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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 to such a conclusion?”

      “Those outside of your walls are not permitted to handle even their own dead. Beyond weeping at the spirit’s passing, they do not hold ceremonies. The Rule of Decay has left bodies to be neglected in a way that souls are not.” Kigal straightened as her heart beat into her throat. There was a time and place to dare such boldness, but this was not it. “I mean no disrespect. It is simply my belief that the body is important, too.”

      From under hooded eyes, the elder looked skyward. Kigal’s shoulders eased. It didn’t seem she’d be scolded.

      “Since his passing, his father has lamented each of his possible choices. To leave the body to be taken into Ekkur’s Bone Fields as the others do and remember him only in spirit? Or to mourn by visiting the body one last time, and risk his health and reign in doing so? My son does not face an easy decision.”

      Kigal chewed the inside of her lip. While she wasn’t versed in the niceties or customs of such regal people, for the lonely and cold body of a dead man, she would try to navigate them.

      “If I may—” she began, then faltered.

      “Lady Hafiza.”

      “If I may, Lady Hafiza, I would ask that I be permitted to bury this body.”

      The woman opened her mouth but Kigal pushed on, the words pouring out of her.

      “It would not violate the Rule of Decay, because I am not an ordinary citizen. I’m a mere Corpse Hand. It is better for me to place myself at risk than for the king, is it not? He can rest easy with the knowledge that his son is seen to, and his court will feel safer for it.”

      Hafiza eyed her with a narrow gaze, then at last nodded.

      “Come,” was all she said.

      The old woman turned and walked towards the broad building, sandstone columns flanking its sides and cedar doors perfuming the air. Servants drew back at their approach. Once inside, the splendor of incense and patterned red textiles at the walls and windows dazzled her, even amidst such sorrow. So much wealth, so much power, and yet she’d witnessed this grieving scene before.

      After twisting through a maze of corridors, Hafiza stopped outside of a carved door with bronze leaf etched into the details. Even in the low light of the halls, their shapes danced and flickered like shadows by a hearth.

      “I myself will go no further,” she said, “but I will send my serving girl with you. She will see to whatever you require for this… process.”

      Kigal gave a half bow to the woman as she beckoned her servant over, a girl who couldn’t have even been past her first bleed and who had eyes as wide as offering plates.

      “When you are done, send her to fetch a member of the house for your compensation.”

      With that, Hafiza took her guardsmen and walked away down the darkened hall and Ereshkigal took that as her cue to enter the room. She pushed on the door. From the look on the serving girl’s face, Kigal had half expected something unpleasant on the other side, whether a putrid smell or gruesome sight. Instead she found only a man’s body stretched across a large bed as if he were asleep. How wonderful a miracle, if it were no more than that.

      “What was his name?” Kigal asked the girl still standing in the doorway.

      “Prince Hazi.”

      “You don’t need to avoid my gaze. In this world, your position may even be above that of mine.” Kigal chuckled to herself to mask her discomfort. While she was used to being treated as an outsider, deference wasn’t something she knew how to handle.

      At that, the girl lifted her eyes, brows arched. “What?”

      “No one wants us Corpse Hands around, even if they need us. A servant however, well, it doesn’t take a tragedy for people to let you into their homes.” As the girl snapped her jaw shut, Ereshkigal rested a hand on the man’s cold cheek and looked over his pale countenance.

      “Prince Hazi,” she sighed. “How dearly your family misses you.”

      “He’s no longer there, miss.”

      “Do you know this as a fact? That’s not an admonishment,” she added as the girl flushed, as if ashamed for speaking out of turn despite Kigal’s encouragement. “Merely a question.”

      When the girl didn’t answer, Kigal turned back to the corpse. Of course, the girl could be right. This body could be no more than a sack of meat left behind by the spirit, only good now for vultures and scavenging dogs. Or Kigal herself could be right. There may well be something left within the flesh before her, something worth honoring and respecting even if it served no purpose for the living. It was better to respect those who did not need it than to risk the alternative, damn the Rule.

      “Please open the windows,” Kigal said as she folded back the frayed and sunbleached shawl that draped down past her elbows.

      The girl flinched. “Won’t that put those outside at risk?”

      “No.”

      The girl waited, seeming to expect more of an answer, but when she did not get one she tiptoed across the room—at the farthest wall away from the body at all times—and opened the shutters. Crisp mid-day air blew in, carrying the scent of fresh grasses from along the riverbanks. Kigal breathed it in, then set to work. Stiffness had already set in to the prince’s extremities which would make him difficult to move, but if he’d died sometime during the night, his limbs should relax in another two days.

      If his family would permit waiting that long to have him removed from the palace. If the throng gathered outside would tolerate a dead body in the city for that long.

