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      Kigal checked the body before her for a pulse. The corpse’s flesh was already cool, even if not yet stiff to the touch. He was gone—though that was why she was here in the first place, in yet another village that refused to bury their dead.

      “Has he passed?” asked the eldest daughter from across the room, as far away as one could get without being outside the house entirely.

      People here—everywhere—could not stomach death. Had been taught from birth not to. Instead they left their disposal to the poorest among them, hiring Corpse Hands to take the dead into the Bone Fields far beyond their cities, where bodies were stacked and left to the wild things of the world. Families honored the memories of the deceased, but did nothing for the body.

      It turned Kigal’s stomach.

      She nodded. “He went peacefully. You can rest assured of that.”

      “Peace or not, I want it out of my house.” The daughter averted her gaze with a look of disgust, but the Corpse Hand saw the tears clotting her eyes, fear and sorrow fighting for control.

      “Would you like to say goodbye?” Kigal asked. She knew better, but she always asked.

      “I want it out.”

      “I only suggest⁠—”

      The woman crossed the room and finally met her eyes, red-rimmed yet bright. Though the daughter of the dead man before her, she was far older than the Corpse Hand, and she turned the weight of every one of those years back on her. “They call you Ereshkigal, don’t they? Lady of the dirt? Well, my lady of the dirt, you are the one who asked to come into my home. I did not invite you here. Do not presume that you can tell me what to do when I have a dead, rotting body to contend with, and children to protect from its disease.”

      “A body so fresh as this does not⁠—”

      The daughter raised an open hand as if to slap her, and Ereshkigal straightened, gaze sharpening. The woman’s slap did not come. Good. Kigal was tired of being run out of villages and townships, tired of being cast as some trader in sickness and decay. The woman might not have specifically invited her into her home, but she had placed a wooden stool outside her door, the customary sign of a recent death. Perhaps to give the soul somewhere to sit before its long journey?

      “The disease will come,” the daughter said. “As it always does. Nergal always follows you Corpse Hands as surely as the locusts follow him.”

      Kigal fought to keep herself from rolling her eyes and held her tongue. Nergal, the god of plague and destruction. Some sickness must’ve ailed the community for the woman to make a remark like that, but Kigal wouldn’t know. A week here, another two there, she flitted from village to town to bury whatever dead she found. She was not here for this woman, nor to convince her. She was not here to console or to explain to the children why their grandfather wouldn’t wake. No, her job was a much simpler one.

      Kigal ducked her head out of the doorway and beckoned a knock-kneed boy to come to her side. Not strong enough for farm work but desperate enough to accept the task of a stranger, he’d been easy to convince. Already she had anointed the body with the sole dab of oil she could spare, infused with a scent that brought her visions of cedar forests and temple smoke, not bloated flesh and loosened bowels. Now it was just a matter of carrying the body outside of town. She would have liked to shroud the corpse, but it was difficult enough to afford a meal at the end of the day. That in addition to the charity she did tending the bodies of the impoverished meant the niceties were out of her reach. Perhaps the next place she wandered to would have more to offer than here in Kutha.

      “Take him by the feet and I’ll carry him from under the shoulders,” she instructed the boy. “We leave once he’s loaded onto the ox.”

      Kigal turned back to face the daughter. The woman looked right back before curling her lip up into a sneer and giving in, if only to get her out of the house.

      “Don’t waste it.”

      She handed Kigal a loaf of stale bread and a too-soft fig. Small though it was, she knew it was all she’d get. In the more charitable places she’d visited, sometimes she was lucky enough to have excess food she could bargain with for beads, wire, or thread. The jewelry she made was simple, and she didn't have precious stones or metals to make anything worth wearing, but it still gave her a small sense of joy. She’d thought of creating amulets for the deceased, yet for now she’d settle for getting them into the ground.

