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Joh – for saying ‘why not necromancers?’


    
     

    
        
            Drawn by ru­mours of boun­teous dead and macabre knowl­edge, sev­en necro­mancers from all across Ard came to the lost crypt of many kings. At the heart of the crypt, they pre­pared to bat­tle, each in­tend­ing to claim it for them­selves. But a priest­ess, Arthu­ra, walked among them.

As they gath­ered their pow­er, a pil­lar of red spir­its screamed down to con­sume her, and when it cleared, there was a hole straight through her head, as if the god­dess of un­death her­self stood be­fore them. ‘Don’t be fools,’ she said in the yawn­ing voice of Mor­rin the Undy­ing. ‘This is my city, and I won’t have you ru­in­ing it. Play nice.’

The necro­mancers were awed, so when the god­dess left her hu­man ves­sel whole and un­harmed, they only bat­tled a lit­tle. Thus was Tombtown first set­tled.

~ from A His­to­ry of Tombtown by Em­ber­lon the Dis­loy­al
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          CHAPTER ONE
        

        
        THE BOY IN THE CRYPT

        
        
            There was a boy in the crypt, and he wasn’t dead. Ree gripped the door­frame, trans­fixed by the sight of him as he crouched and mut­tered to him­self. Not an ad­ven­tur­er come to plun­der, or an acolyte seek­ing to dis­turb the dead, but a boy — curly haired, sepia-skinned, and shock­ing­ly, hyp­not­i­cal­ly alive.

‘Rats and rot­ten luck!’ The boy touched the shards of the ce­ram­ic jar at his feet. The sound of it shat­ter­ing had drawn Ree here. He tsked and tut­ted, sift­ing through the rem­nants. ‘Oh it’s all bro­ken — and over there, look. Drat! It’ll take an age to re­assem­ble this.’

Ree had nev­er heard some­one with such scat­tered speech. It made her want to smile — or gri­mace.

He was in one of the old em­balm­ing rooms. Nar­row and cold, with rust­ed tools and dusty jars scat­tered among the many shelves. A gnarl-legged table stood in the cen­tre, and be­neath the grime and moss, Ree could still make out the dark stains of the gris­ly work it had once seen.

The boy was lit by a flick­er­ing torch he’d propped into one of the sconces. Or­ange light, shift­ing and an­gry, made a mon­ster of his shad­ow. No­body Ree knew had need of torch­light. Like Ree, they could see in even pitch black — a rit­u­al her fa­ther had done for her when she was first born. One of many small mag­ics re­quired to live among the dusty dead, far away from sun and sky.

He shouldn’t be here. The thought was in­tru­sive, push­ing to the fore of her mind again and again. He shouldn’t be here. Up­worlders only came in two kinds: those that would kill her peo­ple, and those that would be killed by them. She had no idea which kind he was.

She ought to run. Let the crypt kill him, be­fore he had a chance to kill her. But though her pulse ran fast, her legs wouldn’t move. He looked so dif­fer­ent to any­one she’d ever known, so bright and vi­brant. Ut­ter­ly mis­placed among the crum­bling stone and heavy dust.

Some­one leaned over Ree’s shoul­der, drool­ing and moan­ing. ‘Not now, Lar­ry!’ Ree swat­ted at the un­dead man try­ing to gnaw at her shoul­der. Some of his flesh flaked off as he backed up, his yel­lowed eyes rolling in his head. He didn’t groan, which was a mer­cy, but she couldn’t com­plete­ly re­press the spike of guilt as he shook his head in con­fu­sion, slack jaw lolling.

In­side the room, the boy was still think­ing aloud. ‘Come now,’ he said. ‘You’re the fore­most bur­ial schol­ar in the Grand Uni­ver­si­ty — sure­ly you can iden­ti­fy a few gooey re­mains with­out the ac­com­pa­ny­ing script.’ His ac­cent was strong and strange to Ree — full of the nasal twang of the up­worlder up­per class, much like old Em­ber­lon’s, the town archivist and her teacher.

He shouldn’t be here; she shouldn’t be here. But Ree’s cu­rios­i­ty had al­ways been ter­ri­ble. She eased into the room on soft-soled boots, the split skirt of her dusty robes swish­ing around her legs. She had a bet­ter look at him now — be­spec­ta­cled, in a plain, fine-clothed shirt and trousers, a much-mauled leather satchel hang­ing from his shoul­der. He might be eigh­teen or nine­teen, only a few years old­er than her.

He didn’t look dan­ger­ous. Odd, maybe — but then, what was odd to a necro­mancer’s daugh­ter?

He poked gin­ger­ly at the jel­li­fied or­gan mulch at his feet. ‘Brain!’ he said con­fi­dent­ly. He drew a jour­nal and pen from his pack and be­gan to scrib­ble.

Ree wrin­kled her nose and made a de­ci­sion. ‘That’s clear­ly liv­er,’ she said. The boy yelped and scram­bled back along the floor, knock­ing into the em­balm­ing table. A rusty hook fell from the sur­face and bounced from his shoul­der to ping across the stone bricks. The torch­light glit­tered against his glass­es.

The boy rum­maged in his pack. ‘Stay back, un­dead crea­ture!’ He drew a sol­id iron sarakat from his pack and held it out as if to ward her off. It was the twist­ing, tree-shaped re­li­gious sym­bol of some up­worlder life god or oth­er. Hard to imag­ine what pro­tec­tion he hoped to gain from it.

Prob­a­bly not dan­ger­ous. The boy, nor the sarakat.

Ree raised her eye­brows.

The boy low­ered the sarakat slight­ly. ‘Par­don me, but … you are an un­dead crea­ture, aren’t you?’

‘I’m Ree,’ said Ree, be­cause she didn’t know how to re­spond to ‘you’re an un­dead crea­ture’.

It was also com­plete­ly un­fair. In a town full of necro­mancers, she looked the least un­dead. Long ex­po­sure to death from life in the crypts had made her skin a bit ashen, and maybe there were dark smudges around her eyes, but as she wasn’t a prac­ti­tion­er, the changes were mi­nor. She not­ed again his flushed cheeks and bright eyes. Maybe not mi­nor com­pared to him.

Lar­ry stum­bled through the door­way.

‘Ah!’ The boy raised his sarakat again. Lar­ry shuf­fled to­ward him, arms out­stretched. ‘Ah! Get back, you fiend!’

‘That’s an un­dead crea­ture.’ Ree straight­ened as the boy cow­ered away. She gave Lar­ry a shove; he top­pled, gar­gling as he went.

The boy scram­bled to his feet and si­dled to the op­po­site side of the room, keep­ing the wall at his back. As if Lar­ry was a ghoul or a sen­tinel, or any kind of greater un­dead, in­stead of a mind­less, mas­ter­less min­ion.

The boy’s eyes flicked to Ree. ‘You pushed him.’ Lar­ry groaned and flailed, draw­ing the boy’s gaze once more. ‘Is he al­right, do you think?’

Ree’s eye­brows twitched. ‘Bare­ly a breath ago, you called him a fiend.’

‘Yes. Well.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Will he get up again?’

Ree watched Lar­ry kick­ing his legs like a tur­tle flipped on its back. ‘Even­tu­al­ly.’ She glanced at the boy; his wide-eyed ter­ror was soft­en­ing into con­fu­sion.

‘Aren’t un­dead crea­tures meant to be dan­ger­ous?’

Ree shrugged. ‘Most are. Lar­ry isn’t.’

‘Lar­ry?’

Ree crossed her arms, be­gin­ning to re­gret her cu­rios­i­ty. She wasn’t used to this much con­ver­sa­tion. And cer­tain­ly not with a stranger. She dark­ened her ex­pres­sion, hop­ing to make her dis­com­fort look like pow­er, as her fa­ther would. ‘Do you have a name?’ She asked it as im­pe­ri­ous­ly as she could.

‘Uh … yes, of course. Ter­ri­bly rude of me — I’m Chan­dri­an Smythe, Third Rank His­to­ri­an at the Grand Uni­ver­si­ty and the fore­most bur­ial schol­ar in the south­ern reach­es.’ This for­mal­i­ty seemed to have brought him back to him­self; he puffed up his chest.

Ree wasn’t cer­tain he ought to be proud. She’d not met many schol­ars be­fore — cer­tain­ly not those who didn’t prac­tice the Craft — but it was hard to be im­pressed by some­one who couldn’t tell a jel­li­fied brain from a jel­li­fied liv­er. Af­ter all, this was a third era em­balm­ing room — third era cul­ture ate the brains of their dead to pre­serve their souls, and em­balmed the bod­ies to pre­serve the spir­it. She’d played with enough em­balm­ing jars in her child­hood to know there wouldn’t be any brains in this sec­tor of crypts.

