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Usther was trying very hard not to look foolish. She’d never considered herself a fool, but something about facing a pretty girl beneath a moonlit sky on the crumbling apex of a once-observatory had robbed her of her usual wit.

The rocky face of a mountain guarded their backs. Before them, their open-roofed tower overlooked rolling plains made silver by the night, with the peaks of the distant Dragon’s Spine making a darker shadow against the inky sky. The air was fresh and cold and smelled of rain, so different to the dust and decay of their home. It filled her with a hateful longing for a world and a life she had been forced to flee, so she focused instead on her companion.

The other girl stretched; Usther’s gaze bobbed before she could stop herself.

 ‘I hope I’m not making you uncomfortable.’ The girl smiled coquettishly, but there was cruelty in her eyes, and it was that which Usther found irresistible.

Usther found her tongue. ‘You’ll have to try harder,’ she said, looking away as if the other girl was beneath her notice. As if she hadn’t consumed her thoughts for weeks.

Her name was Symphona, considered the most powerful and canny of the necromancer acolytes their age ⁠— to the chagrin of Usther, still called an acolyte by most though she’d trained a practitioner more powerful than an immortal lich. Symphona was ambitious and ruthless with silken skin the colour of slate and tightly-curled hair dyed cherry-blossom pink.

It was hard to look at her face without remembering every place those lips had touched. Hard to see her hands and not remember them sliding down her bare hips. At times, it seemed like Symphona wanted nothing more than for them to gasp each other’s air. At others, she kept her distance, teasing and scolding by turn, the space between them a chasm she controlled and Usther was too wrong-footed to bridge.

But Usther wasn’t completely defenseless. ‘How goes your ritual?’ she asked. She watched Symphona sidelong, her expression schooled to mildness.

Symphona’s relaxed stance where she stretched out on the ground didn’t change, except for a tightening in her shoulders. Slowly, she turned to regard Usther. ‘What ritual? You’ll have to be more specific. I’m a busy woman, after all.’

Usther pursed her lips as if in thought. ‘Oh, I’m well aware. I’m referring to your particular ritual, of course. The one you’ve been building in the grotto beneath the amphitheatre, that even the peons you call your cabal don’t know about.’ 

Symphona turned to stone, everything that had once looked effortless about her pose now looking painfully tight. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Don’t be boring, Symphona. It’s dull of you to dissemble when you know you’re caught. I’ve seen the components, and the spell diagram painted on the ground. I have an inkling of what you are attempting, and it’s admirable. If you can find a way to nest your magic in a dormant corpse, you may be able to control someone else’s minion should they raise it, unaware of its contamination. I wish you the best with it; really, I do.’

As Usther spoke, Symphona’s expression grew stormy. ‘You spied on me.’ She seemed to struggle with rage for a moment before curiosity won out. ‘How?’

Usther smirked. ‘I spy on everyone. And you can hardly expect me to give up my secrets when you clung so hard to yours.’

She was glad to have this moment. Her spying looked confident and powerful, and not the last resort of a practitioner too weak to demand respect through her own workings. It was the council she most wanted to impress, those ancient necromancers who had first settled the town and now ruled over it. But Symphona was so withholding with praise and approval that Usther yearned for hers as well. The scarcity, and the source, made it precious.

Symphona’s eyes flashed, and that was a kind of victory too. It was hard to put Symphona out of sorts. Then she shaped her features into a pout, all anger carefully smoothed over. ‘What if I ask very nicely?’

Usther’s gaze went to her mouth. She cleared her throat and looked away. ‘I’m not easily tempted,’ she said, but her discomfort must have been clear because Symphona laughed: a high, pretty sound with an air of practice.

Later, they descended the crumbling stairs. Usther still felt tense despite Symphona’s lazy confidence, or perhaps because of it. It infuriated her to think that Symphona had the upper hand in their relationship, if you could call it that. A small part of her hated that anyone had to have the upper hand, but she didn’t listen much to that part. She knew how the world worked.

Back in the broad stone tunnels and carved halls of the crypt, they walked abreast. The path back to the town was a winding one, but each knew it well by now. Symphona gazed straight ahead, chin raised and shoulders back. Usther strove to do the same, though she found her eyes drawn again and again to the other girl’s delicate features.

Not far into a wide chamber of stone pillars scribed in ancient glyphs, they heard the tortured shrieks of a small animal. Usther looked to Symphona. ‘What do you suppose is causing that?’

‘Probably a lesser dead has caught a rat or something,’ Symphona said dismissively. ‘I wouldn’t worry about it.’

Usther fell silent, listening to the sound. The moans of the dead could not move her, but something about the cries of something living sent a shudder down her arms. What’s more, she couldn’t imagine a masterless dead having the coordination to catch something small and fleet. They tended to be fumbling things of little brain. 

At length, she observed, ‘It won’t hurt to investigate.’

Symphona sniffed. ‘Except to waste our time. I don’t know what your time is worth, but mine is valuable.’

‘Yes, yes, you’re positively priceless,’ Usther said testily. ‘Go on ahead if you must ⁠— I have a feeling a giant spider is the culprit.’ And she would earn favour with the council if she dealt with it ⁠— the over-sized arachnids had become something of a hazard of late, their population booming to the point where they would soon be more of a threat than the adventurers who sometimes came to plunder the crypt.

The shrieking abruptly cut off. Usther narrowed her eyes at the other girl before hunting for the source of the sound ⁠— more difficult now that the shrieks had died out, but no matter.

