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      Kigal flexed her clawed fingers and fought against the urge to tilt her head back and scream into the blinding sky. Her knuckles turned white. Snatching up a rock at her feet, she then hurled it as far as she could.

      “It was over two centuries ago,” said Nergal. He sat with his head propped in his hand, lounging beneath the shade of an anemic acacia tree. “I doubt you’d be able to find him after all this time.”

      “I would be able to find him. I’m the Goddess of the Dead.”

      “Yes, Goddess of the Dead. Not Goddess of Bloodhounds.”

      She harrumphed. “Are you going to help me or are you going to sit there and watch?”

      “I’ve enjoyed watching thus far. Plus, you’ve already dug up the vast majority of the entire Bone Field.”

      Kigal straightened and wiped the sheen of sweat from the back of her neck. It was true. Her nails ached from where she’d dug into the earth. Were she still mortal, they would have no doubt become bloody stumps by now. Since dawn, she had searched Ekkur’s Bone Fields from top to bottom, asked the city guards and town elders if they knew of Prince Hazi’s burial site. No one had so much as heard of him. Even in his home city, his life had become no more than a breath on the wind.

      Poor Prince Hazi was one of the first full death rites Kigal had been able to provide. Though Ekkur was smaller back then, it’d had everything she needed: the perfumed oils and linen and excess food for offerings. While she remembered that the royal family’s High Priest had been hostile towards her at first, no one had been all that enthusiastic about her presence in the palace. It wasn’t an uncommon reaction. No one liked Corpse Hands—though the masses were beginning to accept them. Some communities had even begun allowing Corpse Hands to live among them as normal members of society, providing steady bread and shelter in exchange for their rites.

      “Then we go back into the city.” Kigal beat the dirt from her hands and swung back around to face Ekkur.

      From here she could see the gushing river bearing merchant vessels, could see the herdsmen with their sheep and goats dotting the grassy hills to the east of the settlement, and even further, the royal palace. Ekkur was a city of immense beauty, stuffed full of spices from across the sea, crimson and emerald green textiles, but what it did not seem to have was the one grave she had been looking for. The grave she had explicitly asked be dug. The grave En Imir, the High Priest she had run into those centuries ago, had promised he would bury Prince Hazi in. As she stared towards the city’s mighty outer wall, the fire burning in Ereshkigal’s stomach flared brighter.

      Kigal looked towards the heavens. She was grateful she hadn’t used Utu as her escort for this trip. Tied to the underworld of Irkalla as she was, it was an annoyance to need a chaperone every time she entered the Land of the Living. If she hadn’t found the late Prince’s burial site yet though, then it was unlikely he was ever buried at all.

      Already the sky was beginning to fade from blue to gold, traces of orange and pink streaking along the horizon. If she was to find answers, she would need to get into the city before nightfall. She knew her chances were slim. Over two hundred years had passed since then. For Hazi’s sake though, it was a question she could not put to rest.

      Nergal hefted himself up off the dusty earth as Kigal began to stride back towards the city. Even though his long legs allowed him to catch up to her quickly, she could see his weariness from the set of his shoulders. Some part of her, the part not currently consumed with anger, appreciated him pushing on for her sake. So long as he didn’t push himself too far. Ever since she’d learned of his fragile health, she worried he would exhaust himself without telling her.

      “Remind me again,” he asked, “why the sudden interest in visiting Hazi’s grave now?”

      “At this point, I have met almost all of the souls in Irkalla. Even if they haven’t come and danced in my halls, I’ve seen and talked with nearly every one of them. Never Prince Hazi, though. I’ve never even seen his shade. I figured now was as good a time as any.”

      Though she would have asked the shade of Hazi’s father, it seemed he had never been buried either. Even as tales of the Goddess of the Dead spread and the Rule of Decay began to fall out of favor, there were still swathes of people who would never receive a proper burial. Would never pass into the afterlife as they should.

      “There are plenty of people’s shades you probably haven’t seen,” he said. “Mashmi, for instance. You haven’t seen her, and she was your own High Priestess.”

      “We don’t know that Mashmi has passed yet. She could be in this very city, an old woman, but still alive.” Old was an understatement. Mashmi would be ancient by mortal standards, but there were certainly elders who had lived long and healthy lives. Kigal just wished she knew for certain. It seemed that, when faced with a life of celibacy or running off with her mysterious lover in Ekkur, the latter had won Mashmi’s heart. Kigal couldn’t fault her—though she did wish the woman had said goodbye before disappearing and leaving her priestesshood scrambling to appoint a new High Priestess, an Entu.

      “You could get the temple seal back from her, while we’re here.”

      “She probably sold it to begin her new life.” Kigal ran a hand through her hair. “Besides, if I haven’t found her yet, I won’t now.”

