
        
            
                
            
        

    
THORNBLOOD SAINT


Book 1 — THORNBORN


Chapter 1: The Fall They Bought

The pit smelled like old blood, piss, lamp oil, and the kind of bad decisions people paid to watch from a safe distance.

Mara Vey stood in the center of it with her jaw set and her knuckles wrapped in cloth gone stiff with somebody else’s blood. Sand clung to the sweat on her shins. The crowd above her leaned over the rail in patchwork coats and shrine beads and dock leathers, all of them eager in the cheap, ugly way people got when pain belonged to someone else.

A bell rang once.

Not the start bell. The warning bell.

Brack Voss stood at the edge of the pit with one boot on the timber lip, smiling down at her like a man admiring livestock he’d already sold twice. Thick coat. Good gloves. No dirt on him anywhere important. He held a silver ring between finger and thumb and turned it so the lamplight flashed.

Their signal.

Take the fall.

Mara spat blood into the sand and looked away from him.

Brack’s smile stayed where it was, but it went meaner around the edges.

“Last chance,” he called down, not bothering to lower his voice. “Go down in the second. Make it pretty. Debt drops by a quarter.”

A few men in the front rows laughed. They knew the game. Everybody near the pit knew the game. Brack owned fighters, bouts, bookies, and three of the guards pretending to keep things honest. He probably owned the man ringing the bells, too. Hell, if the gods had come down for a wager, Brack would’ve found a way to put a leash on them.

Mara rolled her shoulders, testing the ache there.

A quarter.

How generous. What a prince.

She looked at her opponent across the sand.

Harl Rowan. Bigger than her by two stone, maybe three. Thick through the chest, shaved head, scar across the mouth. Usually he fought slow and cruel. Tonight he looked almost apologetic.

That was the worst part.

Not the rigging. Not Brack. Not even the crowd.

The apology.

Harl lifted his hands.

“Don’t make this stupid,” he said quietly.

Mara barked a laugh that hurt her ribs and showed him blood on her teeth.

“Bit late for that.”

The start bell rang.

Harl came in like a cart rolling downhill—heavy, direct, no wasted motion. Mara slipped the first grab, turned her hip, and drove a short shot into his liver. The crowd made that delighted animal noise they always made when a body folded the right way. Harl grunted, stepped wide, and clipped her ear with the back of his wrist.

Pain flashed white.

Good. Fine. Whatever.

She circled left. He cut her off. She went low, hammered his knee, then came upstairs with two fast punches to the mouth. Blood sprayed. Harl’s expression changed from reluctant to annoyed.

Above them, Brack didn’t move.

The silver ring flashed once more.

Second round, he’d said.

Make it pretty.

Mara ducked a hook that could’ve cracked a joist and put her shoulder into Harl’s chest. He gave ground half a step. She heard the crowd shift. Surprise. Interest. Hope, maybe. There was always hope in a pit. Hope somebody would bleed more interestingly than expected.

Harl caught her by the back of the neck and kneed her in the thigh hard enough to deaden it. She snarled and raked her thumb along the scar tissue under his jaw. Cheap. Effective. He hissed and shoved her off.

“Brack paid you,” Harl muttered.

“He owes me more.”

That got a grin out of him, brief and ugly. Then he drove a fist into her ribs.

Something in her side gave with a hot, wet little click.

Mara staggered back, sucked air, got none of it, and nearly went to one knee.

The crowd roared for that.

Above them, Brack raised two fingers.

Second round.

He wanted his show.

Mara straightened anyway.

The sand under her boots shifted. Not from the fight. Not from Harl. Just a little wrongness, as if the ground had breathed and thought better of it. She ignored it. There were old root-lines all through this district from the forest verge. The whole town had been built too close to things it didn’t understand and then acted offended when the ground moved funny.

Harl saw her wince and committed.

He rushed.

Mara let him.

She gave him space to think he had her, then stepped inside his reach and slammed an elbow into his throat. Not enough to kill. Enough to make his eyes water. She hit him again, left-right-left, all short, brutal work, no flourish. He covered up. She pivoted and tried to take the leg.

And that was when she felt it.

The drag.