Ree smoothed her robes and sat down on a heavy urn in the cor­ner. ‘What are you do­ing here?’

The boy, Smythe, blus­tered a mo­ment. ‘I — well, I’m a his­to­ri­an! I’m do­ing some very im­por­tant ex­ca­va­tion work. I have plen­ty of rea­son to be here. The real ques­tion is what are you do­ing here?’

He asked it as if he were speak­ing to an­oth­er up­worlder. Ree’s cheeks heat­ed. ‘I live here.’ She near­ly mum­bled the words, re­lieved that her grey-tinged skin wouldn’t show her blush.

Lar­ry man­aged to roll onto his side. He start­ed to gnaw the table leg.

‘You shouldn’t do that, Lar­ry, you’ll ruin what’s left of your teeth.’

'Live here,’ said Smythe.

‘Or here­abouts.’

Smythe took out his jour­nal again. ‘How did you end up here? You must be ter­ri­bly lone­ly.’

Ree frowned. ‘Not es­pe­cial­ly.’ She didn’t com­plete­ly un­der­stand the con­cept. There had al­ways been plen­ty of peo­ple around, even if they tend­ed to ig­nore each oth­er. And there were al­ways the dead. Hon­est­ly, she spent a large por­tion of her time trav­el­ling so she could get away from all of them.

‘Did you run away from home? Or get lost from a — a mer­chant car­a­van, per­haps. Fes­ter­ing rats —’ he looked like some­thing aw­ful had just oc­curred to him, ‘— you weren’t aban­doned here, were you?’

‘No, of course not.’ Ree glared. She didn’t like the way he was look­ing at her — like she was equal parts pitiable and fas­ci­nat­ing — not un­like the re­ac­tion chil­dren had to Wan­der­ing Lar­ry. Her par­ents had been among the first set­tlers of the crypt, and she was proud of her her­itage. ‘I was born here.’

There was a mo­ment of si­lence and in­drawn breath bro­ken only by the sound of Lar­ry howl­ing as he chipped a tooth.

Ree sighed and stood up. ‘Look, you re­al­ly shouldn’t be here. Even if the un­dead don’t kill you, an ad­ven­tur­er won’t think twice be­fore run­ning you through, and we do seem to get a lot of them. That’s what I came to tell you — that you should leave, and that you won’t find any brains in a third era em­balm­ing room. That’s just com­mon sense.’

That, and she’d so bad­ly want­ed to see the boy — a liv­ing up­worlder boy who wouldn’t stab her as soon as look at her. Her cheeks heat­ed again, and be­fore Smythe could ask any more ques­tions, she fled into the musty cor­ri­dor.

‘Wait! Where are you go­ing?’

Ree skipped up onto a crate and hauled her­self onto a thick wood­en cross­beam just as Smythe skid­ded into the cor­ri­dor, torch in hand. She crouched above, hold­ing her breath as he looked each way and scratched his head. He picked a di­rec­tion and start­ed to jog, run­ning be­neath her cross­beam and down the cor­ri­dor, torch­light sur­round­ing him in a flick­er­ing or­ange globe.

Ree put her back to cold stone, breath­ing deeply. She’d done more than any­one would ask of her. She’d giv­en him a sol­id warn­ing, and once he re­alised she was gone, he would sure­ly pack up his things and head back up­world. Giv­en his re­ac­tion to Lar­ry, she didn’t think he’d have a taste for the night hor­rors and guardians that wan­dered the crypts, so it shouldn’t take him long to come to his sens­es.

She swung her­self down from the cross­beam and land­ed light­ly on the stone floor. She cringed as she land­ed, imag­in­ing how much bet­ter it would be if she were as light as a cat or as grace­ful as a cave spi­der. She tracked back down the oth­er side of the cor­ri­dor and squeezed through a dam­aged bit of wall that let her into one of the rest­ing rooms, stacked with corpses on stone shelves like chil­dren in bunk beds. As she passed, a pale hand reached for her. ‘None of that,’ she said ab­sent­ly.

She took a pinch of herbs from the pouch at her belt and threw it in the crea­ture’s face. The corpse with­drew its hand and stilled. Though she had nev­er de­sired to learn the Craft and had no pow­er over the dead, she’d learned some priest­ess tricks from her moth­er — such as us­ing the herbs, flu­ids, and some­times in­cense used to pre­pare corpses to calm less­er un­dead.

If she’d had the Craft, like her fa­ther, she could turn them with an ex­er­tion of will. If she’d been a heal­er, like her moth­er, she could de­stroy them in a pulse of warm light. But she’d not cho­sen ei­ther of her par­ents’ fields, and with­out mag­ic, the best she could do was trick them into sleep with prayers and plants — and when that failed, flee.

Her thoughts turned again to the up­worlder. Smythe had been a bit rude, call­ing her an un­dead crea­ture. Not that she didn’t get mis­tak­en for one from time to time, but she’d nev­er been called one by some­one her own age. By some­one who wasn’t try­ing to kill her. She flushed at the thought — that he’d looked at her and mis­tak­en her for a corpse. It was true that denizens tend­ed to look a lit­tle grey­er and more hol­low-eyed than up­worlders, but she’d al­ways thought she looked very nor­mal, for a denizen. She was stock­i­er and stronger than any­one she knew — phys­i­cal fit­ness be­ing a ne­ces­si­ty for life in the crypts with­out mag­ic. That was a healthy look, sure­ly.

‘I’m sev­en­teen,’ she said to one of the corpses. ‘Do I look old and rot­ten to you?’

It gazed life­less­ly at the stone above it. Ree sighed and rubbed her eyes.

It didn’t mat­ter what some ran­dom boy thought she looked like. Cer­tain­ly not one so stu­pid as Smythe. ‘Right.’ She shook her­self and drew a long breath. Smythe was al­most cer­tain­ly gone by now. It was time to col­lect Lar­ry and head back into the east­ern archives, where she’d been sort­ing books be­fore Smythe had drawn her out. ‘Rest well,’ she ad­vised the room of corpses. Her fa­ther would point out that her words meant noth­ing to the dead; her moth­er would re­mind her that she owed the dead her re­spect.

Her eyes lin­gered on those faces, slack with death, wrapped lov­ing­ly cen­turies be­fore in treat­ed ban­dages to pre­serve their phys­i­cal forms. For those above, the sight of them would elic­it fear or dis­gust, but for Ree there was only a sense of warm fa­mil­iar­i­ty edged with cau­tion. She was not a necro­mancer like her fa­ther and near­ly every­one she had ever known. But there was no-one who loved the crypt as she did. None who had ex­plored it as deeply, nor plumbed as many of its se­crets. There was no-one who had a stronger claim on it.

And she knew that there was no place here for some­one like Chan­dri­an Smythe.

She eased back through the crack in the wall into the pre­vi­ous cor­ri­dor, smoothed the creas­es from her robes, and fol­lowed the slow, shuf­fling sound of dragged feet. It wasn’t long be­fore she caught sight of the sham­bling crea­ture, with his cob­web hair and green-tinged skin. ‘Lar­ry,’ she called. She snapped her fin­gers.

Lar­ry turned pon­der­ous­ly, arms swing­ing like pen­du­lums, and shuf­fled to­ward Ree, drool pool­ing at the cor­ners of his lolling mouth.

They called him Wan­der­ing Lar­ry, though who had first named him, Ree didn’t know. He was an anom­aly, a min­ion with­out a mas­ter, but he was a harm­less one. He’d been here be­fore the town was found­ed, bum­bling af­ter this per­son or that, pa­thet­i­cal­ly fail­ing in his at­tempts to eat peo­ple. As the first child born in the crypt, Ree had grown up with him. She was equal parts fond of him and frus­trat­ed by him, like an old, smelly, fam­i­ly dog.

Now that he’d caught her scent again, he would re­li­ably fol­low her back to town. She set off down the cor­ri­dor, up a spindly stair­case and up a crum­bling stone wall, trailed by the pu­tres­cent Lar­ry. It felt good to be mov­ing again; it loos­ened some­thing in her brain, as if her thoughts had been lodged by a hard rock and could now flow freely.

At times like this, she usu­al­ly thought about her per­son­al re­search. This place in her mind — and in her jour­nal, tucked safe­ly in her pack — was sole­ly for her. It was as much a promise as a com­fort. One day, when her re­search was com­plete, every­one would be forced to ac­knowl­edge her pow­er. They would be more po­lite when they asked her to fetch books then.

