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​Chapter 1 - What the Ground Remembers
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The guard struck Isolde Varrow with the pommel of his sword because he mistook chains for permission.

It was an understandable error. Men in polished breastplates made it often.

Her head turned with the blow. Not far. Just enough for the iron links at her wrists to clink softly against the rail before the Grand Inquisitor’s dais, enough for the court to hear the wet parting of skin at the corner of her mouth. Blood slid warm over her lower lip and gathered there, patient as a secret.

The guard’s name was Soren. He had a wife with flour under her fingernails and a son missing two baby teeth. He feared rats, deep water, and dying in such a way that no one important noticed.

Isolde had learned all of this in the time it took him to drag her from the undercrypt stairs to the judgment hall. People told you so much when they believed you powerless. Their grip. Their breath. The prayers they mouthed when they thought no one was watching.

Soren’s fingers flexed once around his sword hilt.

“Stand straight, corpse-whore,” he muttered.

The nearest noblewoman gasped, not at the insult, but at the impropriety of saying it where stained glass saints could hear.

Isolde licked the blood from her lip.

Copper. Dust. The faint medicinal bitterness of the inquisition’s binding draught still coating her tongue.

She smiled.

Soren stepped back.

Grand Inquisitor Halvard Roskin sat beneath the ribbed bones of the old cathedral ceiling, his robes the color of extinguished ash, his hands folded over a book bound in white leather. Human leather, if the rumors were true. Calfskin, if the church lied with less imagination than usual.

Light from the high windows poured down around him in fractured panes of red and gold. It touched the silver threaded through his beard. It touched the black iron ring of office on his thumb. It did not touch Isolde.

They had placed her deliberately in the strip of shadow between two pillars, as if darkness were a kennel and she a thing trained to stay inside it.

“Isolde Varrow,” Halvard said.

His voice had the weight of ceremony, every syllable burnished by years of being obeyed. The court quieted until she could hear the candles gutter in their sconces, each small flame worrying at its wick.

Isolde rolled the vertebra between her fingers.

They had missed it during the search. Of course they had. Inquisitors could strip a woman to the skin and still fail to recognize the parts of her that mattered. The bone was small, yellowed, rubbed smooth from years of use. A child’s vertebra. A relic. A prayer she had never once offered to any god.

“Grand Inquisitor,” she replied.

Her voice came out low and unhurried. The cut at her mouth pulled with the words. She let it.

A murmur moved through the rows of observers. Nobles in mourning velvet. Priests with starched collars. Officers from the city watch smelling of rain and horse. All of them arranged like carrion birds around a body they had not yet realized was bait.

Halvard’s eyes lowered to the chains around her wrists.

Iron. Blessed. Etched with scripture so old half the priests in the room could not have translated it without help. The manacles had burned her when they fastened them. They still burned faintly, an insectile heat nibbling beneath the skin, but pain had never been a compelling argument against anything.

“You stand accused of desecration of consecrated dead,” Halvard said. “Conspiracy against the Crown. Illegal occupation of the undercity. Practice of death rites forbidden under the Edict of Saint Orlan. The raising of no fewer than three hundred and nineteen corpses beneath the capital walls.”

“Three hundred and twenty,” Isolde said.

Silence fell so cleanly it might have been cut down.

Halvard’s mouth did not move. Not quite.

Isolde tilted her head. The braid over her shoulder shifted, tiny bones threaded through the black rope of it clicking together like teeth.

“One of your men died of infection after raiding the south ossuary last winter,” she said. “He was still wearing the king’s colors when I found him. It seemed discourteous to exclude him from the count.”

Someone retched behind a lace fan.

Halvard watched her for a long moment. He had pale eyes. Not kind pale, not washed by age, but the color of cold tallow before the match touched it.

“You confess, then.”

Isolde’s thumb moved over the hollow of the vertebra.

The dead under the city shifted in answer.

Not enough for anyone else to hear. Not yet. But she felt them as she always did: a pressure beneath the soles of her boots, a patient choir of knuckles and teeth and empty ribs. The capital had been built on bones, and men like Halvard always forgot that stone was not the oldest thing beneath them.

“I correct,” she said. “Confession implies shame.”

A priest hissed something sacred under his breath.

Halvard lifted one hand. The room obeyed the gesture before it finished.

“You were warned once,” he said. “Years ago.”

There it was.

Not the accusation. Not the army. Not the undercity.

The hook.

Isolde’s fingers closed around the vertebra until its small knobs pressed crescents into her palm.

The cathedral air changed, though perhaps only inside her own skull. Incense soured. Candle smoke thickened. For one moment the judgment hall was not the judgment hall at all, but a catacomb corridor lit by tallow lamps, the walls sweating minerals, the floor packed dark beneath bare feet.

She was sixteen again.

No.

She let the memory come only far enough to show its throat.

A woman in bone-white robes with her mouth full of blood, trying to sing the funeral hymn through broken teeth. Brother Aldric’s hand clamped over Isolde’s mouth from behind a burial niche. Inquisitor steel flashing. Fire crawling over prayer cloth. A child’s spine snapping under a boot because someone had mistaken smallness for mercy and corrected himself.

Isolde breathed in.

The court smelled of beeswax, damp wool, and fear hidden badly under perfume.

“I remember your warning,” she said.

Halvard leaned forward a fraction. “Then you remember why you were left alive.”

At that, something old and tender in her went very still.

The dead beneath the floor pressed closer.

Not rising. Listening.

Soren shifted beside her, restless under the weight of proceedings he understood only in the way dogs understood storms. His gauntlet brushed her arm.

Isolde turned her head and looked at him.

He had struck her with his right hand. His wedding ring was worn under the glove on his left. There was dried mud at the edge of his boot from the courtyard. His pulse beat hard in his throat.

