
  
    [image: The Maze and the Maw]
  


  
    
      THE MAZE AND THE MAW

      THE TALES OF THE CHAI MAKHANI TRIO: EPISODE 2

    

    
      
        KATE MACLEOD

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Ratatoskr Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FREE EBOOK!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Like exclusive, free content?

      To get two prequel short stories to THE RITCHIE AND FITZ SCI-FI MURDER MYSTERIES as well as a bonus prequel novelette to the completed six-book series THE TRAVELS OF SCOUT SHANNON, signup for my monthly newsletter here.

      

      Thank you!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        The Maze and the Maw

      

    

    
      
        To Be Continued…

      

      
        Sci-Fi Serial Podcast!

      

      
        Tales of the Chai Makhani Trio

      

      
        Complete Series: The Travels of Scout Shannon

      

      
        New Series: The Ritchie and Fitz Sci-Fi Murder Mysteries

      

      
        Also from Kate MacLeod

      

      
        Also from Ratatoskr Press

      

      
        Free eBook!

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Kate MacLeod

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE MAZE AND THE MAW

          

        

      

    

    
      Elyot hadn't realized how hot the air inside the burning tavern had gotten until the moment the blessedly cool water splashed up all around him. It was like a healing balm against his nearly blistering skin, soothing tortured nerve endings as it washed over him.

      But it wasn't very deep. He still had a lot of momentum when one foot hit bottom then slipped, his bare ankle scraping across the rock even as it twisted painfully under his weight. He splashed face-first into the water, quickly righting himself but not before getting a generous mouthful of the stuff.

      The foul, green-tasting stuff. The smell had been horrid from above. It was even worse down at the bottom, as if the odor had settled thickly here, undisturbed for centuries, growing more rancid with time.

      But the smell was nothing compared to the taste. Elyot heaved again and again, desperate to be sure he swallowed not a bit of it. But without a drink of something fresher, there was no way to get the thick layer off his tongue, no way to stop tasting the foulness of it.

      It was like someone else had been sick in his mouth after eating rancid meat and really old cheese. Just the thought had him heaving again.

      He hoped the burning sensation that ran up his ankle wasn't a gash from the rocky bottom. The idea of an open wound in that water was too much to bear.

      At last, he managed to stop heaving and was once more aware of the world around him. It was too dark to see more than the occasional reflection of the fire above on the waist-deep water around him, but the sounds of splashes as the two girls moved around echoed in a way that spoke of a very narrow space. The barman who had first shown him the hatch had told him it led down into the catacombs, and if Elyot didn't keep out of the way when the barman was working Mama Scotti would throw him down there and let the monsters have him, and not even Elyot's mother would be able to save him.

      Elyot had never thought to ask in the intervening years what the hatch was actually for. He had assumed some prior owner had been a smuggler, but he doubted that now. Even if he wanted to, there was no way to get back up to that hatch. He had just taken a one-way trip into the unknown, not that he had had much choice.

      The fire above was roaring now, consuming the alcohol-soaked wood of the bar itself. Soon there would be nothing left of the tavern but a scorched cave. Even if he found a way back up there, life as he knew it had just gone up in smoke.

      "Watch out!" the girl named Alextra hissed at him, pulling him toward her with such a jerk he lost his footing and fell against her with a splash. He was about to protest when something hit the water where he had been with an angry hiss. The wave that rushed up his back was uncomfortably warm.

      "It's all going to come down," she said, narrowing her eyes as she looked up at the hatch. "We have to get out of here."

      She looked at Elyot for a long moment before he realized what she was really saying. "Well, I don't know the way out," he said. "I've never even been down here before."

      "But there is a way out," she said, her hand still on his arm gripping him more tightly.

      "I would assume so," Elyot said.

      "It looks like we're at the bottom of a well," the girl called Keani said. "Wells don't have other ways out."

      Alextra released Elyot's arm and brushed back her cape. It spun through the water around her, floating out of her way. Elyot had a sudden vision of her emerging from this foul, brackish water, of the droplets flying off of her as she walked as if anxious not to offend, leaving her as clean and dry as she had been before her dunking.

      She definitely had the air of someone who didn't get dirty.

      Keani, on the other hand… Well, Elyot suspected she might be cleaner now than she had been five minutes before.

      Elyot was suddenly blinded by a silvery light, but only for a moment. The light quickly passed on, and when the stars faded from his vision, he saw it came from a small object like a crystal in Alextra's hand. She raised her hand higher, and the silvery light danced over the dripping stone walls around them.

      "There," she said, pointing with her other hand. "That's an opening."

      "I don't see it," Elyot said, putting a hand over his eyes to block out the flickering light from the burning hatch.

      "I do," Keani said, and she pointed as well.

      Elyot's stomach sank. "That's impossible," he said.

      "We can squeeze through it," Alextra said.

      "Assuming it actually goes anywhere at all," Elyot said, "how do you propose we reach it? It's halfway up a very wet wall with no handholds."