And yet the riv­er of her thoughts kept wind­ing back over and over to the mo­ment she re­vealed her­self. ‘Par­don me, but … you are an un­dead crea­ture, aren’t you?’

Ree grit­ted her teeth. She dropped from a ledge into a shal­low pit, old bones crunch­ing un­der her feet. She stepped aside just as Lar­ry land­ed on his face, flail­ing among the bones. Ree sighed and flicked a knuck­le­bone from her col­lar. ‘It’s more than a lit­tle in­sult­ing,’ she mur­mured. While Lar­ry strug­gled, she pulled her­self up on the oth­er side.

She tried to think of her­self as oth­er peo­ple saw her. Stocky build, sick­ly skin, shad­owed brown eyes, and with dark hair pinned and trapped be­neath her hood. Un­re­mark­able among the denizens. Maybe un­re­mark­able any­where.

She’d nev­er put much thought into her ap­pear­ance. It wasn’t like peo­ple spent a lot of time look­ing at her. And on the rare oc­ca­sion she at­tract­ed a snide com­ment, it had slipped from her mind with­out care. But it was dif­fer­ent this time. She would grit her teeth and force her mind to oth­er things, and yet it still kept cir­cling back. The look of hor­ror on his face …

They car­ried on their jour­ney up­wards, across a rat­tling bridge and along the side of a steep black ravine. ‘Think about it, Lar­ry. It’s not like I march into peo­ple’s homes and com­pare them to mon­sters or gob­lins. I bet when you were alive, you wouldn’t have put up with that.’

Lar­ry gar­gled at her and tried to bite her arm. She shook him off with an ad­mon­ish­ing tap on his fore­head. ‘It doesn’t mat­ter.’ Ree turned the cor­ner. ‘I don’t care —’

Ree froze mid­step, pan­ic seiz­ing her mus­cles as sure­ly as a heal­er’s spell. Cold pierced her like an arc­tic wind. Her gaze locked with white mar­ble eyes in a translu­cent-skinned face, mere feet from her own. Hor­ror clung to Ree like sweat.

She reached for her fa­ther’s train­ing, for the men­tal wards that would pro­tect her, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from its pale gaze and al­ready she could feel her­self dis­ap­pear­ing into it as if caught in a bliz­zard.

The Lich leaned clos­er. It was a pale, man-like thing that hov­ered an inch above the ground, robes swirling like ten­ta­cles. Its breath rat­tled through peeled-back lips and its long-nailed fin­gers reached for her, slow­ly.

There was only one be­ing in the crypt with such tan­gi­ble, ar­rest­ing pow­er. It had been a necro­mancer, once. So old and so far-gone into the Craft that it had for­got­ten how to be hu­man. It was the biggest mon­ster of the crypts, but also its most pow­er­ful pro­tec­tor — so long as no­body crossed its path.

Ree’s chest squeezed. She leaned away from the Lich, torn be­tween the dan­ger of get­ting caught and the dan­ger of run­ning. A life­time of her par­ents’ warn­ings drummed in her mind, a con­stant litany of ‘Don’t get caught. Don’t let it see. Do not dis­turb the dead.’

And now, just as they’d al­ways warned, she could feel the air grow heavy with tired­ness as its mag­ic pooled around her. Her eye­lids drooped, her body sagged.

It spread its arms wide. ‘Imaz kwiz­zat?’ it whis­pered, with mag­ic as dry as parch­ment. ‘Kwiz­zat erd vizzin?’

Its pow­er pressed on her, leech­ing en­er­gy from body and mind. She felt ex­haust­ed by it all; by her life in the cat­a­combs, by her fear of the Lich, the con­stant twitchy thoughts of whether to run or hide. It would be so much eas­i­er to give in …

‘Don’t close your eyes. Don’t fall asleep. Don’t for­get you’re alive.’

Its arms start­ed to close around her, a cold em­brace with the over­pow­er­ing smell of dust. She heard it chant­i­ng the words of bind­ing even as its mag­ic drained the life from her and let it bleed into the stone. It was just so very hard to care …

‘I say, Ree, is that a friend of yours?’

Smythe’s cul­tured, up­worlder ac­cent shocked Ree out of her stu­por. She reeled back, even as the Lich whirled and glid­ed to­ward this new in­trud­er, death mag­ic trail­ing it like red mist.

‘Run!’ Ree shout­ed, but her tongue was thick and slug­gish.

‘Wha —?’ Smythe froze as the Lich rose up in front of him, the tat­ters of its robes swirling about it in slow mo­tion as if un­der­wa­ter.

Adren­a­line surged; Ree leapt for Smythe, but the Lich was al­ready slid­ing one with­ered hand un­der his chin.

Smythe stared into its mar­ble eyes. ‘I — I beg your —’

‘Erd.’ The word curled in the air. Smythe’s eyes rolled up into his head and he col­lapsed to the floor.

The Lich start­ed chant­i­ng; Ree snatched at Smythe’s hands, steel­ing her mind to the Lich’s cloy­ing necro­man­cy. The Lich reached for her and its mag­ic pressed down on her, a suf­fo­cat­ing force. As lethar­gy set in, she sav­age­ly bit her lip; pain seared as hot blood poured down her chin, re­mind­ing her she was alive.

She tried to drag Smythe away but he was heavy, made all the more so with the Lich’s eyes on them. She just need­ed a mo­ment, just to get Smythe out of its sight …

Lar­ry sham­bled in, groan­ing for­lorn­ly. The Lich’s back straight­ened; its nos­trils flared. It turned slow­ly on the spot to face Lar­ry.

Its mag­ic fad­ed along with its at­ten­tion. Ree seized her mo­ment. She grabbed Smythe, curs­ing him for his con­sid­er­able weight even as she fought the tail of the Lich’s lethar­gy. She dragged him be­hind a stack of crates, her pulse pound­ing in her throat. Es­cape routes flashed through her mind: the drainage tun­nel at the back, the trap door be­neath the south­ern wall, but she could take ad­van­tage of none of these with­out aban­don­ing Smythe, who was even now rapid­ly pal­ing, his skin grow­ing as clam­my as a corpse.

She ought to leave him. What was he to her, re­al­ly, this boy from the world above?

This boy who had saved her life.

When the Lich turned back from Lar­ry to find his quar­ries miss­ing, Ree held her breath. His white mar­ble eyes swept the room, and Ree pressed fur­ther back be­hind the crate. Then, the en­er­gy in the room eased; the Lich fold­ed its mag­ic back into it­self. It hunched in, and the light in its eyes died. It crooked a fin­ger at Lar­ry, al­most an in­vi­ta­tion, but the min­ion only gaw­ped at it. Its arm dropped; it glid­ed from the room as if noth­ing had ever hap­pened.

Ree peered out from be­hind the box, her en­tire body tensed to flee. Lar­ry spot­ted her, gar­gled what might have been de­light, and tot­tered to­ward her. Ree slumped in re­lief.

Lar­ry bumped into her shoul­der and she pat­ted his leg fond­ly. ‘You did well, Lar­ry.’

He tried to nib­ble her hair, and she swat­ted him away.

Though the im­me­di­ate dan­ger had passed, it was hard to let the ten­sion from her body. They had come so close to a fate worse than death; to be a min­ion of an im­mor­tal Lich, for­ev­er en­slaved.

She had lived un­der the threat of the Lich for as long as she could re­mem­ber. How many times had she watched it from afar as it searched through the archives or chant­ed its rit­u­als? It had al­ways seemed to her some kind of sin­is­ter au­toma­ton, but its dan­ger had felt con­tained, its threat un­re­al. It lived its life on rails, un­aware of any­thing that didn’t di­rect­ly in­ter­rupt it. She’d been taught its sched­ule, where to avoid and when. It had be­come fa­mil­iar. She had al­most felt fond of it.

Now, she trem­bled from the mem­o­ry of its mag­ic. Lar­ry touched her head with his clam­my hands, groan­ing piteous­ly. Bizarre to think that if he’d been fol­low­ing any­one else to­day, Ree would now be dead — or un­dead.

Her gaze fell on Smythe. His chest bare­ly rose and all colour had drained from his face. ‘And what am I sup­posed to do with you?’ Ree mur­mured. Lar­ry leaned around her, drool dan­gling from his open mouth. ‘Okay, Lar­ry, I need you to — no, don’t chew on him! Just hold still …’


        
        

        
    




    
     

    
        
            The denizens of Tombtown were loathe to chain them­selves with rules and reg­u­la­tions. In those ear­ly days, they agreed on only one: no out­siders, un­less they were fel­low necro­mancers. They had all been ill-used by those of the world above, and in­tend­ed the crypt to be their sanc­tu­ary. But six years af­ter found­ing, that law would be put to the test when a heal­er of con­sid­er­able pow­er de­scend­ed into the crypt.