He looked away first.

A pity.

She would have enjoyed his eyes open.

“You were left alive,” Halvard said, each word set carefully in place, “as proof that mercy may be extended even to the damned when they are young enough to learn fear.”

Isolde’s smile softened.

Not with kindness.

With recognition.

“Mercy,” she repeated.

The word passed through her mouth like a bone too large to swallow.

The Grand Inquisitor’s expression remained grave. The court leaned toward him without meaning to, flowers bending toward a sun that had never warmed anything.

“We are not without compassion,” Halvard said. “This court offers purification where execution would suffice. If you repent—”

Isolde laughed.

It was not loud. That made it worse.

A small, quiet sound, almost intimate, slipping out before the old man could finish dressing murder in its clean linen. It moved through the judgment hall like a hand trailing along the back of every exposed neck.

Soren grabbed her shoulder.

Hard.

The blessed iron bit deeper at her wrists when he jerked her upright. Pain flashed white up her arms. Several courtiers relaxed at the sight of it. They liked pain best when it confirmed a lesson they already believed in.

“I said stand straight,” Soren snapped.

Isolde looked down at his hand on her.

The court waited for her to flinch.

She hummed instead.

An old tune. Older than the cathedral. Older than the king’s bloodline. A death-cult lullaby sung over open graves so the newly buried would know which voice to follow if they woke confused.

The first note was barely breath.

The second slid under the floor.

Halvard stood.

“Bind her mouth.”

Soren moved too late.

The dead man rose from beneath him.

Not from the floor. Not dramatically, not with splintering stone or theatrical ruin. The judgment hall had enough corpses in it without needing to fetch one from below.

Soren had been dying since breakfast.

A clot in the brain, small as a plum stone, loosened by rage and bad wine and the sudden spike of his own heart. Isolde had felt it trembling there the moment he struck her. Death was not always a door. Sometimes it was a hinge already rusted through.

His eyes went wide.

His grip tightened once on her shoulder, then vanished.

The guard collapsed at her feet.

Before the first scream finished forming, Isolde lowered her bound hands and touched two grey-dusted fingertips to his brow.

“Up,” she whispered.

Soren obeyed.

He stood badly at first, as the newly dead often did. Knees uncertain. Head lolling at an angle the living found discouraging. A dark thread of blood leaked from his right nostril into his mustache. His sword clattered to the marble.

The judgment hall erupted.

Nobles surged back from the railing. A priest knocked over a candle stand and set his own hem smoking. Somewhere, a woman sobbed into her gloves. Guards drew steel, then hesitated, because training had prepared them to attack assassins, heretics, beasts, riots, and foreign envoys, but not their friend Soren standing with death still wet behind his eyes.

Halvard’s voice cracked across the chaos.

“Hold.”

The word steadied them. Somewhat.

Isolde kept her fingers on Soren’s brow. His skin cooled quickly. Men like him always did, once the heat of certainty left them.

“Tell them,” she said.

Soren’s mouth opened.

His tongue worked once, thick and clumsy. The dead did not lie, but they did sometimes struggle with the mechanics of truth.

“I struck her,” he said.

The voice was Soren’s and not Soren’s, dragged through gravel and grave water. His dead eyes fixed forward on nothing at all.

Isolde’s thumb stroked once over his temple, almost fond.

“Why?”

“Because I wanted to.”

A sound moved through the court. Not horror now. Recognition, quickly strangled.

Isolde glanced at Halvard.

The Grand Inquisitor did not blink.

Soren’s jaw twitched. “Because she was chained.”

Isolde leaned closer, her cheek nearly brushing his cold one. “And?”

The corpse’s lips pulled away from his teeth.

“Because no one stops a man for hurting what they already hate.”

There.

The words settled into the marble. Into the tapestries. Into the polished gold saints watching from the walls with their painted hands raised in useless blessing.

Isolde let the court sit with them.

Only a moment.

She was not cruel without discipline.

“Apologize,” she said.

Soren turned toward her by degrees. His neck clicked.

“I am sorry,” he said.

“For dying before I finished,” Isolde murmured.

The corpse’s brow furrowed, obedient to the shape of remorse even if the soul had already gone where she had no interest in following.

“I am sorry,” he said again, “for dying before you finished.”

Isolde smiled with her bloody mouth.

Then she took her hand away.

Soren dropped.

His skull struck the marble with an undignified sound. Heavy. Final. Entirely ordinary.

For three breaths, no one moved.

Isolde looked at the body, then at the sword, then at the ring of armed men who had all remembered, in the same instant, that they were made of meat.

“Do continue,” she said.

Halvard descended the first step of the dais.

He was old, but not frail. His body had the preserved severity of men who denied themselves ordinary pleasures so they might better enjoy extraordinary cruelties. The ring on his thumb caught the fractured window light.

“You see?” he said, not to Isolde, but to the court. “This is why the labyrinth was made.”

At the word, the room changed again.

Not with fear.

With anticipation.

Even the guards knew of it. Everyone did. The labyrinth beneath Saint Veyr’s Cathedral, older than the present dynasty, older perhaps than the church that squatted over it like a thief on a grave. A holy engine. A trial of prophecy. A mouth into which monsters were fed so the kingdom could pretend its hands stayed clean.

Isolde had heard whispers in the undercity: corridors that rearranged themselves; bones found polished smooth as river stones; men entering with prayers on their lips and coming out years later with no tongue, no shadow, or not at all.

She had not expected to be sent there.

A pleasant development.

Halvard’s gaze held hers. “Execution would make a martyr of filth. Purification will make an example.”

One of the lesser inquisitors stepped forward, his face pale above his collar. “Grand Inquisitor, the rite is reserved for the prophesied sequence. The Hero has not yet entered the final approach. To place her inside before—”

“The Hero will have his trial,” Halvard said.