      “I agree. Now, let us apply that same line of logic to the situation with Hazi, yes?”

      “We’re going into the city, Nergal. That’s final.”

      He sighed, but in a tone that said he’d go wherever she bade him. “Fine, fine. But I will remind you how I loathe Ekkur.”

      “You’re the one who volunteered to accompany me.”

      “For your benefit alone.” He chuckled and offered her his elbow. “Any city with my father as its patron is no friend to me.”

      “It’s not like he himself lives there. Visits from time to time, maybe, but not even Enlil would take up residence in a human city. Especially not him.”

      “He has more than enough priests to do his work for him.”

      Kigal tried not to roll her eyes. She understood Nergal’s aversion to his father. God of Storms and Wind, the most esteemed god of the entire pantheon, Enlil was certainly not one to trifle with. Though she had never met him, she had heard plenty of stories of his might, of how he was proclaimed the highest amongst all other living gods. She did wonder, however, how much of what Nergal said about him was hyperbole. The only truly awful deity she had ever met was Inanna.

      Kigal and Nergal passed Ekkur’s mudbrick walls and, glamoured to appear as no more than merchants, fought through the press of crowds buying incense, dyed textiles, and dried herbs. There were even small tablets inscribed with enchantments, said to bring luck or health to their holders. In recent decades, the city had become a hub of booming magical advancements, new charms and medical breakthroughs and methods of divination, all stemming from the priesthood.

      She contemplated what she would say to the new High Priest once she arrived. Though she knew she could not hold today’s priests accountable for what their predecessor Imir did, she couldn’t return to Irkalla empty handed either. She needed something.

      As the working people flooded the streets to return home, sweat-drenched and dust-caked, Kigal and Nergal moved among them arm in arm, each step bringing her closer to the palace. Its blue-glazed brick walls beckoned to the world, calling them into its walls for trade and song and worship of its patron god Enlil. Even from here she could see the many crowns of bull horns and clouds carved into the brick, the god’s symbols, all painted with a metallic gold that set them gleaming in the waning light. The crowd fell away the closer she drew to the palace. At last reaching the outer gate that defended both the temple and royal buildings, she stood before the guards. One leaned lazily against his polearm, the other with his back against a stout pillar flanking the gate.

      “Turn back around.” The guard picked at his teeth.

      “I come to speak with your High Priest,” she said.

      He looked her and her companion up and down with a sneer. “No one enters without sufficient reason or permission, woman.”

      Kigal and Nergal both shed their glamours. Already she had known she would have to play this card, though she didn’t want to. She had become accustomed to who—what—she was now, but the reactions of mortals still made her uneasy. Nergal didn’t seem to mind as much.

      The guards’ eyes bulged, the one against the pillar now trying to press himself into it, the one with the spear stumbling back a few paces. Did they see a glow? Envision shades at her side and locusts at Nergal’s? Though every deity’s aura was different, the bone necklace around her throat and lapis-inlaid shepherdess crook would be strange enough to drive people away. Nergal’s fiery hair would be unmistakable, too.

      “I come to speak with your High Priest,” she repeated.

      They swallowed, nodded. Even if they had wanted to keep her out, they likely realized they couldn’t bar a goddess—not to mention that this would be a winning tavern story, only if they lived.

      The gates opened to reveal thick, wastefully rolling grass between the main complexes. All the same, she couldn’t help but admire it. It wasn’t something common in Irkalla. Kigal walked across, savoring the smell and feel of it beneath her sandals, and approached the temple ziggurat, each tier of the stepped tower a different color. She squinted. Scribes and novitiates milled about in their linens, whether leaving their daily writing lessons or on their way to collect evening offerings. Through the commotion, Kigal spotted a man on the highest level with a shaved head and saffron wrap. The city’s High Priest, the En. If anyone knew where Hazi had been buried, and that ‘if’ was a stretch, it would be him. He disappeared inside the shrine atop the temple.

      Kigal lurched forward before Nergal put a hand on her shoulder.

      “You can harass him all day long,” he said, “but I’m staying out here.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Huff all you want, but I’m already in my father’s city. I’m certainly not traipsing into his temple.”

      “Don’t leave me behind, alright?”

      At that, the tiniest smile tugged his lips up and he wrapped a lock of her wavy, dark hair around his knuckle. “I would never dream of it.”

      Her cheeks flushed. She wanted to draw closer to him, to lean in and pull him close, but now wasn’t the time. It never seemed to be.

      “Be back soon.” He unwound the strand from his finger.

