ishtar. I know she will use it and then she and I can talk when we’d like,” I shared.
 
   “Yes, it will work perfectly,” the Mirror Spirit agreed.
 
   “This one will go to my brother.” It was another hand mirror. The frame and handle golden and much more intricate. The gold around the mirror looked like the sun; the handle like the sun had dripped flames to create it. It was 12 inches in height and 5 inches in width. 
 
   “That is beautiful, Your Highness, thank you. I shall be back presently with your brother.”               
 
   Satisfied I settled in until Mash showed up in the mirror.
 
   “I see I was right about you, Eshie,” there was warmth and love in his voice and smile.
 
   “You were. I will be Queen of Adura and you King of Nannaru. One day our parents will step down and Ishtar will, hopefully, make a kind and beautiful Queen of Biri,” I grinned back at him.
 
   “Excellent. If you send me a list of the goods from Nannaru you usually import I will send a boat immediately,” Mash said.
 
   “I have a captain from Nannaru who may be willing to do runs for us. One familiar with Adura.” I said.
 
   “That will make things much easier.” He scratched his chin for a moment and I wondered if he was putting on airs to look and sound more grown up. It was interesting, living and watching someone go from childhood to manhood. Mash had been a boisterous and happy little boy. Now he was a solemn and serious young man.
 
   “How is Aya?” I asked. His eyes brightened at the mention of her name. 
 
   “She is going to make a great Queen, wife and one day a fine mother,” he admitted.
 
   “Perfect.” I began to smile, but then it darkened, “Mash, when will we see each other again?”
 
   “In the flesh? I don’t know Eshie. I hope sooner rather than later.” His eye twitched as I heard someone call him from somewhere. I wondered if he was having issues in Nannaru.
 
   As the mirror went black again, I sat for a few minutes in darkness and silence. Then the door creaked open and it was Nam.
 
   “Hey Eshie, come downstairs, we’ve got the beginning of a great party going on.”
 
   “I’ll be right down,” I told him. When the door closed I took off my crown and placed in on my vanity.
 
   What? You aren’t going to wear it? It’s pretty AND it sparkles. I couldn’t help but look at Puabi, her red eyes open and focused on me.
 
   “You wanna come downstairs and join in the festivities? Even Lahar will probably be pigging out.”
 
   Sure! But, why did you take off your crown? It is so cool you should make me a small one so everyone will know I am a royal bat!
 
   “Alright Puabi, I can do that. And I took it off because sometimes a Queen just wants to be a girl.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
   Six Months Later
 
    
 
   As I opened the portal to the underworld Lahar growled from my side. 
 
   “Hush now, I know it doesn’t smell all that great at first, but going between worlds has to have some disadvantages and the rancid butt smell is one of them.” 
 
   We stepped into the Underworld and everything around us shifted. I hadn’t wanted to take Lahar, he didn’t like it, this sort of travel bothered him, but Nergal had made me promise I would take someone, and someone who could help protect me. I had decided he was right, so the Syb Hound it was. 
 
   Blushing, I thought about Nergal. Marriage had suited us and he was making the perfect husband; brilliant, handsome and funny. He was a good King, too. I placed a hand on Lahar’s head as we steadied ourselves. Opening my eyes I looked around, we were in a large grassy field. The sky was Aduran twilight in this part of the afterlife. There were some places where the sun shone for those from Nannaru and Biri who died and chose the Underworld to the Heavens, but not many did. 
 
   Lahar tried to pull me towards a large farm house in the distance. “No, we aren’t visiting today. We have stuff to do; we have to get to the castle.” Jerking my head to the left I transferred the heavy carpet bag to my other side and we began to walk. Maybe I would visit my dead family when we came back through, if we had time. Lahar liked to see them because the kids all gave him treats.
 
    I needed to be at the castle by a certain time, there was a meeting I needed to attend, one that had taken months of secretive messages and whispers to set up. I was in Nam’s old castle servants clothes and I had left my crown at home. I kind of wanted to blend in just in case I was caught there. My hair might give me away, but people tended to overlook staff.
 
   We trudged through the field for about thirty minutes before I saw the rippling that signaled another doorway into the real world. I had worked for hours to make sure I could do this quickly. The door led right into the castle attic.
 
   I put my bag down and Lahar nuzzled my leg, “I know boy, don’t worry this will only take a moment. You must be very quiet.” Lifting my hands I pressed against the ripple, opening it. It was as if I were looking through water. Picking up the bag, Lahar and I slid through the cobwebby substance. It felt weird, but didn’t actually touch you, in reality.
 
   The attic was musty, dark and needed a serious airing out. I do not think anyone had been up there since I had moved away. I wondered how the Adura servants were fairing; if they had left or had pledged allegiance to my parents. I had hoped the first one, but no one had said anything to me about servants leaving my parent’s home. I figured that would be something Sarlu would know. I would have to double check once I got home.
 
   I walked quietly looking for the two mirrors that held the other Mirror Spirits. I found them, stacked together and in a pathetic state. They needed repairs and a good scrub. I touched a finger to each of them. They came awake, angry and loud.
 
   “Shush!” I put a finger to my mouth. They each went quiet, their forms wavering, pissy and deadly.
 
   “Do you know me?” I asked, in the barest hint of voice.
 
   “Queen.” One with a feminine voice whispered back.
 
   “Ereshkigal,” the other hissed, its voice masculine and husky.
 
   “Yes, Your… brother…I guess, has sent me to… well rescue you.” Their eyes seem to light up. I held up the silver hand mirror and motioned to the more female of the two. I said a Word and it transferred to the hand mirror, the Mirror Spirit breathed a sigh of relief. It took quite a bit of magic to transfer Mirror Spirits from one surface to another. Nergal and I had worked on the spell for days until I had it condensed to a single Word. Repeating the process I got the other Mirror Spirit out as well.
 