      Kigal sent the serving girl to fetch whatever fragrant oils the household stocked, and delicacies such as ale and meats, too. The girl had balked at the latter half, but went as told. She returned with a selection of vials, an ewer, and a few pieces of cured meats and a chunk of honeycomb that glistened like citrine, yet despite her haul she looked none too thrilled to have been enlisted for this process.

      “It’s alright,” Kigal said. “I’ve been doing this for as long as I can remember, and I have never fallen ill.”

      The girl didn’t look any more comforted. Oh well. It couldn’t be helped. Kigal let her stand in the farthest corner of the room, watching on until she was needed again.

      Kigal rubbed the oils into his skin, taking special care around the young lord’s face and hands, then dabbed the most fragrant among them along his brow. It mostly masked the somewhat garlicky odor his flesh now carried. She smoothed her palms across him until the warmed oil had soaked into his skin, taken in as if water poured into sand, with particular gentleness around the faint rash ringing his neck and eyelids. A less-than-desirable mushroom had likely made it into the poor boy’s food. Something so simple as that, felling someone so high. She couldn’t help but shake her head. Using the linen sheet beneath him, Kigal then swaddled him like an infant, leaving only his face visible.

      He looked secure, safe—if dead. But at least here the house’s resources lent her the ability to give him proper rites, more than just an earthen grave. Upon piling the foodstuffs the serving girl brought high on a serving tray, she moved to place it alongside the corpse.

      “Don’t!” the girl yelled, hand outstretched as if to stop her.

      Kigal’s brows rose. She turned.

      “I just—the body. The food will be poisoned with death if left near it, miss. The household will not be able to…”

      She faltered as Kigal turned away from her and set the plate down with a loud thump, not angrily, but not gently either. “First and foremost, there is no risk of disease. Second, the food is not for the household. It is to honor the deceased. Third and last, if you refer to a mortal man’s body as ‘it’ one more time, I will ask you to leave.”

      “What is going on here?” came a sharp voice.

      Kigal jumped to see a bald man looming in the doorway, wearing the robes of the priest class. She looked closer. The fabric draped around his waist and over his shoulder was trimmed in ochre, signifying him as not just any priest, but the High Priest. The En of the city, likely to the king himself. Kigal swallowed. From the serving girl’s timidity, Kigal had expected she would’ve blanched before someone of such status, but she instead looked relieved.

      “I am here to tend Prinze Hazi and see to his final rites,” Kigal said. She inclined her head to him, but his scowl didn’t budge.

      “I don’t know what animal raised you, but final rites means praying for the soul and honoring its memory. Not spending precious resources on a corpse.”

      “I disagree.”

      “Who allowed this nonsense in here?” He turned, asking the serving girl.

      “Lady Hafiza, En Imir.”

      He growled with displeasure, and Kigal’s cheeks heated with an ire foreign to her.

      “Unless I have misunderstood Ekkur’s palace hierarchy, I do not think Lady Hafiza requires your permission when it comes to her grandson. Am I mistaken?” She stepped forward.

      Imir’s eyes locked with hers. It was always men like him who hated her the most. Men who she would not submit to, men who she questioned.

      “Ekkur is the city of the god Enlil,” he said. She could hear him fighting to keep his tone steady and, despite the situation, it pleased her. “Unless you come in his name, you have no right to take on the duties of a priest.”

      “You said yourself that what I do doesn’t constitute final rites, hence they are not priestly duties. I would not dare tread on your territory, En Imir.”

      His jaw tightened at the honeyed note at the end of her voice, but then relaxed. He couldn’t fight against what he himself had said. Imir heaved in a breath with a shake of his head and dragged a hand across his suddenly-aged face.

      “Though unorthodox,” he sighed, “your concern for the deceased is… touching. It must not be easy, surrounding yourself with death at all turns.”

      “Easy or not, it is the path I’ve chosen.” She swallowed. Rarely had she been met with such a swift change of heart. She did not trust it.

      “Do you ever regret it? Your choice?”

      “No.”

      The look on his face seemed to suggest that he expected either a different answer or a longer one. Kigal wouldn’t give it to him, though it was true her options in life were limited. Settle into some town where she would have to marry a man for her daily bread and bear endless children for him in exchange? Become a celibate priestess, remaining in the same place and worshipping gods she doubted existed? Her life may have been rugged, but she cherished the freedom it gave her. Even if that was its sole benefit.

      After a long moment, Imir’s shoulders dropped. “I will take him to the Bone Fields myself, if only to let the household see this final task through.”

      “Really?” Her eyes widened.

      Never before had she encountered someone willing to do her kind of work—or at least, someone who wasn’t motivated by desperation.

      He nodded, and her heart felt a bit lighter.

      “En Imir, Ninhita, you are both dismissed.”

      Kigal turned to see another man in the doorway, a fringed shawl draped around his bare shoulders and a floor length kilt billowing from his waist. Guardsmen flanked him at each side. Whoever he was, Ninhita and Imir both inclined their heads. The serving girl slipped past his entourage and out of sight.