      Not trusting herself to speak, she instead nodded and made for the ziggurat. It was only once she passed the sanctuary walls and immaculate gardens that her heart finally stopped its wild thrumming in her chest. She weaved up the great, looping stairs. With every step closer to the sky, the city below her expanded, more and more of its far edge coming into view until she at last saw to the outer wall and beyond. Were it any other time, she would have stopped to admire it.

      At last she reached the level where she had seen the En disappear, then stepped into the shrine. The lamps of burning sesame oil flickered across the walls, and as she walked further inside she smelled incense, cypress wood, and honeycomb. Doubtless offerings to Enlil’s statue. Though it wasn’t proper decorum to enter another god’s shrine without invitation, she could not merely wait until he was finished. It could take him hours to tend Enlil’s shrine. On his knees, the En was alone, his bent head bouncing light back at her like a polished stone.

      His words came to an abrupt halt. Bare feet silent, he rose to face her—and her breath stuck in her throat.

      Standing in front of her, not aged by even a single day, was the same priest she’d seen over two centuries before, not so much as one additional crease on his face. En Imir. He scrutinized her, gaze tight, before his eyes snapped wide in bewilderment.

      “You?” He looked her up and down, confusion as plain on him as it likely was on her.

      “I should say the same,” Kigal said. There were no new wrinkles or scars anywhere on him, not even at the corners of his eyes or around his mouth. “How?”

      En Imir smoothed a hand over his chest with a sniff in her direction. “Not that it is any of your concern, but being High Priest to Mighty Enlil comes with its benefits. Long life being one of them.”

      “I’ve never heard of a god capable of that.”

      “You doubt Holy Enlil? While standing in his own temple? From the day you entered the palace of Ekkur, I was right to dislike you.” En Imir scowled at her before turning back to face his god’s statue. “Though I do wonder who or what you serve, to have been granted the same lifespan as I.”

      Despite the absurdity of it all, Kigal barked out a laugh. This was news she would enjoy delivering. “I serve no god except myself.”

      Imir whirled on her, mouth half open to chastise her for what could only be blasphemy, before his eyes seized in realization. Like a darkening storm cloud, disbelief flickered through them.

      “You have heard of the new Goddess of Irkalla, yes?” she said with a step forward. Rarely did she relish in mortal’s reactions to her, went out of her way to avoid it in most cases, but she couldn’t resist before someone as haughty as this man. “A goddess to shepherd and care for the dead? The Underworld’s Queen, Ereshkigal? Not that you ever cared to learn my name.”

      Imir’s eyes went to the crook in her hand, its polished wood gleaming in the lamp light.

      “You are a Corpse Hand,” he said flatly.

      “Once I was, but no longer.” Kigal lifted her head to put her bone necklace on full display. Though Imir was, as he had always been, a pain in the ass, at the very least he would be able to provide the answers she’d come for. “Tell me, Priest. Where did you bury Prince Hazi?”

      Silence filled the room. A gnat buzzed past her ear and a sconce on the far wall sputtered.

      “Answer me.”

      “I have nothing to say to you.”

      “Live as long as you want, but you are a mortal, and I am a god,” Kigal seethed. The sudden spike of rage threatened to blind her, but she didn’t have enough time to get caught up in it. “You swore to me that you would bury him.”

      En Imir pursed his lips together, so tight that they made a white line. He was hiding something—and there was only one sin he would keep from the Goddess of the Dead.

      “You didn’t bury him.”

      “Convention—”

      “That was not a question,” she hissed with a step forward. “You did not bury him, even after I explicitly asked⁠—”

      “You had no right to command me, En to the King of Ekkur, or tell me how to see to my charges. No matter what you are now, when you arrived in my halls you were little more than a vagrant preaching a bizarre gospel, an origin you will never be able to scrub away.” Imir’s gaze went to her plaited hair, the crimson shawl wrapped about her. Fineries she never had in her mortal life. “Whatever I swore that day, I swore it to a wandering Corpse Hand who had been bold enough to interfere with those far above her own station in life.”

      Ereshkigal’s temper flared as she snarled, seized a handful of the En’s robes and yanked him to her eye level. Though he looked taken aback, to her surprise he did not flinch. There was something off about this priest, something that kept him from feeling the fear and humility of a normal man. Or maybe he was just a fool. He wouldn’t be the first man drunk off his own arrogance and the power his role bestowed.

      Her grip tightened. “You did not bury your own king’s son⁠—”

      “You have no right to question him,” came a voice thunderous and proud. Loose stone and dirt shook free from the building’s seams.

      From behind the priest, a glowing mass emerged from the statue carved in Enlil’s likeness. Many believed gods could see and move through such figures, and Kigal knew it to be true. She had used it many times herself to look in on her temple in Kutha. The gilded shape began to solidify into that of a man, broad-chested and wild-haired
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