Af­ter dis­in­te­grat­ing the de­fend­ing min­ions with a sin­gle fell blast of mag­ic like sun­light, she put her lone hand on her hip. ‘I’m build­ing a house. Don’t both­er me.’

The necro­mancers were awed, so when the heal­er set­tled in their town, they only both­ered her a lit­tle. The law was giv­en a very small ad­den­dum: no out­siders, un­less they were fel­low necro­mancers — or oth­er­wise too pow­er­ful to chase out.

If there is one thing all necro­mancers can be trust­ed to re­spect, it is pow­er.

~ from A His­to­ry of Tombtown by Em­ber­lon the Dis­loy­al
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          CHAPTER TWO
        

        
        THE TOWN HEALERS

        
        
            Girl and min­ion dragged Smythe’s limp body through dusty tun­nels and crum­bling halls, right into the heart of the town: the cen­tral mau­soleum. There, wind­ing be­tween tomb­homes and with a wor­ried eye over her shoul­der, Ree smug­gled Smythe into her house with­out catch­ing the at­ten­tion of cu­ri­ous necro­mancers. She pant­ed from the ef­fort, her hair plas­tered to her fore­head.

Now, she stood be­fore the tall, wan form of one of the only oth­er non-prac­ti­tion­ers in town, not quite meet­ing her eyes.

‘You’ve brought home a dy­ing man? Such a du­ti­ful daugh­ter.’ Ree’s moth­er’s lips quirked, the ici­ness in her eyes melt­ing minute­ly. She stalked around the body sprawled across her kitchen table, dart­ing gaze tak­ing in the colour in his skin, the healthy full­ness of his cheeks. Her fur cloak flared as she walked; her cas­sock scritched along the floor.

They stood in the fam­i­ly tomb­home, a re­pur­posed small stone tomb that her fam­i­ly had lived in since the town had first been set­tled some nine­teen years ear­li­er. With ex­posed stone-brick walls, scratched mar­ble floors, and aged fur­ni­ture padded with limp cush­ions, it had a cer­tain ‘small-town ceme­tery’ charm — and grave­mould smell. The un­clut­tered seren­i­ty of home.

Ree squared her shoul­ders, try­ing to push away the dis­com­fort she al­ways felt when her moth­er went into priest­ess-mode. While her fa­ther was on the town coun­cil and so deep into the Craft that he bare­ly looked hu­man any­more, he was a steady and pre­dictable force in her life — if not al­ways a pos­i­tive one. Her moth­er, though, with her brit­tle mane of ash blonde hair, the eyes of a fa­nat­ic, and a man­ner that shift­ed be­tween eerie priest­ess and hard-heart­ed huntress, was some­thing else en­tire­ly. Ree trust­ed her moth­er, but she nev­er knew quite what to ex­pect from her. Such was the trou­ble of a moth­er who was also the Priest­ess of Mor­rin the Undy­ing.

Ree took a deep breath while her moth­er peeled Smythe’s eye­lids back and peered into his rolled-back eyes. ‘Moth­er, I need —’

‘What twist of fate led you to an up­worlder boy? No — nev­er­mind. I know bet­ter than to ques­tion what Mor­rin pro­vides. You can help me with the bur­ial rights — the god­dess prefers them with a lit­tle life left.’ She pinched Smythe’s wrist to take his pulse, then let it fall again. Smythe’s lips moved, mum­bling un­in­tel­li­gi­bly.

Ree’s stom­ach lurched with some­thing be­tween hope and dis­may. ‘He’s not for sac­ri­fice, he’s —’

Ree’s moth­er cupped her cheek, the rough cloth of her cas­sock sleeve scratch­ing her skin. Ree jumped at her touch; an un­ex­pect­ed show of af­fec­tion. ‘We’ll have to move quick­ly if we’re to get him to the Al­tar of Many Gods be­fore your fa­ther re­turns.’

Smythe moaned some­thing that sound­ed a lit­tle like ‘fas­ci­nat­ing’, his head turn­ing.

'Moth­er.’ Ree mim­ic­ked her fa­ther’s tone of com­mand, wish­ing she could im­i­tate the crack of pow­er that went with it. She couldn’t quite sup­press a sigh when her moth­er stopped, her head tilt­ing to one side. She was so tired of be­ing spo­ken over, even with­in her own fam­i­ly. ‘I in­tend to save him,’ she said.

Her moth­er’s eye­brows lift­ed. 'Save him,’ she re­peat­ed. The dis­be­lief in her voice en­com­passed a hun­dred ques­tions.

‘I owe him.’ Ree rubbed her eyes. ‘Look, it’s … sort of a long sto­ry.’ And if she re­vealed the Lich’s part in it, she would be in a world of trou­ble. The town coun­cil for­bade in­ter­act­ing with the Lich, for fear that it might fol­low some­one back to the town. ‘Can you heal him?’

Her moth­er clasped her hands in front of her. ‘There’s no shame or dis­hon­our in let­ting the dead pass, Re­an­i­ma.’ Her voice was gen­tle, re­as­sur­ing, but Ree wouldn’t meet her eyes. ‘It is the nat­ur­al or­der of the world. The liv­ing die, and their souls pass into the keep­ing of the gods. The bod­ies are ex­alt­ed and put to ser­vice of the liv­ing. You may not prac­tice, like your fa­ther, but you know it’s true.’

She want­ed to snap at her moth­er that she could make up her own mind. That Smythe wasn’t dead yet, and Mor­rin was wel­come to him when he was. But an ar­gu­ment would get her no clos­er to sav­ing him, so she stored it away in the black pit in her chest where she kept all her re­sent­ments. ‘Can you heal him?’ she re­peat­ed as even­ly as she could.

Ree’s moth­er pursed her lips. ‘Pos­si­bly. But the town coun­cil will be fu­ri­ous if they hear. Did any­one see you bring him?’

Ree shook her head. She’d used all her knowl­edge of se­cret path­ways to get him into town un­no­ticed.

Ree’s moth­er shrugged off her patchy fur cloak and rolled up the vo­lu­mi­nous sleeves of her brown cas­sock. She hov­ered her hands over him, clos­ing her eyes; white light shone through her skin and limned Smythe where he lay. Warmth pulsed from her in a heart­beat rhythm.

Even un­der a death curse, Smythe looked out of place in Ree’s home. The old stone walls of what had once been a small tomb were cold and dull, the mar­ble floor car­pet­ed not in fab­ric but in straw and moss and hardy cave mush­rooms. Bricks had been pulled from the walls in places, and filled with pot­tery and urns tak­en from the sur­round­ing tombs. Once great trea­sures or works of art, now they held food or trin­kets, the odds and ends of dai­ly life. The fur­ni­ture, large­ly made of re­claimed crate wood or scav­enged from em­balm­ing rooms, was old and rick­ety, and fre­quent­ly scat­tered with knuck­le bones or fe­murs, such as Ree’s fa­ther re­quired for his Craft.

Amongst the grey and green, and the flick­er­ing light cast by the tal­low can­dles, Smythe looked al­to­geth­er too alive, jar­ring­ly vi­brant amongst the gloom.

Ree’s moth­er’s eye­brows pinched to­geth­er. ‘This is no nor­mal curse. It’s knit deep into him, hooked into his bones. Do you know what cursed him?’

Ree crossed her arms. She didn’t want to tell her moth­er about the en­counter with the Lich if she could pos­si­bly avoid it. The town coun­cil would be noth­ing com­pared to the fear and anger of her wor­ried par­ents. That she had been so fool­ish as to walk di­rect­ly into his path was bad enough; that she had dragged this buf­foon with her was be­yond care­less.

Her moth­er took her si­lence for un­cer­tain­ty. ‘It must have been a greater dead, at least. Maybe even a grey­wraith.’ Her lips pursed. She’d named a min­ion so pow­er­ful that few could sum­mon one — a crea­ture of rags and grey flesh, only half-cor­po­re­al. The essence of a body, pure and dan­ger­ous, with none of the phys­i­cal draw­backs of a min­ion like Lar­ry. But noth­ing com­pared to the Lich.

The trou­ble Ree would be in if her par­ents found out she’d crossed the Lich didn’t bear think­ing about. They’d try to force her into learn­ing the Craft, and that didn’t suit Ree at all. Once you start­ed us­ing a school of mag­ic — necro­man­cy or heal­ing — you were locked in. And Ree had oth­er plans.