      “Your Highness.” Imir touched his brow. With a glance in Kigal’s direction, he too left the room.

      This was the king, then, who now looked so bereft and so human before her. He turned his gaze on Kigal, the bags under his eyes purple and swollen. The rich garb did nothing to hide the pain raw on his face, the heaviness.

      “You are the Corpse Hand?” he asked.

      “Yes.” Kigal straightened. She could not help but notice that his sights went everywhere—the plush rugs across the floor, the arched ceiling, her worn clothes—everywhere but to his son dead before him. Redness rimmed his wet eyes. “I am, Your Highness.”

      He nodded. Silence followed.

      Kigal shifted on her feet, hands behind her, and she fought the urge to gnaw on the inside of her cheek. Never before had she met a king. Her sole exposure had always been vague rumors of almighty rulers with immense wealth and authority. What did mere vagrants do before men of his stature? Stories of those cruel with their power tickled the back of her mind. She had held her ground before the En, but nowadays it was the king who ruled, not the priesthood.

      “Why come and bury the body of someone you did not even know?” he asked.

      “It is my trade.”

      “One you didn’t choose for yourself, I imagine. Why would anyone choose this?”

      Kigal didn’t correct him, instead merely said, “Such care is something we will all need some day, whether from old age or from a toxic mushroom.”

      She gestured to the prince before her.

      At that, the king’s eyes narrowed. Already he looked close to tears again. Kigal swallowed as the quietly roiling emotions of the man before her flooded the space.

      “Would you like to see him?” she blurted out.

      He went rigid, the only movement the quivering tassels on his shawl.

      “You will not fall ill—but it may help. Ease your suffering, that is.” Though she was tripping over her own tongue, she extended a sun-browned hand glistening in oil to him as she tried to hide her anxieties at being so near a man of power. “You will be alright. You have my word.”

      The apple in the king’s throat bobbed as tears shuddered atop his lower lashes. He held firm. Kigal withheld her disappointed sigh.

      Then he took a step forward.

      Slowly, so very slowly, he reached out to her. Clammy skin met her own, and she could not help but think how different animated flesh felt than that of the dead’s. Warm. Pulsing. Smelling of wood and ale and sun-dried dates. She tugged him to the young prince’s bedside, the king staring at his own sandaled feet all the while. He blinked fast, repeatedly, fighting back the storm no doubt brewing within. No man could hold back the tide for long.

      Though she suspected it wasn’t proper decorum to so casually lay hands on a king, here it was for his own good, to treat him as a man rather than an authority to wither beneath. Kigal grabbed his broad shoulders, dense muscle there, and made him face what remained of his son. The king kept his face downcast.

      “Look at him,” she whispered. “This is your chance to say goodbye.”

      No part of him moved, not even a fraction as her hands remained at his shoulders.

      “For his sake, his memory.”

      The king brought up a trembling hand before drawing it back. She reached around him and took it in her own, then extended it out to Prince Hazi’s cold cheek. The king flinched—then relaxed as his flesh warmed his son’s.

      The dam broke, a howling river set free.

      The king fell to his knees, the smack against the stone echoing throughout the room, sobs shaking his chest as he clapped a hand over his face, the other still at his son’s pale cheek. A man forced to act strong before his city. A man made to pretend for his remaining family still awash in their own anguish. A man with no way to mourn, taught to fear the body of his own child.

      As the king wept for his son, Ereshkigal slid to her knees to join him and wrapped an arm around his heaving back. His earlier criticism, and that of En Imir, echoed in her mind.

      “This,” she whispered. “This is why I chose it.”
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      Kigal awoke outside of Kutha to the clatter of a cart as it came to a halt, a body inside it. After a start, she squinted at it. No, not it, them. Three bodies in total lay in the cart, all fresh and covered in angry pustules. Already vultures began to circle overhead, hungry for breakfast. She rubbed her eyes and checked the position of the sun. It’d been three days since she’d buried the elderly man with Gamil-An’s help, and since then she’d been scouting for unburied bodies and interring them with as much ceremony as she could give. If a sickness was beginning to sweep through the town, she would certainly be kept busy.

      As she rose, the man bearing the cart let out a yelp and threw a curse of the demoness Lamashtu her way.

      “I was sleeping,” she said. She got to her feet and beat the dust from her hem and back, then slung her rucksack over her shoulders. She shook any remaining debris from her curling waves of black hair.

      “Yes, of course, because the Bone Fields are a lovely place to rest,” he spit back, still visibly unnerved.

      “For a Corpse Hand, it’s fine.”

      “If you’re really a Corpse Hand, then you’re certainly bad at it.”

      Kigal’s mouth twitched downward. This wasn’t the morning she’d pictured having, not that her previous few days had been much better. The wilds were a welcomed change from village life. She’d take her roasted rabbit over the stale bread people used to pay her any day.