      Kigal placed the food into a sack over her shoulder before returning to the body. A couple of heaves and pushes later, the grandfather’s emaciated body was draped across the ox’s back. She didn’t say goodbye to the woman. People didn’t want to know the comings and goings of someone like her, whatever their name for her was—Death Maiden, Corpse Hand, Priestess of Rot. None of them with complimentary intentions, but just as they cared not for what she did, she didn’t care what they said. Kigal knew who she was. And if it fell upon her to see to the dead when no one else would, then so be it.

      “Will you join me in the Bone Fields?” she asked the youth walking alongside her. While he’d be ostracized for helping her, he apparently needed the bread enough to risk it. Besides, it was good to teach someone else in her craft—if one could call it that. If he would even bother himself with burying another body after she left town.

      He chewed on his lip with a sideways glance at the corpse.

      “You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” she said.

      “My mother’s with child. She needs food, but my dad’s too sick to work and I— well, I’ll take whatever job I can get.”

      Her heart softened at that.“You’re a good son.”

      He shrugged the compliment off. “I’m not exactly the strapping firstborn they deserved, but if earning bread means doing something like this... It’s just, the look of these things, all shriveled and blue. I can’t shake it even when I try to sleep.” He grimaced then, as if remembering her occupation, began to backpedal. “I don’t mean any disrespect, of course.”

      “They frighten you.”

      “No, no.” He shook his head as if to defend his pride. “It just makes me think of death and⁠—”

      “Yes. And you fear death.” Though he opened his mouth, she continued. “It’s perfectly normal. That’s what they all fear.”

      “They?”

      “These villagers. That’s why they toss their dead out like old pottery and food, because treating them like humans is hard. Imagining them as having become something other, something detestable makes the whole thing easier to avoid. Because they fear their own mortality. So they don’t anoint the body, don’t bury it or give it rites.” Kigal shrugged and gave him a sideways glance. “At least, that’s what I believe.”

      “Well, that and the king’s law.”

      “The Rule of Decay,” Kigal said, biting back a growl. Her lip curled. “Perhaps the stupidest custom I’ve ever heard of, though I hope some day they’ll all grow past it.”

      Though she may have wanted to blame the masses for not burying their dead, it was an ancient king’s law that had established the whole thing in the first place. Generations ago, a particularly virulent outbreak of pox and leprosy swept across the land, and as society crumbled and the ruling priesthood showed themselves unable to contain the threat, the rule of city states shifted to kings instead. With their rise, one ruler commanded that all dead bodies were to be avoided and forbade the public from handling them. Only the lowest of the low, beneath even farmers and tax collectors, would take the corpses far out of the populace’s reach. As for everyone else, they were to shun these invisible, disease-exposed Corpse Hands. Kigal tried to sympathize. He had been trying to protect his subjects from being wiped out by plague, but then neighboring kingdoms and territories had adopted the practice. Both under their leaders’ authority and in the hearts of the people, the Rule of Decay was alive and well.

      Nowadays people believed that all corpses, even those who’d been normal and healthy in life, carried disease. It was untrue, but no one would listen to what a Corpse Hand had to say.

      “Can you really picture any of these people burying a body?” he asked.

      Although he prodded her, she wasn’t riled. In his words was a receptiveness, a sense that he wanted to glean her perspective. It was a welcomed change.

      “I don’t know. The custom is foreign to them, but one day it might not be.”

      His sigh didn’t escape her.

      “What’s your name, boy?”

      “Gamil-An.”

      An, named after the God of the Heavens. If those mighty gods really existed, that was. Though she’d never seen proof of them, she clutched the hope to her heart all the same despite the death surrounding her. The wars. Famine and disease.

      “Your parents named you well,” was all she said.

      Gamil-An continued to stare at her, some unspoken question hanging behind his lips.

      “Yes?”

      “How did you get your name?” At her frown, he quickly added, “It’s only, I’ve never heard a name like yours.”

      “Likely not. My mother gave me this name in my seventh year, after a plague swept through and sickness took her mind. Lady of the dirt.” She squinted towards the lowering sun. “Her corpse was the first I ever buried.”

      To speak so starkly of suffering was rare. Improper in polite society, but then, many things were, and if it helped to demystify the rumors that floated behind her, then it was worth it.