      "I see handholds," Keani said, then splashed over to stand directly under the hole, careful to stay close to the walls and not cross the center of the well where burning bits were raining down with growing frequency. She put the paring knife she had been holding in one hand between her teeth then reached up as far as she could stretch. Alextra moved the light back down to illuminate the wall around Keani. Keani's fingertips skimmed over the smooth surface then somehow just gripped into it and she hoisted herself up out of the water.

      "I'm never going to be able to do that," Elyot said. Judging by the frown on Alextra's face, she was thinking the same thing.

      "No worries," Keani said through gritted teeth. She said no more, focused on digging the sides of her soft shoes into the wall then looking up and finding new holds for her hands.

      Elyot didn't realize he had been holding his breath until it all came out in a whoosh as Keani pulled herself into the darkness of the tiny opening. She turned about in the tight space, and when her head and shoulders appeared again, she was holding one end of her long, tattered cloak.

      "Can you reach it?" she asked as she got down on her belly and extended her arms as far as she could.

      "Yes, I think so," Alextra said, moving around Elyot and tucking the crystal back out of sight. Elyot could just make out the outline of her body in the flickering firelight as she grasped the cloak and used her feet as much as she could to scale the wall up to Keani.

      "Come on!" Keani called down to Elyot. "There isn't much time. That floor is coming down."

      Elyot looked up and saw that she was right. Embers were still raining down, striking the water with pops and hisses, but the heavy floorboards were eaten nearly through by the flames. He could hear a creaking, cracking, settling sound, as the weight of what remained of the bar became too much for the floor to support.

      Elyot threw his arms over his head and dashed across the well to the far side. He had never been waist-deep in water before; it slowed him down far more than he had expected.

      "Quickly!" Alextra called down to him. He flailed around until he caught the edge of the cloak. He held it tight in both hands and tried to figure out what to do with his feet. How had Alextra done it, that walking up the wall motion?

      Both girls were hauling on their end of the cloak, pulling him up and out of the water. He got his feet situated, and although it seemed to be more slipping and sliding than actual climbing he managed to get up the slimy wall.

      Then two pairs of hands were grasping his arms. His feet slipped, and for a moment he thought he was going to go tumbling back down into the water. The floor overhead started to groan like a dying creature, and the panic gave him a surge of strength.

      He wasn't even sure how he used it, that strength. It felt like a mad scramble, but the next thing he knew he was inside the little tunnel, arms and legs all tangled with two other pairs of each in a much too small space to fit three people.

      The dim light flared up behind him, and for a moment he could see the fear on Keani's face, the knife still clutched in her teeth. He saw Alextra's face too, her lips drawn tight and her jaw clenched.

      Then the light was gone, and there was a splash and a hiss of steam that rose up to cook the flesh of his already hurting feet. The three of them struggled together, pulling themselves further along the tunnel until they were away from that heat.

      "Now what?" Keani asked, tipping her head back to look further down the tunnel, her jutting chin catching Elyot at the corner of his eye.

      "It gets bigger up ahead," Alextra said, her elbow jabbing at them both as she dug the crystal back out. "The echoes, can't you hear?"

      "Yes," Elyot said. "You go first, with the light."

      He and Keani helped Alextra extricate herself from the tangle of their limbs, and she crawled ahead. Keani clutched her wadded cloak to her chest and followed.

      Elyot gave one last look back, but the well behind was in total darkness now. The fire had done its worst. It was all over now.

      The tunnel was uncomfortably narrow, but at least it was short. Elyot tumbled out of the end of it, rolling to the middle of the gently sloping floor beyond. Alextra had set her crystal on the ground as she used both of her hands to wring the water from her long silver hair. Keani shook out her cloak and refastened it around her shoulders. She took the little knife out of her mouth then spit a few times on the ground. Just watching her do it brought the foul taste coating his own tongue back to the front of his mind.

      He hoped a dunking in a public fountain would clean the smell out of his clothes. He didn't have any others. He checked his pockets to make sure he hadn't lost anything in the well. Identcard, a few tarnished coins not worth the cheap metal they were minted from, the image disc of his mother holding him when he was still just a baby.

      All still there, nothing of any use at the moment. He wondered what else Alextra had in her pockets.

      Alextra was running her hand over the tunnel wall. The entire space was curved around them like a tube, the top just within reach of her questing fingertips, the bowed bottom holding a bare trickle of what he hoped was water.

      "What is this place?" she asked, touching a soft scalloping worked into the stone.

      "Catacombs," Elyot said.

      "Catacombs," Keani said in a bare whisper. The hand clutching the little knife tightened, her knuckles whitening.

      "This doesn't look carved," Alextra said, peering closer at the stone. "This isn't geologically natural either."

      "The tunnels were here when the city was founded, or so they say," Elyot said.

      "Monsters," Keani whispered. Alextra threw her a skeptical look, but the other girl just raised her chin, not taking back the word.

      "Catacombs," Alextra said. "That doesn't explain the pattern in the rock, but I guess it explains the smell."

      "Don't be absurd. No one gets buried down here anymore," Elyot said.

      "How long does it take for a body to stop rotting?" Keani asked, crinkling her nose as she sniffed the air.

      "Depends on the conditions," Alextra
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