      “Why’s that?” she asked. “And why isn’t Gamil-An seeing to your dead?”

      The man stood aside as she grabbed the last body and dragged it from the cart.

      “How do you know him?”

      “He helped me a few days ago.”

      A pause. “What is your name?”

      “Ereshkigal. You can call me Kigal, though.”

      Wiping her hands on her tunic, she turned to ask him his, only to see the man suddenly look near death himself. As if he’d seen a ghost, he paled, grabbed his cart by the handles and ran, kicking up dust clouds behind him. He was gone without another word. Typical.

      Kigal rolled her eyes, then looked back to the bodies with a grimace. Studied them closer.

      The rash the corpses bore was one she’d seen before, and it was never an isolated incident. Those who survived to bear its deep scars would say the same—though few survived pox at all. She had her suspicions that it didn’t affect everyone—in all her time handling the ill, she had never become infected—but the other fresh bodies strewn about the Bone Fields appeared to have suffered the same fate.

      After she tied back her sleeves, dug yet more graves, and dragged the bodies inside, the sun was already at its peak in the sky. Sweat rolled down the divet in her back and hair clung to her pointed jawline. The calluses along her palms stung. Finally, when the burials were complete, she stood and twisted, working out the knots in her back. How would she continue doing this into old age? It wasn’t as if she could abandon the only thing she knew, but she wouldn’t take a husband out of necessity, either.

      Plopping down under the shade of a flat-leafed tree, she took a swig from her water skin and dabbed the sweat from her face. Soon the midday heat would pass, and she could go back into Kutha to gather what more dead there were. It had been a few days since she’d gone back, and if there were plague victims… She pushed the thought away. Hopefully the disease hadn’t yet spun out of control.

      She pulled the last remaining strands of braided horsehair from her bag and a few of the beads she’d gotten in Ekkur, none particularly shiny or beautiful, but beads all the same. One was a reddish brown, and if she squinted, she could almost imagine it was carnelian. Kigal’s fingers worked sure and smooth, though she kept her pace as slow as she could. Jewelry-making was a scarce pleasure for her, one of the few she had. Even though she’d bargain with it in town to replenish her stores, the simple making of things was a skill she’d gotten from her mother. Over a decade and some years had passed since then, and she remembered little of her instruction, but still she could almost feel her mother’s presence alongside her as she weaved the horse hairs through the beads and tied off the ends. Every time Kigal thought of her mother, she fought against the memories of her last days, her ramblings and talk of conspiracies and paranoia. That hadn’t been her mother, though. That’d been a stranger on her deathbed, driven mad by whatever illness had stolen her mind.

      Kigal gazed out at Kutha, now a speck on the horizon with an odd, dense mass beneath it. How many lives began and ended there? How many others felt as she did but let themselves be bound by convention to live a life they felt nothing for?

      She turned back to her beads and horsehair. Living outside of society meant escaping it, in some ways. Yes, she would always be looked down upon. Yes, she would never have anywhere to call home. But at least she knew her place and was content with it. It would have to be enough. Kigal held the bracelet up in the light. It didn’t sparkle. Certainly had no shine. She did appreciate its lack of pretense, though. Like her, it pretended at nothing.

      Kigal lowered it. In the distance, the mass near Kutha on the horizon grew larger as she watched. She strained her eyes. Was it someone’s cattle out grazing? No, they wouldn’t be so concentrated as this, nor move with such purpose. A hand over her eyes to block out the sun, Kigal watched it grow larger until she could at last distinguish the shapes of men, the angry faces and the slings they carried. The rusty javelins. The leather and wicker armor around their torsos.

      Had a raid befallen the town while she slept? Were local farmers hunting a pack of wild dogs that’d harmed their livestock?

      “There!” one of them cried.

      Kigal scanned in all directions—before a weight dropped into her stomach. They weren’t pointing at some beast. They were pointing at her.

      No. No, they would have no reason to hunt her. Likely they needed information, that’s all. A bandit? An escaped thief, perhaps?

      Those thoughts did nothing to quell her growing panic, and yet running would only make her look guilty. She stood in place, awaiting their arrival and doing her best to ignore the trembling in her hands. Just in case though, she chucked her belongings into her bag. Was that a chill running over her, or sweat evaporating from her skin?

      As they came within earshot, she said, “I have not seen anyone leave Kutha through here today. No one is out here except for me.”

      At their blackening expressions, she regretted the words as soon as they left her.

      “The witch is alone!” a man said. A victorious grin emerged on half of the crowd’s faces, while others remained unreadable.

      Witch? That was a new one.

      “I’m no sorceress,” she said as they drew nearer. Kigal shifted on her feet, ready to run should she need to. To hell with looking guilty if they already thought she was. But perhaps she could convince them otherwise.