The man shut his mouth hard enough for Isolde to hear his teeth meet.

Halvard looked toward the left side of the hall. “Ondrik.”

The name was a blade drawn slowly from a sheath.

The woman who stepped out from the shadow of the pillar had been standing there the entire time.

Isolde had noticed her, of course.

One noticed a lit match in a room full of funeral silk.

Thessaly Ondrik wore the black coat of the inquisition without ornament, fitted close through the shoulders and belted at the waist with practical cruelty. No dangling medals. No jeweled hilt. Nothing that could be grabbed or used against her. Her cropped copper hair caught the stained-glass light and turned briefly the color of fresh flame. Old brand-scars marked the golden-brown skin at her throat, disappearing beneath her collar in disciplined lines.

Her eyes were amber.

Not warm amber. Not honey. Something harder. Resin around a trapped insect.

She surveyed Soren’s body first. Then the chains. Then Isolde’s hands. Then the exits, the guards, the angle of Halvard’s stance, and finally Isolde’s face.

Efficient woman.

Isolde’s pulse did not quicken.

She noticed, however, that it could have.

Thessaly stopped three paces from the corpse and did not look down again.

“Grand Inquisitor,” she said.

Clipped diction. Controlled breath. Northern beneath it, buried but not dead. Isolde had a fondness for buried things.

“You will escort the prisoner to the labyrinth gate,” Halvard said. “You will secure her within the first passage and witness the seal.”

A muscle moved once in Thessaly’s jaw.

There. So small most would have missed it.

She did not appreciate errand work.

“How many restraints?” Thessaly asked.

“Chains. Mouth binding. Two warded escorts.”

“No.”

The court’s attention snapped to her.

Halvard’s brow lowered. “No?”

Thessaly’s gloved fingers tapped twice against her thigh, precisely where a blade would sit.

“If you put a mouth binding on her, she will breathe through her nose and find another way to be offensive.” Her gaze flicked briefly to Soren’s corpse. “If you send two warded escorts, they will assume the wards make them brave, and she will kill them creatively enough to delay us. Give me the chain lead. Nothing else.”

Isolde’s smile returned before she chose it.

Interesting.

Halvard studied his former blade, because that was what Thessaly was. Not a servant. Not a daughter. A weapon one kept polished and near until it began reflecting things one did not want to see.

“You are confident,” he said.

“I am accurate.”

A priest made a faint choking sound.

Isolde almost laughed again.

Halvard descended another step. “This creature raised a man in open court.”

“This creature waited until he was dead first,” Thessaly said. “That distinction seems worth minding.”

The room tightened around the words.

Isolde looked at her then.

Really looked.

At the stillness held too rigid to be peace. At the face composed around old violence the way a reliquary composed itself around bone. At the woman who had just corrected the Grand Inquisitor before a hall full of people who would have applauded her burning for less.

Thessaly Ondrik did not look back immediately.

She made Isolde wait.

Then her amber eyes cut over.

The pull was not sweet.

Nothing opened. Nothing softened. No hidden bell rang in the ruined chapel of Isolde’s chest. It was uglier than that. More useful. A recognition with teeth. Like seeing, across a battlefield, the only other person not pretending the blood was unfortunate.

Thessaly’s gaze dropped to the cut at Isolde’s mouth.

Not with pity.

Assessment. Irritation, perhaps, that someone else had marked what she had been ordered to transport intact.

Isolde touched her tongue to the split and watched Thessaly’s fingers still against her thigh.

There.

Not much.

Enough.

Halvard’s voice intruded like a hand on the back of the neck. “Take her.”

Thessaly stepped forward and bent to retrieve Soren’s fallen sword.

For one foolish instant, several courtiers seemed to think she meant to use it.

Instead she turned it, examined the blood on the pommel, and offered the hilt toward the nearest guard without looking at him.

“Clean your dead,” she said.

The guard took it with shaking hands.

Then Thessaly reached for Isolde’s chain.

Her grip was firm, impersonal, and exact. Not yanking. Not posturing. She tested the weight once, enough to feel how much slack she had and how quickly Isolde could close the distance if she chose.

Isolde allowed it.

For now.

“You’re angry,” Isolde said softly.

Thessaly’s eyes did not move. “You’re observant.”

“Furious, actually.”

“I dislike inefficient proceedings.”

“Is that what this is?”

Thessaly leaned in just enough that the court might assume she was checking the lock at Isolde’s wrist.

Her voice lowered.

“This is me deciding whether you are more trouble alive than dead.”

Isolde breathed in the scent of her. Smoke cured into leather. Steel oil. Bitter herbs. Beneath that, skin warmed under wool and restraint.

“And?”

Thessaly’s mouth barely changed.

But Isolde saw the shape a smile might have taken if either of them had been born gentler.

“Undecided.”

Halvard lifted his book. “Isolde Varrow, by authority of Crown and Cathedral, you are remanded to the labyrinth beneath Saint Veyr for purification under prophetic law. May the trial strip you of wickedness.”

Isolde looked at the corpse cooling on the marble.

Then at the court still trying not to recoil from the evidence of its own appetite.

Then at Thessaly Ondrik, who held the chain as if it were not a leash but a question.

“Careful,” Isolde said.

Halvard’s eyes narrowed. “Careful?”

She turned her bloody smile toward him.

“The ground remembers what men bury in it.”

No one struck her this time.

Thessaly pulled the chain.

Not hard.

Enough.

Isolde followed her from the judgment hall through the aisle of watching saints and frightened nobles, past the dropped candle still smoking on the stones, past Soren’s body with its wedding ring hidden uselessly beneath the glove.

At the doors, Thessaly paused.