Usther kept alert, a whisper on her lips and a curse waiting in her crooked fingers. Her eyes went to the tops of the pillars, the ceiling, the nooks and corners of the room. Giant spiders were wont to pounce on the unwary from such places, or else laid cleverly hidden webs in the shadows. Usther had lost more than a few minions to such webs and she had no intention of following suit.

The chamber, in all its grand size and with its many hidden edges and corners, nonetheless revealed no spiders larger than a clenched fist and no webs thick enough to catch anything larger than a mouse. It was entirely possible that the cry, whatever it had been, had come from another room, the echoes amplified in this broad expanse. 

‘Found it yet?’

Usther startled as Symphona leaned over her shoulder, her spell fizzling on her fingertips. 

‘Evidently not,’ she replied hotly, a faint death echo marking her words from the expenditure of magic. ‘I thought you had better things to do?’

Symphona lifted her chin, her gaze flinty. ‘I’m not one to pass up an opportunity. But this is clearly a failure.’ She smoothed her robes and strode out of the chamber.

Usther listened to her fading footsteps, resisting the urge to follow them. There was something here, and she would wring every advantage out of it.

Her next step was met with a long, high-pitched growl, strangled and strange-sounding. Usther froze and whispered a quick curse, calling a stretch of intestine from the pouch at her belt to slither up her arm and coil like a snake ready to strike. Her gaze swept the area around her, catching on a pair of yellow diamond eyes set in a face that was half-ink, half-snow. An enormous rat bled at its feet, guts spilled and body limp.

‘A cat?’ She hesitated, the intestine still coiling around her arm, shuddering and ready to follow her command. 

At her voice, the cat’s growl became a hiss. It raised its back and started to skirt the wall sideways, keeping its eyes fixed on her. The move was somehow simultaneously intimidating and ridiculous.

Usther snorted. ‘Yes, you’re terrifying,’ she informed it. She raised her hands while she considered it, absent-mindedly letting the intestine wiggle between them. How the cat had found its way into the crypt was anyone’s guess. There had been a few, over the years, but they were a rare thing, and much coveted. Cat minions had more subtle uses than the common dog or human. The magic required to animate them was slight, and they made excellent spies.

At times, Usther had day-dreamed about finding a dead cat in one of the tombs and using it to gather yet more information on her rival practitioners in town. This cat was a gift, surely. 

The cat made a spitting sound and pressed itself up against the wall. If she wanted, she could count its ribs through its patchy fur. Such a decrepit thing could almost be undead already were it not so aggressively, desperately warning Usther that it was alive.

Usther raised a hand; the intestine packed itself back into her pouch. She knelt slowly, prompting the cat to growl, high-pitched with what it presented as fury but Usther could read as fear.

'Not going to run?' Her voice was soft. Her nose wrinkled as a wave of stink hit her ⁠— whatever disease was eating the cat’s fur and skin had a mouldy stench not unlike rotten cheese.

The cat hissed.

Usther’s eyebrows raised. ‘Not very smart of you,’ she said. ‘There’s little in this tomb that won’t kill you as soon as look at you.’

Except her, it seemed. She’d never killed anything larger than a fly, and pathetic as this creature was, she couldn’t find the will to hurt it. Even though she had dreamed of a cat minion. Even though it would surely only die down here anyway.

The cat glared at her, its pupils huge in the dark, taking in the scant light from the glow of her own eyes.

‘Azzo-ka,’ Usther suggested, her voice rasping as the Craft curled around her tongue. The cat, caught in her gaze, went limp.

‘Pathetic creature.’ She laid a hand on its side; its chest rose and fell in a gentle rhythm.

She wasn’t sure whether she meant the cat, or herself. She gathered it into her arms, cradling it against her chest, and resumed the long trek back to the central mausoleum and the heart of Tombtown.

 

🙥

 

Usther stood in the kitchen of her tombhome, hands flexing at her sides. Her hair, carefully slicked back in the morning, was already starting to fall around her face. She stared at a crate sitting on the kitchen floor like she expected it to attack.

A minion all wrapped in rags with just a hint of blue-grey skin showing through shuffled forlornly at the side. Her shoulders sagged and her head drooped as she pushed a broom at a pile of gore that trailed from the closed door of the workroom to the right. In spite of her withered look and strange garb, a long, neat plait poked from the rags around her head. Every now and then she released a thin, whispery moan that was almost a sigh. She’d spent the last hour sweeping the offal ⁠— or stirring it, at least ⁠— and the spot had grown no cleaner.

The crate snarled and bounced with the sound of claws scrabbling.

Usther tried not to flinch. She refused to be intimidated inside her own tombhome.

‘You! Misery! Get on top of it!’ Usther snapped her fingers at the minion.

Misery’s mournful gaze went first to the box and then to Usther. She made no move to obey Usther’s command.

A sliver of space appeared between the crate and its lid.

Usther glared at her minion. The older minions got, the more trouble they caused, and Usther had raised Misery the year before. ‘Quickly.’ Her voice echoed with a curl of magic and Misery swung into action. ‘I’ll not have it getting out again!’

Cats, it turned out, were rather difficult to control.

It had been unconscious when she’d brought it back to her pristine tombhome the evening before and laid it on the black spidersilk-lace tablecloth. Ever since it had woken up, it had been nothing but chaos ⁠— scratching her beautifully morbid tapestries, dragging bones and viscera out of her workroom to spread blood and fluids all over the rug she’d traded Etherea three preserved
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