      “Snake! From the temples to the brothels, everyone has heard the story. We know what you’ve done.” One of the men, bald, broad-chested, and with a scar dragging along his hollow eye-socket gestured in her direction before turning to face his cadre. There had to be at least twenty of them. “Is it any coincidence that Prince Hazi died the very night she visits our city?”

      “Hazi of Ekkur?” She recalled the rites she’d performed for the dead prince almost an entire moon cycle ago, but their account was wrong. Had they come all this way in some misguided attempt of finding justice? “The prince was already dead by the time I——hey!”

      One of the men hurled a rock towards her. Kigal dodged it. They were too close, too many to calm or reason with. And she was, as she had always been, alone. Panic shot through her jittering limbs.

      She ran.

      Most people feared the Bone Fields. Surely they would either give up or go around, anything that would give her more time to think of a way to escape. Kigal looked over her shoulder. Her throat tightened. No, they were cutting towards her in a straight line, over the fresh mounds that punctuated the landscape and darting around scrub brush. A few flinched at the sight of the graves, but their fear wasn’t enough. The mob kept up the chase.

      Kigal fixed her gaze ahead. If she kept looking over her shoulder, she was liable to trip, the last thing she needed.

      Fire consumed her legs and filled her lungs. Her body went numb as instinct pushed her to just move, move, move. She’d long since known that her life was destined to be insignificant, but never did she think it’d be so short. Treks to fabled cities. Long nights with newfound friends around a bonfire. All those dreams and possibilities evaporated before her.

      Kigal ran up the slope of a hill where the thin, soft grass faded into rock. If she could just get over this crag, if she could escape their line of sight, she would have a fighting chance. Digging her sandaled toes into the bumps and rain-carved grooves, she propelled herself forward, arms swinging, hair flying behind her.

      The scent of baked earth filled her nostrils. The sky was a stark cerulean, almost blinding. How tragic it would be to never again behold this harsh beauty.

      She was almost upon the crag’s peak—when she screeched to a halt, rocks sputtering under her heels. A wide chasm stretched before her like a hungry maw. A great crack had fractured the earth in two, the precipice split open with a black vastness between, the far side unreachable. Kigal’s heart pounded into her ears. She blinked, but the reality before her didn’t change.

      I am going to die.

      She shoved away the thought and, at the clamor of voices behind her, turned to see the pack of men drawing near, their gait now a predatory stalk. They were too many for her. She was no fighter. Never did she think her hands would need to know violence.

      “I have never hurt anyone,” she said as the men gathered around her. Kigal backed towards the crack in the earth, if only to keep them from surrounding her on all sides. “I swear it.”

      “Words from a heathen.”

      “A plague in her own right!”

      A stone whistled by her, narrowly missing her ear. Tears sprang up in her eyes. There had to be some argument, some fact she could use to dissuade them, but truth meant nothing to zealots. It would not drive them away, either.

      Two more stones soared by her. The first she dodged, while the second struck her bicep. Kigal yelped. Vision blurring in fear, breaths quick and shallow, she picked up the rock that had hit her and raised it high. When she aimed for the man who’d thrown it, the crowd’s jeering faltered. She was determined not to be some slaughtered lamb, not like this. Even if death was her ultimate fate, she would not go quietly. They looked back at her with cold, awaiting eyes.

      Kigal drew her arm back, then turned and dropped the stone into the mouth of the blackness.

      It clacked against what she could only guess was the crack’s narrowing sides, like a pebble skipping over a lake, until it faded to nothing.

      She never heard it reach the bottom.

      The men’s faces split into a smile. She was trapped. They knew, and she knew. Their jeers began anew. Another rock struck Kigal, this time just above the knee, and she cried out. But the fire in her would not be so easily doused.

      “You believe me a witch, and you think I can be struck down by mere rocks?” she snapped, the sudden harshness in her voice surprising even herself.

      A few of the men’s eyes narrowed, but still they didn’t stop. Not that she believed they would. Here just like everywhere else in her brief existence, no one ever listened to what she had to say. Kigal went numb. Her words were useless.

      She would preserve what dignity she’d ever had in this world. Even if it killed her.

      Drinking in the warm air, the golden sun, the rock and grass and wide acacia trees, she closed her eyes and took a step back. Another. And then, when her foot met empty air, she let herself fall backwards and tried to remember all the dead who’d come before her.
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      Kigal fell and fell. The strip of blue sky narrowed above her as the world was swallowed by a hungry dark. Rock struck her head as she banged up against the fissure’s sides, sending stars across her vision and pain ricocheting down her neck. It would all be over soon. This miserable existence, this wandering without destination, this meaningless and small thing she’d eked out.

      As the sky above her faded from view, as she continued to fall into the unending gloom, she could not help but curse the gods who had let her suffer.
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      Cool earth pressed against her cheek. Dried tears clotted her eyes and left salt clinging to her lashes. Kigal blinked one eye open, then the other.