Her thoughts flick­ered un­easi­ly, torn be­tween the boy she owed and her de­ter­mi­na­tion to con­tin­ue her study at all costs.

Ree’s moth­er turned from Smythe and con­sid­ered her daugh­ter. ‘How much do you like this boy?’

Ree shuf­fled her feet. She didn’t like where this was go­ing. ‘I just met him.’

The light fad­ed from Ree’s moth­er, grad­u­al­ly re­turn­ing her to her wan, hag­gard self. Her eyes were solemn as she con­sid­ered her daugh­ter. ‘I haven’t the skill to save him. He’ll die on this table be­fore the day is out. We could take him to An­domerys …’ She trailed off, but Ree knew where the sen­tence end­ed.

They could take him to An­domerys, but then the whole town would know. And that was dan­ger­ous in an en­tire­ly dif­fer­ent way.

If An­domerys even agreed to save him.

Ree’s moth­er wasn’t con­cerned about the dan­ger to Smythe. She was only think­ing of the trou­ble it would mean for Ree. Ree would have to face the wrath of the town coun­cil, and she’d al­ways gone out of her way to avoid their ire.

There were very few rules that a town full of necro­mancers would agree on, but Ree had bro­ken the only one that mat­tered: no out­siders al­lowed. If the up­worlders found out about Tombtown, it would bring dis­as­ter (or worse, priests) down on all their heads.

It would be a blow for her. An­oth­er rea­son for her par­ents to claim she was help­less and the coun­cil to call her clue­less, an out­sider in her own town. They might fi­nal­ly force her to learn the Craft, as they had been threat­en­ing for years, as if be­ing a prac­ti­tion­er would some­how give her bet­ter judge­ment.

And, of course, they would kill Smythe.

She looked at Smythe, grey­ing and shal­low-breathed. He might not even live. What did it mat­ter that he’d tak­en a curse meant for her? It would be a mer­cy to die qui­et­ly now, be­fore the coun­cil got their claws into him.

Ree scowled and scrubbed at her face. ‘We’ll use the back stairs,’ she said.

Her moth­er cant­ed her head to one side, as if Ree had sur­prised her. Ree shrugged off her scruti­ny.

Smythe was all arms and legs as they bun­dled him out the door and dragged him up the back stairs, no doubt adding sev­er­al back-bruis­es to what­ev­er lumps and bumps he’d re­ceived when Ree and Lar­ry first hauled him into town.

‘Mor­rin’s teeth! He’s gan­g­ly as a spi­der.’ Ree’s moth­er puffed with the ef­fort of car­ry­ing him.

Smythe’s back hit an­oth­er step; he grunt­ed, and mum­bled, ‘fore­most bur­ial schol­ar at the biggest …’ He trailed off into in­co­her­ence.

Ree’s moth­er wrin­kled her nose. ‘Urgh. There’s no shame in let­ting him pass be­yond, Ree. He’ll be wel­comed into Her court.’

‘Moth­er.’

Her moth­er made a snort­ing sound that Ree in­ter­pret­ed as ‘you can stop us­ing that tone on me’, but they even­tu­al­ly heaved him up the fi­nal flight of moss-strewn steps and laid him in front of the door of a crum­bling wood­en shack — the only true ‘house’ in the whole town.

There was a sto­ry be­hind its con­struc­tion. There was a sto­ry for al­most every house in the town, of course, and Ree had been pre­sent for most of them. But though this wood­en shack was an in­tim­i­dat­ing repli­ca of up­world so­ci­ety, Ree was much more in­ter­est­ed in the woman who had built it.

Ree scanned the town be­hind them, stretch­ing be­low in a hon­ey­comb of re­pur­posed tombs and al­tars. Robed fig­ures milled about the town square, and a ca­bal over­saw a small horde of min­ions at the north­ern pas­sage, but there was no­body close enough to ques­tion why Ree and her moth­er were drag­ging around a body that was still breath­ing.

‘An­domerys!’ Ree’s moth­er rapped on the door. ‘My daugh­ter re­quires your as­sis­tance. Per­haps for once, you will not shirk your sa­cred call­ing!’

Ree nudged her moth­er. ‘Maybe don’t an­tag­o­nise her, since we’re ask­ing her for help?’

‘The God­dess asks us to live as hon­est­ly in life as we will in death.’ Ree’s moth­er sniffed.

An­domerys yanked the door open. Her rosy cheeks glowed with health, her skin a warm brown. Her thick­ly curled hair made a dark halo about her head. One arm end­ed at the el­bow. She wore robes of ocean blue, and though Ree had known her since she was a small child, it nev­er stopped be­ing shock­ing how vi­tal and bright she ap­peared. Her scowl, how­ev­er, was plen­ty dark. ‘Arthu­ra. Ree.’ She looked down. ‘A body.’ She nod­ded, as if con­firm­ing some­thing to her­self, and slammed the door in their faces.

Ree’s moth­er im­me­di­ate­ly banged on the door again. ‘You dare slam a door in the face of Mor­rin’s cho­sen?’

A muf­fled bark of laugh­ter was her only an­swer.

‘Moth­er —’

‘Mor­rin as my wit­ness, you will show me re­spect —’

‘Moth­er!’ Ree tugged sharply at her moth­er’s sleeve.

The priest­ess stopped and blinked at her, the red rage fad­ing from her eyes. Heal­ers rarely looked as necro­man­tic as Ree’s moth­er — but then, few were also priest­esses of un­death.

‘I can han­dle this,’ said Ree. ‘Go home.’

Her moth­er’s gaze shift­ed from her, to An­domerys’ door, then back again. Her lips part­ed as if to ar­gue, but she only in­clined her head and swept away.

Leav­ing Ree on An­domerys’ doorstep with a dy­ing man at her feet and no clue how to gain the heal­er’s help.

An­domerys was the most pow­er­ful heal­er Ree had ever heard of, with re­serves of mag­ic so deep that she had passed into leg­end. But thir­teen years ago, she’d fled the sur­face and made it clear that she was leav­ing heal­ing be­hind. Towns­folk came to her with every­thing from cursed hearts to bro­ken limbs, but she turned al­most every­one away.

Ree did not con­sid­er her­self a per­sua­sive per­son, but the stakes were high. She liked An­domerys; maybe An­domerys liked her too. She could only hope it would be enough.

She leaned against the door. ‘An­domerys?’

No an­swer.

‘It’s just me. I sent moth­er away.’ She paused a mo­ment, then con­tin­ued, ‘You’re prob­a­bly at least a lit­tle cu­ri­ous as to how I came across an up­worlder.’

Foot­steps. The door creaked open. ‘You fi­nal­ly went to the sur­face on your own?’

An­domerys had en­cour­aged her, over the years, to seek com­pan­ion­ship in the up­world. ‘There’s a world of op­por­tu­ni­ty up there, for a smart girl with her wits about her,’ she’d said. ‘You wouldn’t have to be the bot­tom of the heap then.’

‘I won’t al­ways be the bot­tom.’ Ree’s tone had been con­spir­a­to­r­i­al. ‘There are oth­er kinds of pow­er —’

‘Ugh.’

‘Well, it’s not like you liked it up there ei­ther.’

An­domerys’ eyes had grown dis­tant. ‘I liked it plen­ty. No­body choos­es to hide away, Ree. Not even necro­mancers.’

Now, Ree gri­maced at the heal­er. ‘Of course I didn’t. But I did talk to him a lit­tle. He seems … dif­fer­ent.’

An­domerys’ ex­pres­sion didn’t flick­er. ‘Dif­fer­ent.’

Ree shift­ed her weight. ‘… Nice.’ She paused. ‘He saved my life. Please, An­domerys.’

‘I won’t heal him.’

‘Will you at least look at him?’ She looked down at Smythe, mut­ter­ing at her feet. The curse was slow­ly leech­ing the colour from his skin. He looked fad­ed, like a paint­ing left too long in the sun. It was an ef­fect she’d found fas­ci­nat­ing on her ex­cur­sions to the sur­face with her fa­ther for sup­plies, but it was dis­con­cert­ing on a hu­man. ‘I don’t even know whether he could be saved.’

‘Ree …’ They locked gazes, cold brown eyes meet­ing warm. An­domerys made a sound like a cat guard­ing its din­ner. ‘I’ll look, all right? Just look.’

Hope bloomed in Ree, strong enough to choke. ‘Thank you.’

‘I don’t need your thanks.’ An­domerys looked away. ‘I doubt I’ll do any­thing to de­serve it.’