For half a breath, they stood close enough that Isolde could see the tiny gold flecks in her irises. Close enough to feel the heat banked under her skin. Close enough to know the woman was not hollow, no matter how carefully she had arranged herself around the illusion.

The cathedral bells began to toll above them.

Not for the dead guard. Not for Isolde.

For the labyrinth opening its mouth.

Thessaly looked at her once, properly now, without the court between them.

Isolde felt the dead beneath the city stir.

Hungry, curious things.

So was she.

“Walk,” Thessaly said.

Isolde did.

Not because she was ordered.

Because, for the first time in years, the path ahead looked interesting.
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The labyrinth did not begin with a gate.

It began with stairs.

Three hundred and nine of them, descending beneath Saint Veyr’s Cathedral in a spiral so narrow Thessaly’s shoulder brushed the damp wall whenever the chain between them pulled wrong. Isolde counted without meaning to. Numbers soothed the living because they pretended the world could be measured; they soothed Isolde because the dead were particular. Twelve ribs to one side. Twenty-seven bones in a hand. Three hundred and nine steps between judgment and whatever the church had mistaken for justice.

The air changed after the first hundred.

Above, the cathedral had smelled of wax and incense and expensive fear. Down here the scent thickened into wet limestone, old iron, and the faintly sweet rot of flowers left too long in sealed crypts. Water slid down the walls in black threads. It gathered in the mortar and trembled when the cathedral bells tolled overhead, each note arriving late, bruised by stone.

Thessaly walked ahead with Isolde’s chain wrapped once around her gloved fist.

She did not look back often. She did not need to. Her body kept a constant map of the distance between them: two paces, half a chain’s slack, close enough for control, not close enough for a knife stolen from her belt.

No knife showed.

That meant very little.

Isolde watched the back of her neck where cropped copper hair ended above the severe black collar of her coat. The old brand-scars there had been worked into a pattern. Not punishment, then. Initiation. The inquisition liked to teach devotion through pain and call the scar consent once it healed.

“How old were you?” Isolde asked.

Thessaly did not break stride. “When?”

“When they burned scripture into your skin.”

The chain tightened once as Thessaly took the next turn. Stone scraped softly beneath her boots.

“Old enough.”

“A charmingly useless answer.”

“It was meant to be.”

Isolde smiled at the darkness.

The two warded escorts followed six steps behind them despite Thessaly’s instruction. Halvard had relented in the way men like him often did, which meant not at all, only more politely. The escorts were young enough to sweat through their collars and old enough to resent being afraid. They carried lanterns etched with containment prayers. The prayers crawled over the metal in gold lines, bright as trapped insects.

One of the escorts kept touching the amulet at his throat.

The other kept watching Isolde’s hands.

Sensible boy.

“Does he often ignore you?” Isolde asked.

Thessaly’s gloved thumb shifted against the chain. “Who?”

“The old man wearing certainty like a funeral sheet.”

The nearest escort inhaled sharply. “You will not speak of the Grand Inquisitor with—”

Thessaly stopped.

The guard nearly walked into her back.

She turned her head just enough for him to see the side of her face.

“Finish that sentence,” she said.

The guard’s mouth remained open.

No words came out.

A drop of water struck stone somewhere below. The sound traveled down the stairwell, small and exact.

Thessaly waited until the silence did its work. Then she resumed walking.

Isolde made a soft approving sound.

“Careful,” Thessaly said without looking back.

“I said nothing.”

“You were about to.”

“I was considering several things.”

“Consider fewer.”

The stairwell ended in a chamber whose ceiling vanished into dark.

It should have been impossible beneath the cathedral. Isolde knew the weight of cities. She had lived under this one long enough to understand how stone leaned, where foundations groaned, how water found weakness and widened it year by year. This chamber did not fit beneath Saint Veyr. It rose too high. Stretched too far. The lanterns exposed only a crescent of floor and the beginning of walls carved from a black mineral that drank light instead of reflecting it.

At the far end stood the gate.

There was no iron in it, no hinges, no lock. It had been grown from bone.

Not human bone. Not entirely.

Femurs as long as pillars. Ribs curved high into an arch, fused with stone and something darker that pulsed faintly in the seams. Teeth lined the threshold in layered rows, some blunt, some sharp, some unmistakably human. They clicked against one another when the party entered, although no wind moved in the chamber.

One of the escorts murmured a prayer.

The gate clicked louder.

Isolde’s fingers twitched for the vertebra hidden in her palm.

The dead beneath the city had vanished from her senses somewhere around the final turn of the stairs. Not severed. Not silenced. Worse. Distant. Like hearing someone speak through a wall thick enough to mistake grief for thunder.

She disliked it.

Thessaly noticed.

Of course she did.

Her gaze cut briefly to Isolde’s grey-dusted fingertips, then away.

“Your army cannot hear you here,” Thessaly said.

Isolde flexed her chained hands. The blessed iron had rubbed one wrist raw. “Can your god?”

“I stopped asking.”

The answer came too quickly.

Not rehearsed. Reflexive.

Isolde looked at her.

Thessaly faced the gate.

The escorts moved around them, eager for ritual because ritual told frightened men where to put their hands. One set the lanterns in niches carved like open mouths. The other unrolled a strip of white cloth marked with red sigils and knelt before the threshold.

His voice shook on the first invocation.

“By Crown, by Cathedral, by the Mercy of Saint Orlan and the Blood of the First Martyr, we commit the condemned to purification—”

The gate exhaled.

Not a metaphor. Not a sound only Isolde heard because she had spent too much of her life listening to things that had no lungs. Air breathed out from between the teeth of the arch, stale and cold enough to raise bumps along her forearms.

The kneeling escort faltered.

Thessaly’s grip on the chain tightened.

The gate opened inward.