      Ignoring her throbbing head, ignoring the sticky heat near her temple, she shot up. Her breath caught in her throat. She could still feel. Could still think. Movement filled her limbs and hunger ached in her stomach. She was alive? A great blackness surrounded her, though from some corner of the world shined just enough light to let her see the rocky slope beneath her.

      Surely this couldn’t be death. Had she merely thought she’d jumped, only to fall unconscious on the slope? But no, Kigal remembered being battered against the rock face, remembered as she thought of her mother one last time, and then finally remembered cursing the deities for her life’s torments. Teeth clenched against the pain of her sore body, Kigal stood and brushed herself off. Careful of her aching neck and head, she looked up. There was no earthen rift above her where one should have been. Perhaps she’d struck her head too hard, and this was little more than a dream before her mind spun out into nothing.

      Walking down the incline, shuffling her feet to avoid tripping on unseen obstacles, Kigal heard running water. The sandpapery texture of her tongue now jumped out to her along with her parched throat—but she had to be careful. This was unfamiliar land… Wherever this was.

      Kigal followed the trickling until it was a roar, and drew close to a glossy strip of black water. What little light this place had came from its far side, the sun ready to awaken the deep night on the dusty slopes. Her shoulders eased. Her injuries told her none of what’d happened had been a dream, but if she was awake and day was near, there was a chance she’d somehow rolled down to the other side of the mountain during her fall, improbable though it was. Dry and cracked bones were scattered across the banks. Perhaps she was still in the Bone Fields.

      Something stepped into her path.

      Kigal’s muscles tensed. A shimmering figure wavered before her, as if conjured up from nothing more than hazy air. She swallowed and shrank into herself.

      “Who’s there?” Kigal demanded.

      “Help me, please.” The sound came from the dark. The form before her began to take shape, until it looked almost like a haggard man, and it was then that Kigal realized he was the one who spoke. “Please, I need your help.”

      Kigal looked him up and down, and though he was unkempt, he didn’t look hurt. She backed away, wary of the stranger even as she fought against rubbing her eyes in shock. The landscape behind him shimmered through his form. Through him. Kigal ground at her eyes again but the scene didn’t change. She had always believed in souls and ghosts, but never did she think she would meet one.

      “Where am I?” she asked.

      The shade before her tilted his head, looking somehow quizzical yet saddened. “At the threshold, my Lady.”

      Threshold? What was that supposed to mean?

      “I have not been able to pass over.” The figure rested a hand against his chest. “Not as those who were buried have.”

      The hairs along Kigal’s neck stood up. “What did you say?”

      “Can you help me pass over, Lady?”

      “Tell me where I am.” Though she tried to sound firm, she couldn’t keep her voice from cracking.

      “My dear,” came a deep, sinuous voice, “I think you already know.”

      Jumping backwards, nerves fraying, Kigal squinted to scan the dimness. A monstrosity padded before her. Along its writhing body glittered scales, some like chipped obsidian, others like carved emerald, and at its head were two eyes bright as stars, fangs as long as her fingers. Her heart stuttered, not knowing whether to seize or beat even more frantically. But, were she truly dead, how could it beat at all? The thing sat and waited, unmoving.

      “Please,” the now-trembling man said, his form unspooling back into nothingness. “Please, help me cross over. There are more of us, so many who cannot⁠—”

      The great dragon pointed his head at the shade and inhaled. The man before her fell apart into ash. A small cloud, and then nothing.

      Kigal gulped down the stone in her throat. A splintered femur sat in the chalky dirt alongside her feet, and with a wide-eyed glance at the beast, she rushed to pick it up before it drew any nearer. Before it somehow dissolved her into nothingness.

      “You cannot disintegrate like the others.” Though the serpent’s muzzle moved, Kigal could scarcely believe it spoke. It flashed her a toothy grin, like it knew her doubts, and this time she saw its lips and tongue move. “Because you, my Lady, are not dead.”

      “What is this place?” She waved the femur at it, as if she could somehow threaten a monster. “And don’t say ‘the threshold’.”

      The thing before her gave a lazy blink before its eyes sharpened in delight. “I cannot say anything other than what it is, Lady. This is indeed the threshold.”

      “A threshold to what?”

      “Irkalla. The Land of the Dead.”

      A hollow ringing filled Kigal’s ears, as if to protect her from hearing the truth she’d insisted upon having. She shook her head. “But you said I’m not dead. How am I here, then? How⁠—”

      “They called you a Corpse Hand in the Land of the Living, am I correct?”

      Now it was Kigal’s turn to blink.

      “Do you see any familiar faces among the wandering spirits of this world?” it asked, sweeping its tail towards the river bank behind it and beyond. “Those you buried made it to Irkalla’s side, the lucky few who were buried in accordance with lost and outlawed burial customs. They have rested easy since.” The dragon licked its stony lips. “The others have wandered here at the edges, wasting away until their remaining vitality runs dry or I consume them.”