      “I’m sorry,” Gamil said after a pause. He shifted on his feet. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

      “Why? You didn’t know.”

      He shrugged, as if he could shoulder his way out of his discomfort.

      “Anyhow,” she said, “if I need your help in the future, it’ll be good for us to know one another. I prefer to go by Kigal, if you were wondering.”

      At that, Gamil-An snorted with a laugh. “Great Dirt? Why shorten your name to that?”

      “I don’t want a long name, nor any of the things that come with it,” she said, laughing right back. Multiple names, the longer the better, were signs of power and nobility, not something she imagined ever having. Though the regular meals would be welcomed.

      He blinked at the sudden levity she’d kept hidden until now. “Do you enjoy this work?”

      “‘Enjoy’ isn’t the right word. But…” Her voice trailed off as she kept her gaze trained on the lowering sun, the light descending steadily towards the Underworld—Irkalla. If there was, in fact, such a thing as life after this one. “It feels right to honor them. To help them pass from one world to the next. It’s not something I can explain.”

      She brought the ox to a halt as they neared the Bone Fields. It was a misnomer, as the area wasn’t littered with bones so much as it was defined by the pile of them. Stacks of corpses, some old and gnawed on and strewn about, a few with flesh still intact that was beginning to slide from their skeletons.

      Gamil swallowed.

      “Don’t tell me this threatens to spill your stomach. Wasn’t it you who brought these people out here?”

      He shook his head. “Some of the more desperate town beggars usually take care of it, so long as they’re given food after.”

      “I see.”

      Despite his obvious unease around the deceased, Kigal had hoped he actually wanted to be a Corpse Hand. She’d never met someone who wanted the job though, and she had certainly looked for them—but his explanation was the reality of how towns usually handled their dead.

      “Help me get him down,” she said, rolling up her sleeves to reveal corded arms.

      He pushed the deceased man’s feet up and over the ox’s broad shoulders, and Kigal hefted him into her grasp before placing him to the side, on his back and with hands folded across his slight chest.

      “Work quickly.” From her pack, she handed Gamil a trowel nearly identical to her own. “Before his limbs become stiff.”

      They dug and dug until the sun was almost touching the earth, until at last they had three evenly spaced, rectangular holes and one deep pit. Gamil had asked her why, when they had only brought one body, but she just kept digging.

      Those who dumped bodies in the Bone Fields never took the effort to bury them. Any more time spent with the dead would only increase their risk of disease, so they thought. All that mattered to them was that they were out of the city. Among the corpses disposed of here, Kigal had seen that at least two of them were still intact. Her heart ached. She was already here, and she wouldn’t, couldn’t leave them out to languish.

      Sweat dripped from her thick black hair, wavy and wild. Her callused hands ached against the rough wooden handle of the trowel, but, their work almost done, she persisted. They placed the old man’s body in one of the graves, then the ones with some flesh left into the others, and then piled the remaining scattered bones into the pit. It would be impossible to give each of the people who’d been placed here their own burial, to match which femurs belonged to which shoulder blades to which vertebrae. This would have to suffice.

      Once she’d flicked drops of oil into each grave and shoveled the soil back on top, Ereshkigal began her prayers in the setting sun. Gamil fidgeted alongside her.

      “You can go,” she said, interrupting herself.

      “It’s not safe for you to be out here alone.”

      She rolled her eyes as he surveyed the last sliver of visible light, the sun tossing rays of gold and pink into the sky.

      “I’m serious. Jackals and boars are active at night.”

      “In the Bone Fields, I’m safe. I wouldn’t have lasted this long otherwise. Or is it you who’s scared to travel back alone?”

      Gamil flushed red. Fishing through her bag, she then grabbed the bread, broke off a quarter of it, and handed the larger portion to Gamil-An. “I wish your mother a healthy child.”

      He balked, staring at what she offered. “I can’t. You⁠—”

      “Can decide who to give my bread to.” She turned back to the corpses. “Kutha isn’t far, so you’ll be fine. Pray to the Mushussu for protection, if you must.”