Beyond it, a corridor stretched straight ahead, lined on both sides by smooth black walls veined in white. The veins did not stay still. They shifted slowly beneath the surface like worms under skin. There were no torches, but the passage gave off a dim bone-colored glow from nowhere in particular.

Isolde leaned forward.

The corridor leaned back.

Not physically. Not visibly.

But the attention of it settled on her.

The way dogs noticed meat.

The kneeling escort stood and swallowed. “Prisoner enters alone.”

Thessaly reached for the lock at Isolde’s chain.

The gate’s teeth chattered.

Everyone froze.

The sound moved through the chamber in a ripple, tooth against tooth against tooth, delicate as applause.

Thessaly did not remove her hand from the lock.

The corridor darkened.

Only slightly.

Enough.

Isolde watched the black walls beyond the threshold. Their white veins had quickened. Not at Thessaly’s movement.

At the intention behind it.

A little laugh warmed Isolde’s throat.

“No,” she said.

Thessaly’s eyes narrowed. “No?”

“It doesn’t want me alone.”

The escort with the amulet made a strangled sound. “The rite specifies—”

“The rite is a leash written by men standing safely outside the kennel.” Isolde stepped closer to the threshold. The gate’s teeth stilled. “This thing isn’t a hallway. It’s listening.”

Thessaly turned fully toward her now.

The lantern light carved one side of her face in gold and left the other in shadow. “To what?”

“Want.”

The word tasted odd in the chamber.

The veins in the walls pulsed once.

Isolde smiled despite herself.

“There,” she murmured.

The escort with the cloth crossed himself. “Blasphemy.”

“Probably.” Isolde looked at the gate. “But accurate.”

Thessaly studied the corridor for three long breaths.

She had the particular stillness of a woman deciding whether to trust a monster’s assessment of another monster. Isolde found, to her mild irritation, that she cared which way the decision fell. Not much. Not enough to be named.

Enough to notice.

Thessaly stepped forward.

The teeth of the gate opened wider.

The escorts backed away in unison.

“No,” the amulet boy said. Sweat shone at his temples. “Inquisitor, you are to witness the seal from outside.”

“I am witnessing.”

“From outside.”

Thessaly’s hand went to her thigh.

Two taps.

The boy noticed them and paled.

“What did Roskin tell you?” she asked.

The use of Halvard’s surname did more violence than shouting would have.

The escort’s chin lifted, trembling with borrowed authority. “The Grand Inquisitor ordered us to ensure the necromancer was secured in the first passage and the gate sealed.”

“And is she secured?”

His gaze flickered to Isolde’s chains.

“Yes.”

“Then ensure the gate seals.”

“Inquisitor—”

Thessaly moved.

Not with magic. Not with spectacle. Just speed honed until it looked inevitable. One moment she stood with the chain in her fist; the next, the escort’s wrist was bent backward at an angle that stole the protest from his mouth. His dagger was in her other hand. She pressed its own point beneath his chin.

Not hard enough to pierce.

Hard enough to introduce possibility.

“You have mistaken proximity to command for command,” she said.

The boy made a small hurt sound through his nose.

Isolde’s smile widened.

Thessaly glanced at her. “Do not enjoy this.”

“I would never insult you with restraint.”

A corner of Thessaly’s mouth threatened movement and was immediately disciplined out of existence.

The other escort lifted his warded lantern.

Isolde felt the prayer etched into the metal flare before it moved. A hot, bright pressure against the back of her teeth.

The lantern left his hand.

Thessaly released the first escort and turned too late.

Isolde did not.

She dropped to one knee, chain clattering, and set both bound hands flat against the black floor.

There were no dead here.

But the labyrinth had bones.

The gate’s arch shuddered.

One rib, high above, cracked loose from the structure and fell like judgment.

It struck the flying lantern midair.

Gold light burst across the chamber. The prayer-fire splashed harmlessly against bone and stone, then guttered out with a wet hiss. The fallen rib hit the floor between Isolde and the escort with enough force to fracture the tiles beneath it.

The chamber went quiet.

Isolde rose slowly.

Dust drifted through the lantern glow.

The gate behind her made a pleased, grinding sound.

Thessaly stared at the rib. Then at Isolde.

“You said your army couldn’t hear you.”

“It can’t.”

“That was not nothing.”

“No.” Isolde looked up at the gate, at the place where the missing rib left a dark gap in the arch. “That was borrowed.”

The escort who had thrown the lantern sank to his knees. Not in prayer this time. His legs had simply resigned.

Thessaly’s eyes sharpened.

Borrowed.

Isolde saw the word enter her and refuse to leave.

Good.

The labyrinth approved of them entering together. It liked disobedience when disobedience had teeth. The realization passed between them without kindness, without trust, but with the clean utility of a blade finding its sheath.

Thessaly stepped over the fallen rib and pulled Isolde through the gate.

The moment both of them crossed the threshold, every tooth in the arch slammed shut.

Bone met bone behind them with a sound like a cathedral door closing on a scream.

The chain between them snapped taut.

Darkness swallowed the chamber they had left.

The escorts shouted.

Only once.

Then the gate sealed completely, and the sound died as if a hand had closed around its throat.

Thessaly turned.

The threshold was gone.

Not closed. Gone.

Where the gate had been, the corridor stretched behind them, identical to the one ahead: smooth black walls, white veins, bone-colored glow. No teeth. No arch. No stairs. No chamber. No proof that the world outside had ever existed.

For the first time since Isolde had seen her, Thessaly’s control cracked visibly.

A breath caught at the base of her throat.

Only one.

Then her shoulders settled. Her fingers tapped twice against her thigh.

One. Two.

Isolde watched with interest.

“That was not in your orders,” she said.

Thessaly’s eyes remained on the vanished gate. “No.”