   Once both mirrors were safe and in my bag, I began the real hard task; sneaking downstairs and into the garden. I had brought my Shade Cloak. And it worked well to keep me and Lahar hidden from view. But if someone really focused on me they would know something wasn’t right, the best way to prevent that was to be quiet.
 
   It was slow going and I had to hide myself several times, crouching low in closets and behind furniture as Biri servants moved in and out of the darkness. It gave me a bit of pleasure that I had not seen one Aduran servant as of yet. 
 
   Lahar was like a ghost, blending into the surroundings and warning me when people approached. We finally made it to the back door. I stepped into the garden and breathed a little easier. Things scraped and groaned in the darkness and I could smell the ripe apricots. 
 
   “Come on Lahar, they should be here.” I mumbled as we made our way forward. It hurt a little to be back. I had so many fond memories of growing up there. I also had a lot of unpleasant ones. I don’t think my siblings would ever really know how much different their upbringing was from mine. Mother and Father at least, willingly, went into Nannaru. People hate what they are afraid of and me with my red eyes living in Adura, well, I guess I was truly scary for them.
 
    As we came to where the line of Biri was thinnest, there they were, Ishtar and Mash. She was straddling the line with Mash in the bright dawn of Nannaru. I dropped the cloak, a little sad at its loss. It was only good for one use and once I took it off it would fade back into the Shadow Lands.
 
   I ran forward and the three of us embraced, I had tears streaming down my face as I took in their appearances and breathed in their familial scents. 
 
   “We have to be quick,” Ishtar whispered, eyes glancing up at the darkened castle windows. “The Sleeping Spell I put on Mare and Father won’t last long.”
 
   “Alright, what was so important?” Mash asked.
 
   “Give me a second. I want my few moments of normal first,” Ishtar glared at him, hands on her hips.
 
   “How is married life? I wish I could have seen the ceremony.” She took my hand, face glowing and soft.
 
   “It was simple and beautiful. We’re really very happy,” I answered quickly, hearing Mash snort and tap his foot.
 
   “And you Mash? When will you and Aya be married?” She turned those warm loving eyes on our brother. His shoulders drooped and he sighed, giving in.
 
   “As soon as I take care of some old Nannaru traditions that are out of date and bothersome. She sends her love.” Glancing up at the castle and then at the sun rising behind him he moved closer to us, “now what was so important we couldn’t do this without the risk?”
 
   “They are going to try and invade Adura and Nannaru in ten days time.” Her words were like a splash of cold water on my face.
 
   “Not even she could be this stupid,” Mash swore.
 
   “No, just this vindictive,” I said.
 
   “She has ordered both of you to be brought back here. She is going to strip you of your titles and powers and put you under house arrest,” Ishtar delivered the rest of the news.
 
   “It would be a death sentence for her. My people would consider it kidnapping, an act of full fledge war.” I was distressed; my Alu family would massacre Biri people in really atrocious and disgusting ways. 
 
   “Mine would not kill, but there are things worse than death,” Mash agreed with me.
 
   “You must try and reason with her Ishtar, and if you cannot, appeal to your fiancée and the other elite, explain this would be the worst idea in a history of bad ideas,” I begged her.
 
   “I will, but I had to let you both know first.” Ishtar sounded tired. She also looked much older than she had when I had left home, less than a year ago. 
 
   “If Mare sends Guardsmen into Adura my people will kill them,” I warned. “The way will be dark.”
 
   “I cannot say what my people will do, but Biri Guardsmen will not return if they cross the border without permission and hostile,” Mash’s tone was very, very angry.
 
   Hearing a noise from inside the castle, we all startled. Lahar whimpered. “Yes, I know, we have to go. But first….” I opened the bag and handed each of them the mirrors.
 
   “Thanks for the gift Eshie, but I don’t really need a mirror,” Mash joked.
 
   “You do. It has a Mirror Spirit in it, who is, well the brother I think, of the one in my mirror. Now we can talk to each other and it will be safe.” I explained. I didn’t put it past my mother to place spells on the mirrors in the castle to intercept Ishtar’s calls.
 
   “Oh, what a good idea!” Ishtar hugged me again, I could tell she didn’t really want to let go.
 
   “I have to go now Ishtar, I told Nergal I would be home in a couple of hours. You don’t want him to come looking for me.” I kissed her forehead.
 
   “I must go as well,” Mash looked at us forlornly. He didn’t want to go either. Reaching across Biri I grabbed his hand and squeezed it.
 
   “I love you both,” I sighed and then Lahar and I ran off into the darkness of the garden.
 
    I moved quickly, passing Snake Ivy and Bleeding Pomegranates, deeper and deeper into the foliage until I found the stone wall. It was in bad condition because no one every came this far into the garden. Something I had counted on while making my preparations. I was a little depressed; it had taken a long time to arrange this meeting, and all for a measly ten minutes of time. Lahar nipped at my heel, breaking me from my melancholy thoughts.
 
   “Right, better than nothing.” My eyes raked the stone wall until a found a piece that was waving in my mind. I opened the gateway and Lahar and I went through, tears stinging my eyes as reality shifted around us and planted us in front of my family’s home in the Underworld.
 
    My stomach lurched for a few seconds as it always did. I was happy to see the house though; I had spent a weekend there every month since Zalm had given me the gift to cross over. Appearing here after my gloomy visit with Ishtar and Mash was great, almost as if Zalm knew I would need a small respite, a break after my experience.
 
   I looked at the front porch and gave Lahar’s head a scratch. Nergal would be ok for another half hour while I had some supper with my father’s real family. Besides, I would make it up to him when I got home. In the only way I knew how: dark and naughty. 
 
    
 
   The end
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