        
        

        
    




    
     

    
        
            The sev­en found­ing necro­mancers set them­selves up as a town coun­cil to set­tle dis­putes among the denizens and to in­tim­i­date un­ruly necro­mancers into obe­di­ence. As necro­mancers nat­u­ral­ly form into ca­bals un­der more pow­er­ful prac­ti­tion­ers, this shape of gov­er­nance worked with lit­tle re­bel­lion.

As of the time of writ­ing, only three of the sev­en found­ing coun­cil mem­bers have been ex­e­cut­ed for trea­son and mutiny.

This suc­cess is much cel­e­brat­ed, and at sol­stices, the tor­tured souls of the of­fend­ing coun­cil mem­bers are sum­moned to warn young denizens of the dan­gers of try­ing to grab too much pow­er. It is a de­light­ful tra­di­tion and a favourite of chil­dren.

~ from A His­to­ry of Tombtown by Em­ber­lon the Dis­loy­al
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          CHAPTER THREE
        

        
        STRONG-WILLED INDEED

        
        
            An­domerys’ house was like the woman her­self: full of bright draperies and busy car­pets, an ex­plo­sion of colour that Ree found eye-wa­ter­ing but won­der­ful. Cush­ions and blan­kets were cast about, each craft­ed from old but ex­pen­sive fab­ric that was soft to the skin and gleamed in the can­dle­light. Clear relics from her life on the sur­face.

Now, that same woman hus­tled Ree, be­grudg­ing­ly, through her house.

‘Through the back, through the back — and try not to drop him!’ The heal­er used her hand and arm to help ma­noeu­vre Smythe around her arm­chair.

Ree had seen the back room a few times be­fore that she could re­mem­ber — once, when she had crushed her leg when the floor in one of the tow­ers col­lapsed, and once when she’d ac­ci­den­tal­ly awak­ened a slum­ber­ing knight and he’d cut her across the mid­dle. An­domerys had bro­ken her no-heal­ing rule to save a child. It looked just as it had then — white stone walls and a metic­u­lous­ly clean steel table, with a cab­i­net of cru­el-look­ing tools to one side. Ree won­dered what it said about An­domerys that she had come here to give up heal­ing but had built a heal­er’s room and filled it with equip­ment.

‘Not a del­i­cate­ly built fel­low, is he?’ said An­domerys.

‘Very im­por­tant dis­cov­er­ies,’ Smythe mum­bled. ‘You must take me se­ri­ous-largh …’

Ree nar­rowed her eyes at him. Some­how, he couldn’t stop talk­ing even when un­con­scious. ‘Hum­ble, too.’

They hus­tled Smythe onto the heal­er’s table. His head lolled at the move­ment. An­domerys looked him over, hov­er­ing her hand and her short arm over the pa­tient. Now, a gold­en light suf­fused her, just as it had Ree’s moth­er, but An­domerys’ light was brighter, warmer, trans­form­ing the ster­ile stone cube into a sun­room. Ree grit­ted her teeth against the force of it. The heat was slick and hu­mid against her skin.

‘A pow­er­ful curse.’ An­domerys’ gaze flicked up to Ree, as if she knew Ree had had some­thing to do with it. ‘If it had been com­plet­ed, I doubt he’d have last­ed this long.’

‘But?’

The light around An­domerys pulsed, then fad­ed. ‘He’s re­sist­ing. He must have a strong will in­deed.’

Smythe’s head whipped to the oth­er side. ‘I de­mand to speak to your su­pe­ri­or,’ he mum­bled.

An­domerys raised her eye­brows. ‘Or maybe just a strong ego.’

Ree’s eyes widened and she looked at Smythe un­cer­tain­ly. ‘Strong-willed’ seemed a poor de­scrip­tion of the bum­bling schol­ar. Per­haps he had hid­den depths. She bit her lip. Very hid­den.

‘So.’ An­domerys leaned against the heal­ing table. ‘You tan­gled with the Lich.’

Ree’s mouth dried. If the heal­er told Ree’s par­ents or the town coun­cil, it would mean more trou­ble for Ree than just an up­worlder could bring. Bring­ing an up­worlder home would make her look fool­ish. An­ger­ing the Lich would make her a li­a­bil­i­ty — and necro­mancers tend­ed to kill those pret­ty quick­ly. With ef­fort, she nod­ded, her thoughts rac­ing for an ex­pla­na­tion.

An­domerys cursed and rubbed her eyes. ‘Don’t look at me like I’m your ex­e­cu­tion­er, young Ree. I won’t tell if I don’t have to, but I know the Lich’s work when I see it. You un­der­stand?’

Ree nod­ded. An­domerys would only tell if Ree had up­set the bal­ance — if en­coun­ter­ing the Lich had some­how wok­en it up and drawn it back to the town.

Do not dis­turb the dead, her par­ents al­ways told her. It was her one true rule, a mantra nev­er to be for­got­ten. It was why she kept a pouch of herbs on her belt, her moth­er’s prayers on her lips, and an amulet full of her fa­ther’s mag­ic against her heart. All the denizens of Tombtown put to­geth­er couldn’t hope to stand against the Lich if it woke up the en­tire crypt and brought judge­ment down upon them. This was their home, but it be­longed first and last to the dead. She must nev­er for­get that.

If she’d start­ed learn­ing the Craft at six­teen, as the oth­er teenage denizens did, and as her fa­ther urged, she might not have to be so wary. But her six­teenth birth­day had come and gone, and then her sev­en­teenth, and now her fa­ther could bare­ly look at her, and her moth­er thought her odd.

But there were oth­er kinds of pow­er. For­got­ten mag­ics so old that they’d passed into myth. She thought of her re­search jour­nal, hid­den away where no­body would ever find it, and drew some strength from it.

But if she’d learned the Craft like her par­ents want­ed, she might have been able to pro­tect Smythe, at least a lit­tle …

An­domerys nar­rowed her eyes. ‘Take that hang­dog look out­side. I need a mo­ment to study him prop­er­ly — so I can send you in the right di­rec­tion, if there’s help to be had. Not to heal him my­self.’ She waved Ree away, crush­ing the spike of hope her words had cre­at­ed.

So Ree sat on the crum­bling step in front of An­domerys’ house and rest­ed her chin in her hands. Her mind was on Smythe, crouch­ing over shat­tered ce­ram­ics, ly­ing cold and grey on An­domerys’ table. She thought about his shock on meet­ing her, about him fol­low­ing her into the Lich’s path, about An­domerys’ words: ‘He must have a strong will in­deed.’

How strong-willed did you have to be to re­sist a curse from some­thing more pow­er­ful than all the denizens put to­geth­er?

Down be­low, a group of young acolytes about her age had dragged in a wolf car­cass and were set­ting up a rit­u­al to raise it. Across from them, Maz­erin the Bold, a weedy lit­tle necro­mancer, had set up his week­ly Bone Mar­ket stall and was try­ing to coax the acolytes into buy­ing some of his fresh scry-bones. It all looked so nor­mal, such a sleepy, small-town scene, that it might have sent Ree off into the deep­est, un­ex­plored lev­els of the crypt just to bring some ex­cite­ment into her life. But right now, Ree didn’t feel nor­mal. Bees buzzed in her head and anx­i­ety pecked at her bel­ly like an­gry birds.

She’d nev­er had much cause to wor­ry about oth­er peo­ple. Lar­ry was al­ready dead, her par­ents were as dan­ger­ous as any­thing else in the crypts, and Em­ber­lon was as care­ful as she was. In truth, she’d al­ways lived in a world where peo­ple were wor­ried for her.

In Smythe’s case, she couldn’t de­cide whether she was wor­ried for him, or wor­ried what he might cause. But for bet­ter or worse, she’d brought an up­worlder into the town. Now, all she could do was wait.

She fished in her pack for some­thing to oc­cu­py her twitchy hands. First, a piece of rat jerky, salty and hard be­tween her teeth. Then her re­search jour­nal, which she dared not get out in plain sight, full of an­i­mal sketch­es and half-drawn spell di­a­grams. In­stead, she pulled out book she’d been col­lect­ing for Uzma Plague­bringer, a denizen with a spe­cial in­ter­est in an­i­mal min­ions. She leafed through it, lik­ing the feel of the heavy parch­ment be­tween her fin­gers. Most of it was writ­ten in old An­ther­ian, a lan­guage dead to any but necro­mancers, who used it in their Craft. Ree was flu­ent enough, but all the talk of necro­man­cy made her eyes roll back in her head. She re­turned it to her pack just as the door be­hind her creaked open.