      Kigal’s heart leapt into her mouth. Yes, she still had questions, and no, she didn’t know what to do nor how to escape wherever she was nor how to return home, but the dragon’s words haunted her. These souls whose only misfortune was being left out to rot in the Bone Fields or who were dumped elsewhere, now condemned to the greater misfortune of restless, eternal wandering. To think that this beast ate some of them…

      “I can bring you food from the Land of the Living.” She didn’t notice the words tumbling out of her until it was too late. “If you show me how to return, if it means you’ll leave these people alone, I can bring back whatever food you want.”

      It laughed, a deep rumbling that shook the ground and reverberated into her joints. “These souls are destined to languish whether or not I partake of them. It is a mercy that I release them from their suffering.”

      “A city on the river is destined to flood, so do you drown it? A person is destined to die, so do you kill him?” Kigal snapped.

      Rage prickled in her gut. She’d heard the same argument made to justify too many a tragedy. Heat flushed up her cheeks and neck, and she tightened a clammy palm around the femur she’d grabbed. No matter the enormity of what this thing had told her, Kigal couldn’t let it distract her. Not if she was to survive.

      Already she’d escaped death once today. Now to see if she could do it again.

      Before it could lunge for her, Kigal feinted right and ran past it, running for whatever chance she had left. Her pulse spiked. She had fallen into this place. Logic demanded there also be a way to climb out.

      But as she ran on and on, her thighs burning and side eventually cramping, her hope waned. Throwing a glance over her shoulder, Kigal didn’t see the beast, but its shadow glided across the ground in pursuit. She looked up. Sure enough, there it was, flying after her on those massive wings. Her last ember of hope sputtered. Outrunning something she might be able to do. Yet with an opponent that flew, no place would be high or far enough away. It would continue to follow until she fell from exhaustion.

      Stray bones skittered under her as she spun around to face it, but she could barely hear them over the thundering in her head. Anger began to swell in her. Anger at the dragon before her, at this dark and desolate place. At the law forbidding people from burying their own dead. At those who’d forced her to attempt death by her own hand as opposed to their stones. Blood singing, Kigal gripped the splintered femur more tightly in her grasp. She willed herself not to cower. Gritting her teeth and steeling herself with resolve now flowing through her, a white-hot fire she’d seldom claimed as her own sank into her marrow.

      The creature settled its massive weight on the ground, and looked at her with—was that disappointment?

      “I cannot be killed, Lady,” it said. “And I ask with all sincerity that you do not try to prove me wrong.”

      “That’s nice for you, but I can die. And so you will have to kill me.”

      It blinked, but she didn’t break her stare.

      “If you want to eat another single soul more, you’ll have to kill me first.” If this was truly Irkalla, she was already damned. A monstrosity like this would surely destroy her one way or the other, so she might as well do some good with her death, even as her heart beat up her throat and her vision blurred like a desert mirage.

      The dragon settled back on its haunches, oddly resembling a cat. A long and scaly one, but a cat nonetheless. Were it not for barn cats’ size, she had a feeling they’d hunt men for sport—much like this one. Kigal sucked in a breath.

      “I am the Kur, my Lady.” It inclined its head to her.

      She looked at it with slit eyes, not daring to drop her guard. The bone stayed clutched tight in her hand. “What’re you talking about?”

      “Pardon me, I forget that those from the Land of the Living know little about us.” Now it settled its front half onto the ground as well, appearing no more than a deadly cat with legs tucked under itself. She half expected it to sprout whiskers. An incredulous laugh tickled her throat at the image. Perhaps when she’d hit her head, something had been knocked loose. “I guard the boundary into Irkalla, as I have since the very soil was born. I put wandering souls near their end out of their misery. Sometimes ill-intended people or creatures slip through the cracks of the world to arrive here, and I dispose of them. Why do you think there are bones here, if the departed died in the surface world?”

      She hadn’t thought of that. Kigal chewed on her lip and lowered her arm, raised to strike this whole time. Surely the Kur wasn’t threatened by her, improvised pike or no.

      “Why? Protect Irkalla, I mean? I can’t imagine anyone would want to claim this place.” It was a dark and stuffy land, smelling of stale earth and wet clay. Not a desirable tract, by any means. She knelt down to pick up a stray jawbone and turned it over.

      “Souls animate people, a raw spark of energy.” The Kur exhaled a rough breath from its nostrils, as if the answer were obvious. “There have been plenty who’ve wondered here with a mind for only their own enrichment. Should someone learn how to take that energy for themselves, they would become powerful indeed.”

      “Like what you do?” she tossed at it.