      If anyone would need the aid of a dragon-headed, eagle-footed lion, it would be this boy.

      “Oh, and take the ox back with you. Its owner has probably noticed it missing by now.”

      Gamil’s eyes popped wide in alarm. That seemed enough to set him on his way, and he nodded, tugged at the rope around the lumbering ox’s neck, then went on his way without wasting another word. Though rare to meet another person willing to do her sort of work, it was never as she imagined it. Never had she found the understanding she craved, the same respect for life since passed. Most were just as disgusted with their work as the other villagers and townsfolk, but they had no other way to get their daily grain.

      Kigal finished her hymns over the dead, her breath little more than a murmur on the dry wind, and flicked the last few drops of cedar oil towards each of the world’s four corners, to purify and protect the departed souls wherever they may go. She wasn’t even sure what good her utterances did. If any god heard them. If they comforted the souls. All the same, she liked to think they did. As she lay on her side, wolfing down her crust of bread and looking up at the thickly spattered stars above her, she couldn’t help but wonder if she’d ever learn the answer.
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      That night Kigal dreamt of Ekkur, a city she’d been trying to forget ever since she happened upon it over a week ago. Within its walls, she had happened upon a grand, beautiful building surrounded by people in tears. At the time, she only scarcely knew what a palace looked like and why anyone would care about what happened inside it, but she’d stopped to watch the commotion nonetheless.

      “Cousin.” A woman her age had put a hand out to stop her from drawing any nearer to the palace, and she met Kigal with polite eyes. Someone who could not tell what she was. “The heir to our city died there just last night. Stay away, lest Nergal find you too.”

      “What will become of him?” Kigal asked. “The man who’s died?”

      The woman started, perplexed. “What of him?”

      Kigal pulled away from her—yet another one of the many who never understood—and moved towards the palace, a building cut of stone hewn from distant lands, the rough sides chiseled with images of men battling boars and lions. Broad wooden doors closed off the entrance, and from atop one of the grand walls a man announced the details of the death, the time, place, and manner. As she walked towards the walls she found that the gathered mass remained a ways back from the palace, as if afraid the God of Disease himself prowled inside, waiting to infect anyone who drew near.

      It wasn’t until she broke through the front of the crowd and continued walking that the announcer halted. The square went silent.

      “Where is he?” she had yelled up to the men atop the walls. Announcer, guard, she tried not to care who they were nor how far their rank in life was above her own. So long as she found the deceased.

      They shifted with sidelong glances at one another. “He is gone, miss. Dead since the early hours of the morning.”

      “His body. Where is he being kept?”

      They recoiled.

      “Why should you like to know?” asked a guardsman.

      “I can ensure that he is properly buried in the manner befitting a prince.”

      A series of gasps and hisses came from behind her. Kigal tried not to think on the crowd no doubt shooting contemptuous looks her way. As she continued to look skyward, she saw an elderly woman hobble into view atop the wall and lean towards the others, low voice not carrying far enough for Kigal to hear. She strained her ears to no avail. A moment later, the gates opened in answer.

      Kigal did her best to ignore the chatter that swept through the crowd. Beyond the walls she saw servants consumed with mourning—and fear. Mourning for their lost charge, yet terrified they’d fall ill should they be asked to tend to the body. Were it a better time, she would shout from atop the high walls that most corpses carried no disease. She had certainly spent enough time around dead bodies and others in her line of work to know. And yet, she doubted the crowd would be receptive. Instead she strode into the palace walls and was met by the guardsmen and elderly woman, both descending into the grassy courtyard.

      “Why do you wish to tend the body of a dead prince?” the crone asked. Even as her jowls swung with loose, leathery skin and her withered lips sunk into her gums, it was easy to see the powerful matriarch she had been. Kigal couldn’t help but admire the heavy gold pulling down her earlobes.

      “Because few others will.” After dipping forward in a show of respect, Kigal then forced herself to stand straight, to not be meek before those with such authority. After having had hordes drive her from their cities, having had dung lobbed at her and curses spat her way, this palace could be no worse. “Not with reverence, that is.”

      “What brings you
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