“Does that trouble you?”

“It inconveniences me.”

“Ah.”

Thessaly turned on her. “Do not make a sermon of it.”

“I leave sermons to men with cleaner hands.”

The corridor shifted.

Not dramatically. No walls groaning. No grand rearrangement of architecture to impress the already doomed. The passage ahead simply lengthened while Isolde watched, the far end retreating into dimness. Behind them, the same thing happened in reverse: the corridor shortened, bringing a turn into view where none had been.

Thessaly drew a knife from somewhere.

Isolde had expected that. She had not expected how much she liked being right.

“Put that away,” Isolde said.

“No.”

“It isn’t threatening us.”

“The walls moved.”

“The walls responded.”

“To what?”

“You.”

Thessaly’s gaze flicked toward her, blade angled low. “Explain.”

Isolde walked to the nearest wall. The chain forced Thessaly to move with her or be dragged; she chose to move. Sensible again.

The black surface was warm under Isolde’s fingertips.

Not body-warm. Fever-warm.

She pressed the small vertebra from her palm against it. The white veins gathered beneath the bone as if curious. Beneath the stone, something pulsed with slow, amused hunger.

“You were thinking of the exit,” Isolde said.

“I was thinking of the gate.”

“You were thinking of control.”

Thessaly’s knife hand stilled.

Isolde looked over her shoulder. “The maze gave you a turn because direction soothes you. It took the end away because escape does not.”

A faint line appeared between Thessaly’s brows.

“Convenient theory.”

“Test it.”

“I do not take suggestions from prisoners.”

“You followed me in.”

“I was pushed by circumstance.”

“Of course.”

Thessaly stepped closer. The chain between them slackened, then swung gently with the movement.

“You are pleased,” she said.

“With many things.”

“With this.”

Isolde considered lying.

Not because she feared the truth, but because unnecessary honesty was a form of nudity and she had no interest in undressing for a woman holding a knife.

Then the wall beneath her hand pulsed again, savoring the hesitation.

Clever thing.

“I am interested,” Isolde said.

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only one you’ve earned.”

Thessaly’s knife lifted.

Not to strike. To measure.

The corridor compressed.

Both walls lurched inward.

Stone screamed.

Thessaly seized Isolde by the shoulder and dragged her back from the wall as the passage narrowed hard enough to grind chips from the floor. The chain tangled around Isolde’s wrist. Her back hit Thessaly’s chest. For one breath, heat and leather and steel surrounded her.

Then the ceiling dropped three inches.

“Stop wanting to cut me,” Isolde snapped.

“I am not—”

The walls crushed closer.

Thessaly’s breath struck the side of Isolde’s neck.

Isolde could have laughed if breathing had not become more strategically important.

“You are,” she said. “Loudly.”

Thessaly’s jaw brushed her temple as she turned toward the shrinking corridor. “The maze is responding to anger.”

“Not anger.” Isolde flattened both hands against the opposite walls. The blessed chains bit. “Suppression.”

The word hit Thessaly harder than accusation would have.

Her body went very still behind Isolde.

A poor choice.

The corridor narrowed another inch.

Isolde’s ribs pressed against her own lungs. The walls were close enough now that the white veins brushed her palms like living roots. Beneath them, the maze fed. Not on blood, though it would take blood. Not on fear, though the guards outside had certainly seasoned the doorway with it.

It wanted what was trapped.

What was held under the tongue.

What was denied and therefore still whole.

Isolde turned her head as far as the narrowing space allowed. “Whatever you are burying, stop standing on the grave.”

Thessaly’s laugh was small and humorless. “You know nothing about me.”

“I know the walls are about to make paste of us because you would rather be crushed than admit you’re furious.”

“I am always furious.”

The corridor shuddered.

Not closing now.

Listening.

Isolde’s mouth curved. “Better.”

Thessaly’s hand tightened on the chain. “Do not coach me.”

“Then die unaided.”

The walls held.

A vein of white light slid from beneath Isolde’s palm to beneath Thessaly’s shoulder where she was braced behind her. It curled there, slow and intimate as a finger tracing a scar.

Thessaly inhaled through her teeth.

“Fine,” she said.

The word was ugly. Dragged up raw.

The corridor widened by a fraction.

Isolde waited.

Thessaly’s voice lowered, the clipped court polish giving way at the edges to something rougher, Northern stone under cathedral varnish.

“I am furious because Halvard handed me a chain and called it duty. Because two boys with lanterns thought they could recite his voice at me and make me smaller. Because that gate wanted me more than my own order did.”

The walls eased back another inch.

Her breath warmed Isolde’s ear.

“And because,” Thessaly said, quieter, “you saw it before I did.”

The corridor released them.

Air rushed into the widened space. Isolde caught herself with one palm against the wall. Thessaly stepped back at once, reclaiming distance so quickly it was almost insulting.

Almost.

The walls returned to their original width, smooth and innocent except for the white veins pulsing in a rhythm Isolde disliked recognizing as satisfaction.

Thessaly adjusted her cuff.

No tremor showed in her hands.

That, too, told Isolde something.

“Your theory has partial merit,” Thessaly said.

Isolde turned toward her, still breathing harder than she preferred.

“Generous.”

“The maze responds to intention.”

“Yes.”

“Not direction.”

“Primarily, no.”

“It cornered us because I wanted control.”

“It cornered us because you lied about wanting it.”

Thessaly’s eyes narrowed.

There was blood on Isolde’s wrist where the manacle had split the skin. A single dark line running toward her palm. Thessaly noticed it. Her gaze stayed there one beat too long.

Then she looked away.

“You said earlier it wants to be fed,” Thessaly said.

“I implied.”

“Do not become tedious.”