She leapt to her feet. ‘An­domerys!’

The heal­er frowned. She looked more worn than Ree had ever seen her, though her skin al­most glowed, as if she were still cast­ing now. Heal­ing mag­ic kept its prac­ti­tion­ers young; Ree won­dered again how old An­domerys re­al­ly was. ‘It doesn’t look good.’

Ree swal­lowed, her mouth sud­den­ly dry.

‘I can stop the curse spread­ing, and stop it killing his body, but it’s wrapped around his soul as well, and I know very lit­tle about that. The soul is tra­di­tion­al­ly the con­cern of necro­mancers, not heal­ers.’ Her eyes were hard, as if steel­ing her­self against her own words. ‘He’s not con­scious, and not like­ly to be­come it. If I re­move my mag­ic from him, he’ll die.’

Ree nod­ded, but the sit­u­a­tion called for words. She cleared her throat and said qui­et­ly, ‘He saved my life.’ She’d meant to say that she un­der­stood, but the words had come push­ing out. It was at the front of her mind — that he’d come look­ing for her, that if he hadn’t, she would have been cursed and prob­a­bly dead.

‘I’m sor­ry,’ said An­domerys. ‘There were heal­ers who could heal souls. Or so his­to­ry tells us. But I haven’t the knowl­edge.’ She paused. ‘Would you like to say good­bye?’

Ree nod­ded but some­thing in the heal­er’s words had caught in her mind. ‘Or so his­to­ry tells us …’ she mur­mured, halfway through the door. She stopped with her hand on the door­frame.

‘Ree?’

Ree’s eyes lift­ed to meet hers. Shad­owed ver­sus bright. ‘Could you learn it from a book?’

An­domerys frowned. ‘If there was such a book.’

Ree nod­ded to her­self. Sev­er­al of the li­braries had heal­ing books in their mag­ic col­lec­tions — some of them very, very old. ‘Keep him alive for a few days,’ said Ree. ‘If there is such a book, I know how to find it.’

‘Ree —’

Ree hur­ried down the steps.

An­domerys grunt­ed in frus­tra­tion. ‘I didn’t come to this crypt to be a heal­er!’ she shout­ed.

No. But she was still a heal­er.

‘I’ll be back soon! A few days, at most!’ Ree called.

‘Days?!’

Ree ran down an­oth­er flight of stairs and into the com­plex of tomb­homes. She wound past lum­ber­ing min­ions car­ry­ing box­es and tools for their mas­ters, leapt over the wolf the young acolytes had just got twitch­ing, and shoul­dered past Etherea Ever­sworn in her high bro­cade col­lar and lace veil, who threat­ened to curse her shoes. She skid­ded to a halt in a small al­ley to knock loud­ly on a sal­vage-wood door. It creaked open.

‘Em­ber­lon.’ Ree looked at her men­tor and ducked her head in a re­flex­ive bow that she nev­er seemed to be able to shake. ‘I need your help.’

Em­ber­lon drew the door wider. ‘Best come in­side.’


        
        

        
    




    
     

    
        
            I wore a bear to­day. It felt wrong to me: large and cum­ber­some, and I rat­tled around in­side it. I will al­ways pre­fer my hawk­skin — per­haps it is true what they say, and no shape ever feels as right as your first.

I did en­joy the pow­er of it, though. I went to the vil­lage on the plains out­side and roared at their hunters. One of them soiled him­self — oh, I shall be laugh­ing about that for days! I didn’t eat him, of course. Just the oth­er, clean­er one.

But the im­por­tance of the first shape. I must re­mem­ber to put it in my book, if the King ever gives me leave to write it.

~ from the jour­nal of Wylan­dri­ah Witch-feath­er
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          CHAPTER FOUR
        

        
        LATE RETURNS

        
        
            It was with the aw­ful sense that she was about to be found out that Ree walked through her men­tor’s door. She lift­ed her­self up onto the stone sar­coph­a­gus at the cen­tre, let­ting her legs swing. She kept her head bowed and fold­ed her hands in her lap, steel­ing her­self to the weight of the archivist’s gaze.

Em­ber­lon closed the door and turned to face her, his hands clasped in front of him. He was al­ways grave like this: some­thing about his man­ner made the air heavy. He was an old­er man, well into his fifties, with a mass of curly white hair and a close-trimmed grey beard. His eyes were an ice-chip blue that stood out against the near-black of his skin. His clothes were lit­tle bet­ter than rags, but he wore them with straight-backed poise as if they were the rich­est fin­ery. An ebony chain dis­ap­peared un­der his sack­cloth shirt.

‘I need to find a book, a heal­ing book,’ said Ree. She didn’t dare meet his eyes. She felt like her guilt was writ­ten all over her — that if he looked at her close­ly enough, he would gasp and con­demn her for break­ing town law.

It was like that with Em­ber­lon.

Em­ber­lon only in­clined his head in ac­knowl­edge­ment, but there was a ques­tion in his eyes. ‘Find­ing books is what you do.’

Of course he would won­der. ‘It’s im­por­tant,’ she said. She locked her hands be­hind her back to hide their fid­get­ing. ‘It’s to help An­domerys.’

She didn’t want to waste any time search­ing for the right book, and she didn’t want to risk Smythe’s life by telling every­one about his pres­ence. Em­ber­lon knew the archive and li­braries even bet­ter than she did. She was cer­tain she would find what she need­ed, and quick­ly, with his help.

Em­ber­lon had nev­er been one much for ask­ing — or an­swer­ing — ques­tions. If he was cu­ri­ous about some­thing, he would wait to see if there was any­thing you want­ed to say. The trou­ble was, it was dif­fi­cult to let Em­ber­lon down — and not just for Ree. She’d heard oth­ers com­ment on how it was al­most like a com­pul­sion to tell him what he want­ed to hear — like the bow Ree couldn’t stop her­self mak­ing. Em­ber­lon had a pow­er that had noth­ing to do with necro­man­cy.

Ree steeled her­self to it, clench­ing her fists at her sides.

There was a long si­lence while he con­sid­ered her and Ree stared into her lap. At length, he said, ‘I can help you.’ He rubbed his chin. ‘Which book are you look­ing for?’

The sud­den change of tone set her off-bal­ance. She leapt to her feet while her mind spun over the ques­tion. ‘A heal­ing book,’ she said. ‘Heal­ing and curs­es … and souls, maybe.’

She watched him care­ful­ly for his re­ac­tion, but he only looked thought­ful. ‘I can’t re­call any books of that top­ic. We’ll have to check the records.’

‘Of — of course!’ Ree slid off the sar­coph­a­gus. It no longer seemed strange to her that Em­ber­lon had re­fused to have the sar­coph­a­gus re­lo­cat­ed when he moved into the tomb. ‘There’s room enough for both of us,’ he’d said, and he’d been true to his word. Em­ber­lon’s tomb­home was more tomb than home; scant pos­ses­sions or fur­ni­ture be­yond a chair, a change of clothes, and a straw bedroll laid across a stone shelf in the an­techam­ber. There were a lot of mys­ter­ies about Em­ber­lon — where he’d come from, why he’d left — but what­ev­er life he’d had be­fore, he had tak­en none of it with him.

Noth­ing ex­cept his weighty gaze and pow­er­ful man­ner. Em­ber­lon had ar­rived ten years ago sur­round­ed by ru­mours — ru­mours only ex­ac­er­bat­ed by his de­ci­sion to go by the name Em­ber­lon the Dis­loy­al. Ree watched him side­long as they walked. She still wasn’t sure whether she be­lieved them.

As they crossed the town square, some of the acolytes called to Ree. ‘Come help — we’ve got it twitch­ing! One more prac­ti­tion­er and we’ll have it danc­ing next!’ A cloth-wrapped corpse lay at their feet.

But Ree only pulled her hood high­er and shook her head, scur­ry­ing to keep up with Em­ber­lon’s long-legged stride. Their mag­ic fizzed at the edges of her sens­es, cold and faint. She glanced at Em­ber­lon, who quick­ly looked away.

Every­one want­ed Ree to learn the Craft. Every­one ex­cept An­domerys and Em­ber­lon, at least, which was one of many rea­sons she pre­ferred their com­pa­ny. Em­ber­lon was a necro­mancer him­self, but more of a dab­bler than any­thing. Ree sus­pect­ed he only kept up the prac­tice to en­sure his place in the town.

It didn’t take them long to get to the archives. When they got to the stone doors, Ree drew the heavy iron key from around her neck and un­locked it with a twist. To­geth­er, she and Em­ber­lon shoul­dered the door open and then heaved it closed be­hind them.