      “I help those in pain, and if that means I eat, then so be it. I eat. I have no designs for conquest, however.” The Kur’s gleaming smile did nothing to comfort her, but strangely she trusted the thing more for it. At least it was honest. Perhaps not all-benevolent, but some guardian between the Land of the Living and this one was better than none.

      “My Lady?” it asked after a silent moment.

      “Why do you call me that?”

      “That is who you are, Lady.”

      “I’m probably the farthest thing from a Lady you’ve ever met.” Images of nobles, women like Lady Hafiza, floated through her mind.

      “That I doubt.” The Kur snorted, almost a chuckle. “Do you know why your mother named you so, Ereshkigal?”

      Kigal stilled. She tried to blot out the memories, the grief that rose to meet her. Dark hair, keen eyes, arms strong from working in the fields and picking up her daughter. Stinging pain and sudden emptiness. How did this thing know about her? Had the Kur encountered her mother’s spirit?

      “She was ill.” Kigal swallowed. “Lady of the Dirt is no name for a child.”

      “Tiamat’s Blood!” It laughed with shaking sides. “Is that how mortals now know the word ‘kigal’? Did your mother not teach you any better?”

      Even as a weight began to chill and grow in her stomach, she ignored it.

      “Your mother knew who she carried when Sin, the Moon himself, told her she was to bear his child. It serves to reason that she’d give you a fitting name.”

      “You speak nonsense,” she stammered. Lies. An absurd fabrication.

      “You, Ereshkigal, are no Lady of the Dirt, but rather Lady of the Great Deep. Lady of Irkalla.” It flashed a toothy look at her. “Should you take it.”

      “No.” Kigal stepped back. She could hardly process what it said. “This is a realm for the gods. A task for them. I’m a mortal born, a Corpse Hand.”

      “Who better to tend the dead than she who has dedicated her life to them?”

      “I am no divinity!”

      “Who else could survive a fall from such heights? Could survive when death and disease greets them at every turn? The Moonfather Sin had called upon⁠—”

      “Stop it!” Kigal whirled on her heel to stomp off into the darkness from where she came—until light began to warm her back. She hesitated, then peeked over her shoulder to see the sun breaking over the horizon, its light gentle and robust all at once. The other side of the river now illuminated, she saw a shifting, a roiling mass of⁠—

      She rubbed her eyes.

      People. They were people. Shades of what they had once been, but person upon person walked towards the river banks, expressions somewhere between hopeful and mourning, arms outstretched. The moaning and weeping ripped at her heart. Yet there was a note of joy there, or perhaps she was imagining it. Kigal swallowed.

      “You may choose to leave, if that is what you wish,” the Kur said. It looked to the pleading throng and picked something from between its teeth with a claw. “But in so doing, you will never be permitted to return here. Never to help these people. If you reject what you are, you reject your ability to help them.” It slid its eyes sideways to her. “The choice is yours.”

      “I can’t help them,” she protested. Her voice grew small in her throat.

      “You can. Perhaps you do not yet know how, but you will learn.”

      “I am…unfit.”

      “You are the only being born fit, brought into existence for this.”

      “I—” Words threatened to fail her, any other defense coming up short. Instead, with a shameful heat in her lungs, she spoke plainly, no more than a whisper. “I’m afraid.”

      “So you would rather turn from the dead as your brethren do?”

      “No.” The mere suggestion turned that shameful fear to indignation. She locked eyes with the Kur, and her voice echoed back, almost regal to her own ears. It helped to still her shaking legs. Kigal took a deep breath, one of her last this side of the river. “No. I will help them.”

      A smile spread across the Kur’s long face.

      “Call yourself dirt no longer, Lady, but your rightful, Moonfather-chosen name. Ereshkigal, Lady of the Great Deep.”

      It swiped its paw upwards. Her threadbare, sun-bleached tunic and shawl dissolved into charcoal fabric, soft to the touch and with lapis beading along the single sleeve and skirt hem, geometric whorls and jagged edges that scintillated in the blooming light. A heavy shawl wrapped around her shoulders, plush like a sheep in need of shearing, its dark red tassels dancing with each movement.

      “Let mortal men no longer regard you with disdain, but reverence.”

      The Kur blew a gust of hot breath towards her, and goose pimples rose on her bare arm. Her unbound hair was swept up as if by invisible hands, pleated and pinned at the back of her head with a splinter from the femur she’d held. When she looked down, she didn’t even dare to recognize herself.

      “Lady Ereshkigal, Queen of Irkalla.”

      It wasn’t until she recognized a heavy weight on her brow that she moved, snatching whatever it was from her head as her heart beat like a trapped sparrow. A circlet of wrought metal glimmered in her hands, jewels of citrine staring back at her like captured suns beneath its spires. Its beauty was unlike any piece of craftsmanship she’d ever seen. She couldn’t help but stare in awe, but the realization of what it meant quickly overtook her admiration.

      “This,” she said, holding it back out to the Kur
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