Isolde’s smile tugged at the cut on her mouth. “Yes. It wants to be fed.”

“With what?”

“Whatever we are least willing to give.”

The corridor ahead brightened.

Far down its length, a doorway appeared where there had been only dimness before. Its outline glowed faintly. Waiting.

Thessaly stared at it.

The knife remained in her hand, but lower now.

Isolde felt the labyrinth under her boots. Not like the dead in the undercity. Those had been hers in the way the ocean belonged to drowning. This was not hers. Not yet. It had age without peace, hunger without hurry. A sentience grown from centuries of trials and sacrifices and men calling cruelty sacred so they would not have to taste the word in their own mouths.

It had swallowed heroes.

It had swallowed monsters.

Now it had swallowed two women the kingdom had failed to kill separately.

The thought pleased her enough to be dangerous.

Thessaly looked back the way they had come. The corridor behind them had folded into darkness.

“We are not solving this by walking,” she said.

“No.”

“Or by following symbols.”

“Probably not.”

“Or by obeying the rite.”

“Certainly not.”

Thessaly’s gaze returned to Isolde.

There it was again: the battlefield recognition. Irritated this time. Reluctant. No softer for being shared.

“Then what?” Thessaly asked.

Isolde rolled the vertebra between her fingers.

The labyrinth’s veins brightened.

It was listening.

So she told the truth, because the maze liked truth and because Thessaly Ondrik looked least comfortable when offered something useful.

“We feed it incorrectly,” Isolde said.

Thessaly’s mouth flattened. “Meaning?”

“It expects fear. Confession. Sacrifice dressed up as redemption.” Isolde stepped toward the distant door, and after half a breath, Thessaly moved with her. “So we give it violence without guilt. Desire without apology. Rage with its name still attached.”

“A theological disaster.”

“An efficient one.”

Thessaly glanced sideways at her.

For a moment, the bone-light caught in her amber eyes and made them look almost fevered.

“I don’t plan to die playing by someone else’s rules,” she said.

The words settled between them.

No vow. No trust. Not even alliance.

A shared refusal.

Isolde felt the labyrinth taste it.

The distant door opened one silent inch.

“No,” Isolde said. “Neither do I.”

They walked toward the door together.

Not side by side. Not yet.

But the chain between them no longer dragged.
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​Chapter 3 - Feeding the Walls
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The door opened onto a room with three mouths.

Not doors. Mouths.

They had been carved into the black stone at equal distances around a circular chamber, each archway shaped from parted lips and crowded teeth. One mouth was stained red from lintel to threshold. One was pale as old milk, its teeth smooth and worn flat. The last was dark inside, so dark the bone-light from the corridor slid toward it and vanished.

The chain between Isolde and Thessaly whispered over the floor as they stepped in.

Behind them, the corridor folded shut.

Thessaly turned at once, knife up, but there was nothing to threaten. Only seamless black wall where the passage had been. The white veins beneath its surface pulsed once, slow and smug.

Isolde pressed her tongue against the cut at her lip to keep from smiling too broadly.

The labyrinth disliked being solved.

Good. So did she.

In the center of the chamber stood a basin.

It had been made from a single skull.

Not human. Not animal. Something in between, large as a baptismal font, with eye sockets deep enough to drown a hand in. Its crown had been cut open and polished smooth. The hollow inside held no water. Instead, a thin layer of ash coated the bottom, grey and fine, disturbed by no draft.

Above the basin, words had been carved into the air.

They hung there without chain or wire, letters formed from pale fire and arranged in a language that had died before Corvane crowned its first king.

Thessaly stared at them.

“Can you read that?”

“Some of it.”

“Some?”

“The dead are generous with languages,” Isolde said, stepping closer to the basin. “The church is generous with theft. Between the two, one gathers fragments.”

Thessaly’s knife did not lower. “And?”

Isolde tilted her head.

The letters shifted as she watched, not changing shape so much as revealing themselves. They did not want to be read. They wanted to be understood badly and paid for worse.

“Blood,” she translated. “Memory. Violence.”

The three mouths clicked in sequence.

Red. Pale. Dark.

The red mouth breathed wetly.

The pale mouth exhaled cold.

The dark mouth did nothing at all, which made it the most honest of the three.

Thessaly stepped to the basin’s edge. Her amber eyes moved over the chamber, finding the places a body could be pinned, the false shadows where a blade might wait, the seams in the floor that might open underfoot.

“There are three exits,” she said.

“There are three prices.”

“Which one opens the way?”

The ash in the basin stirred.

No wind moved. No breath touched it.

A thread of pale fire unwound from the carved words above them and sank into the skull. The ash rose in a small spiral, shaping itself into a hand. Then a throat. Then an open mouth.

A voice spoke from inside the basin.

“Pay.”

It was not loud. It did not echo.

The word entered Isolde through the teeth.

Thessaly’s shoulders went still.

Isolde felt the labyrinth tasting them again, slow and thorough. It moved across her skin without touch. It pressed against the manacles, the torn flesh beneath, the vertebra in her palm, the cut on her mouth where Soren had marked her and died regretting the timing. It lingered over her hunger, found no fear worth savoring there, and sank deeper.

Memory.

Ah.

Her fingers closed around the child’s vertebra.

The pale mouth opened wider.

Thessaly saw it.

“Do not.”

Isolde glanced at her. “An order?”

“A recommendation.”

“You deliver those like threats.”

“I deliver everything like threats.”

“Yes,” Isolde said. “It’s one of your better qualities.”

Thessaly’s expression did not change, but the knife lowered by the width of a breath. “We do not know the consequence.”

“We know enough.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“No.” Isolde stepped nearer the basin. “It is usually more useful.”

The ash-hand inside the skull reached for her.

Not with fingers.

With wanting.