What must once have been a stor­age room had been re­pur­posed, and now every drab stone wall was lined with fil­ing cab­i­nets and stacks of books were scat­tered about, wait­ing to be processed and re­turned by Em­ber­lon or Ree.

Em­ber­lon strode over to the first cab­i­net and start­ed flick­ing through in­dex cards. ‘You’re be­ing meek.’

Ree dragged a step lad­der to the far end of the room. ‘I’m al­ways qui­et.’

‘Qui­et, yes. Meek?’ Em­ber­lon shook his head.

Ree’s gaze flicked to him and then away. She didn’t want to talk about her re­fusal to learn the Craft, or the pres­sure the young acolytes put on her. Some­times, they would in­vite her to join them, know­ing she would refuse. Oth­er times, they would ha­rass her, laugh­ing, as she came into or out of town.

But there were more im­por­tant things to think about. She slid a draw­er open and start­ed flick­ing through the records. ‘I have a lot on my mind.’

Em­ber­lon with­drew an in­dex card and flipped it to ex­am­ine the back. ‘Far be it from me to pry into an­oth­er’s se­crets. Just … take care, Ree. Some se­crets can eat you up in­side.’

His voice had tak­en on the dull tone it al­ways did when he con­sid­ered his past, but Ree knew bet­ter than to try to com­fort him. She mere­ly nod­ded and kept search­ing the records.

She found a lot of records for heal­ing books. Most of them seemed to be in the small Iya­di li­brary near the sur­face, but there were plen­ty scat­tered across the oth­er li­braries of the crypt. Ref­er­ences to curs­es or souls were hard­er to find when crossed with heal­ing. She kept com­ing across necro­man­tic texts, but they would be no use to An­domerys.

It might take her hours to find the record if she car­ried on like this. She need­ed a way to nar­row down her search. An­domerys had said that soul heal­ing was an­cient mag­ic. Maybe, if Ree only searched records for books pub­lished pre-third era …

She searched in an ever-tight­en­ing spi­ral of speci­fici­ty, telling her­self that such books had to ex­ist — she sim­ply wasn’t search­ing cor­rect­ly. She tried not to think that there was a fine line be­tween his­to­ry and myth. That maybe the kind of heal­ing she was look­ing for had nev­er ex­ist­ed. And all the while, time was rolling on like the iris of a sun­eye. How long would An­domerys keep Smythe alive with­out Ree to vouch for him?

She also tried not to think about all the li­braries they had yet to in­dex. Any one of them might hold the book she need­ed. And every denizen knew that the Lich had its own li­brary, and had tak­en its pick of the oth­er li­braries when cre­at­ing it.

‘Ree?’ Em­ber­lon held a card of yel­low­ing parch­ment aloft. ‘I think I’ve found your book.’

Ree ac­cept­ed the in­dex card. ‘As­tar­avinarad,’ she read. She bit her lip. ‘The Book of Body of Light?’

‘A good trans­la­tion,’ Em­ber­lon said ap­prov­ing­ly. ‘I read it as The Book of the Light­ness in Body. If you look at its cat­e­gories and de­scrip­tion, it’s a heal­ing book and not a necro­man­tic text, but it’s con­cerned with spir­it and soul, which are nor­mal­ly necro­man­tic do­mains.’ He paused. ‘It’s writ­ten in iyad-anar, which I know you aren’t as fa­mil­iar with, but An­domerys un­doubt­ed­ly will be. Most heal­ing texts come from Iyad.’ He named the no­madic cul­ture from the Long Plains. Necro­mancers from that part of the up­world tend­ed to keep (even more) to them­selves.

She turned over the card in her hands, search­ing its lo­ca­tion. She frowned. ‘It’s been over­due for six months.’

Em­ber­lon in­clined his head. ‘To Ver­i­tas.’

Ree bit her lip and moved to the bor­row­er records. It wasn’t un­com­mon for denizens to push their luck with the archivists, and a lot of Ree’s work in­volved track­ing down dis­tant necro­mancers and con­vinc­ing them to give their books back.

She slid a draw­er open and with­drew a stack of in­dex cards that crack­led un­der her touch, then turned and sat on the foot­stool to con­sid­er them.

Var­ric … Vec­to­ra … Ver­i­tas. His name was in­scribed in Em­ber­lon’s tidy hand, the writ­ing com­pact, as if he feared tak­ing up too much space. ‘As­tor­fell Tow­er, north­ern tun­nels,’ Ree mur­mured. Ver­i­tas had cho­sen a home as far from the cen­tral mau­soleum as it was pos­si­ble to get. She had a vague mem­o­ry of the necro­mancer; stoop-shoul­dered but proud, and laden with hand-spelled tal­is­mans and rings.

She checked his bor­row­ing his­to­ry, and sure enough, As­tar­avinarad was his most re­cent book, and it didn’t con­tain a re­turn date.

It wasn’t im­pos­si­ble that he’d lost the book. A crypt was not a safe place even for a necro­mancer, and some­times things got left be­hind or tram­pled by a horde or gnawed by Lar­ry. But three years of work­ing in the archives with Em­ber­lon had taught Ree that it was far more like­ly that Ver­i­tas sim­ply didn’t want to re­turn it. Necro­mancers were greedy by na­ture and were more than will­ing to try their luck at keep­ing a use­ful ti­tle to them­selves.

It would be a long and dan­ger­ous jour­ney, and she had no guar­an­tee that this book would con­tain the mag­ic An­domerys need­ed. She ought to stay here or track down a less promis­ing book clos­er to home. There had to be lim­its on how far you were will­ing to go to help some­one — es­pe­cial­ly some­one you didn’t know.

And yet …

She thought of his awk­ward in­tro­duc­tion, of his ap­pear­ance when the Lich had her mind-snared. She thought about whether she want­ed to be the kind of per­son who let kind peo­ple die.

Ree took a map from the rack on the right-hand wall and tucked it into her belt. ‘If I’m not back by the end of the week, scry for me.’

Em­ber­lon fixed her in a solemn gaze. ‘I al­ways do.’

Ree drew a shud­der­ing breath. She checked her hood was prop­er­ly pinned to her hair, heft­ed her herb pouch to make sure she had enough for a cou­ple days, and squeezed back through the door and out into the town.

She’d made it to the north­ern pas­sage be­fore a slim, dark fig­ure stepped into her path. ‘And I sup­pose you’re off on some grand ad­ven­ture again?’ the girl drawled. Her short black hair was slicked back against her head, mak­ing her long fore­head all the more pro­nounced. Her eyes were al­most colour­less, stark against her dark skin, and her cheeks were sharp and hol­low.

‘Us­ther,’ Ree greet­ed her war­i­ly, tak­ing a half-step back. Us­ther was a few years old­er than Ree and was more im­pres­sive than beau­ti­ful, all sharp an­gles and sharp­er words.

Ree could rarely de­cide whether she was hap­py to see Us­ther or not, but she cer­tain­ly didn’t want to see her while she was har­bour­ing an up­worlder with An­domerys. If Us­ther could be count­ed on for any­thing, it was to look out for her­self. And turn­ing in Smythe could get her the coun­cil’s favour.

‘There’s no need to be de­fen­sive, I’m just say­ing hel­lo. Is that so ter­ri­ble?’

Ree de­cid­ed it was bet­ter not to an­swer. Us­ther clucked her tongue and put her head to one side, bird-like. ‘Where are you go­ing?’

‘I’m col­lect­ing a late re­turn.’

‘Which book?’

Ree shift­ed her weight from foot to foot, then said, 'As­tar­avinarad.’

Us­ther’s eyes widened. ‘That sounds like it’s in iyad-anar. Think­ing of learn­ing heal­ing, are you? Oh, your dad­dy will be so dis­ap­point­ed.’

Ree made a show of ad­just­ing her satchel on her shoul­der and brushed past the old­er girl. ‘Well, it’s a long trip, so if you don’t mind —’

Us­ther fell into step be­side her. ‘Heal­ing mag­ic.’ The word rolled from her mouth, loose with dis­dain. ‘I knew you had to dis­pense with this “mag­i­c­less” non­sense soon and make a choice, I just thought you’d make the only rea­son­able choice and learn the Craft.’

Ree grit­ted her teeth. She didn’t want to have to lie about what she need­ed an an­cient heal­ing text for — and it would be a very bad idea to tell Us­ther the truth. Like­ly, she as­sumed Ree was get­ting it for her moth­er or An­domerys and was just taunt­ing Ree for her own amuse­ment.
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