Isolde did not flinch when it touched her wrist.

The blessed iron heated at once. Pain climbed the raw skin beneath the cuff, sharp and clean, but the ash slid past metal, past flesh, past all the little barricades the living built and pretended were borders. It found the memory waiting behind her ribs like a door she never locked, because locks implied fear of theft.

The chamber vanished.

The catacombs returned.

Not as dreams returned, softened by distance and rearranged by grief, but exactly. Cruelly exact. Wet limestone walls veined with salt. The smoke of tallow lamps caught under the low ceiling. The old funeral hymn moving through the corridors in thirty voices, not solemn but busy, because death in the cult was not an end or a failure or a tragedy unless one was unimaginative. Someone had spilled rosemary oil near the preparation slab. Someone had laughed with a mouth full of pins.

Isolde was sixteen again and barefoot on cold stone.

Her braid had come loose. She remembered that most clearly at first: strands of hair sticking to the sweat at the back of her neck while she scrubbed grave-clay from beneath her nails. She had been annoyed. Not afraid. Not yet.

Brother Aldric leaned in the archway with a basket of finger bones under one arm, pale-eyed and solemn as a penitent, though he had never done penitence well. He told her she had missed supper.

She told him the dead were better company.

He said, “The dead don’t save you bread.”

She had smiled.

Then the first scream cut through the catacombs.

Memory did not ask permission to continue.

The tallow lamps guttered as the upper gate broke. Boots thundered overhead. Not panicked boots. Organized ones. Inquisitor steel struck stone in disciplined rhythm. Orders moved down the tunnels in men’s voices wearing scripture for armor.

Purge the unclean.

Seal the lower ossuary.

No survivors unless marked for warning.

Aldric dropped the basket.

Finger bones scattered across the floor.

Isolde remembered one rolling to touch her bare foot.

She remembered thinking, absurdly, that it had been rude not to pick it up.

Then the fire came.

Not wild flame. Holy flame. Trained flame. Fire that crawled in lines along the prayer cloths first, eating the embroidered names of the dead before it touched flesh. The cult had wards against rot, theft, grave-collapse, restless spirits, and one ambitious summer of flesh-eating moths. They had no wards against men who arrived believing themselves merciful.

Mother Ysabet met them at the central crypt.

She wore bone-white robes and had blood on her chin from biting her own tongue while drawing power. Isolde saw her lift both hands. Saw the ground answer. Saw three generations of the beloved dead rise from their niches with flowers still tangled in their ribs.

For one breath, the catacombs belonged to them.

Then Halvard Roskin stepped through the smoke.

Younger. Broader. The same pale eyes.

He carried no torch.

He did not need one.

The inquisitors behind him dragged a woman forward by her hair. Nessa. Kitchen Nessa, who sang off-key and kissed every skull before shelving it because she said manners cost nothing. Her mouth was split. One eye swollen shut.

Halvard put his sword through her throat and watched Mother Ysabet’s concentration break.

That was all it took.

Fire surged into the dead.

Bone cracked in the heat. Beloved hands burned. The raised corpses fell twitching, not because they felt pain, but because the magic holding them had been severed at its root.

Aldric grabbed Isolde from behind.

His hand clamped over her mouth.

She fought him.

She bit him hard enough to taste blood.

He did not let go.

He dragged her backward into a burial niche meant for children and pressed her beneath his body as the massacre moved down the hall.

She watched through the gap between his elbow and the stone.

Watched Mother Ysabet forced to her knees.

Watched the youngest initiate, Tavin, no more than seven and always sticky with honey, run from behind a pillar because children trusted the world to make exceptions for smallness.

An inquisitor caught him by the back of his robe.

Tavin screamed Isolde’s name.

Not Mother Ysabet’s.

Not Aldric’s.

Hers.

The man snapped his neck with one hand.

Efficiently.

Almost gently.

That was the worst of it for a long time, that almost.

Isolde’s scream stayed trapped behind Aldric’s palm. It filled her skull until there was no room for anything else. Not prayer. Not fear. Not even grief.

Halvard heard something.

His head turned.

Aldric stopped breathing above her.

Smoke drifted past the niche.

Halvard’s boots entered Isolde’s narrow view. Black leather. Ash at the toes. A drop of Nessa’s blood sliding along one seam.

He crouched.

For a moment, through smoke and shadow and Aldric’s trembling arm, Isolde looked directly into the face of the man who had come to teach mercy.

He saw her.

She knew he saw her.

His gaze moved from her eyes to Aldric’s blood-slick hand pressed over her mouth, to the child’s vertebra clutched in her fist. Tavin’s. She did not remember picking it up. She never would.

Behind Halvard, Mother Ysabet spat blood onto the stones and began to sing.

Not loudly.

Enough.

The dead heard her.

All of them.

Every corpse in the catacombs shifted.

Every skull turned toward its name.

Halvard stood.

“Leave one,” he said.

The inquisitor beside him hesitated. “Grand Inquisitor?”

“For the warning.”

Then he walked away.

Mother Ysabet’s song broke when they burned out her tongue.

The memory jumped, as memories did when the mind had learned to survive by cutting its own rope.

Night.

Silence.

Aldric’s body no longer covering hers.

The catacombs reeking of cooked meat, wet ash, and sanctified oil.

Isolde crawling over the dead on hands and knees. Her palms slipping. Her throat torn raw from the sound that finally came once no living person remained to hear it.

Tavin’s head turned at an impossible angle.

Mother Ysabet’s fingers burned down to black hooks.

Nessa’s lips parted around a song she would never finish.

Isolde knelt among them and placed Tavin’s vertebra beneath her tongue.

The first raising tore something inside her that had never healed correctly.

Good.

Some wounds were doors. Some doors deserved to remain open.

She called them by
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