A fraction slow on her bad side. Just enough.

Harl’s knee slammed into her face.

Light burst behind her eyes. The pit tilted. She hit the sand on one hand and one knee with blood pouring from her nose.

The crowd counted for a knockdown even though nobody in the pit bothered pretending rules mattered.

“One!”

“Two!”

“Stay there,” Brack called. Pleasant as a man discussing weather. “Be sensible for once in your life.”

Mara wiped blood from her mouth with the back of her wrist.

The cloth around her knuckles had come loose. Her left hand was swelling already.

Three.

Four.

She looked up at Brack.

He had that look on him. That smug, settled certainty that came over cruel men when they thought the world had finally admitted they were right. He’d lent her the money after the winter fever took her sister and the burial men wanted coin up front. He’d lent it quickly. Kindly, if you were stupid enough to confuse speed with mercy. Then interest had bred interest, as rot bred flies, and the pit had become her trade because Brack always had a clever new number to write beside her name.

Go down. Debt drops by a quarter.

He thought she belonged to the arithmetic.

Mara pushed herself upright at five.

The crowd loved that. They always loved the brave thing right before it got punished.

Harl swore under his breath. “Mara.”

“Hit me then,” she said.

He did.

Fist to the body. Hook to the jaw. Cross to the temple.

She took the body shot and nearly folded. Took the hook and heard a tooth crack. Took the cross and walked backward three steps because her legs had apparently misplaced their loyalty.

The bell rang for round’s end.

Harl stepped away, breathing hard.

Mara spat half a tooth into the sand.

The handlers came in with towels and water and lies. Brack climbed down just enough to lean over the rail near her corner. He didn’t crouch. Men like Brack didn’t bend unless there was profit under the furniture.

“You stupid bitch,” he said softly, smiling all the while for the gamblers nearby. “You had one job.”

Mara sat on the stool because standing had become an abstract concept. Her right eye was swelling shut. Her ribs burned every time she breathed.

“Thought I’d try disappointing you fresh.”

Brack clicked his tongue.

“Do you know what disappoints me? Assets that mistake stubbornness for leverage.” He held up the silver ring again. “Second round, you fall. Third, if you must make a theater of it. But you fall.”

She looked at the ring. Then at him.

Then she laughed.

It came out ragged and wet and probably a touch unhinged, but there it was.

Brack’s smile vanished.

“You owe for the burial. You owe for the room. You owe for the wraps, the physician, the food, the losses on the Delve Street fiasco, and the interest on all of it. You are not special, Mara. You are a ledger line with hands.”

“Funny,” she said. “Ledger lines don’t usually break noses.”

Brack leaned closer. She smelled citrus oil on him, clean and sharp, obscene in the pit stink.

“You think I need you whole?”

That landed harder than Harl’s fist.

Not because it was clever. Because it was true.

The bell rang again.

Brack straightened, smile back in place like a mask being hooked on. “Down in this round, and perhaps I leave you enough teeth to chew.”

Mara rose from the stool because staying seated would have counted as obedience, and fuck that.

Round two began with Harl slower, sadder, and far more dangerous. He knew now that she wasn’t going to take the easy road to a loss. That meant Brack had likely told him what the hard road looked like.

Mara moved first.

She slipped inside his guard and worked the body again, punishing the liver shot from round one. Harl grunted, turned, and clubbed her across the back. Fire ran down her spine. She hit him twice more anyway. He caught the third punch, twisted, and flung her into the timber wall hard enough to rattle the boards.

The crowd screamed for blood.

She gave them some by coughing it onto the sand.

Harl stalked in. Mara shoved off the wall and hit him with everything left in her legs. They crashed together. He was stronger. She was meaner. For one beautiful second, meanness almost won.

Then a shape moved at the pit edge.

One of Brack’s men.

Not Harl’s corner. Not a handler. One of Brack’s actual kennel bastards with the broken nose and the dockhook scar.

He dragged a boot across the lip where Mara had been circling, dropping a line of slick dark grit into the sand as she passed.

Rosin mixed with oil.

Cheap sabotage. Effective as hell.

Mara’s next step skidded.

Harl’s fist came down like judgement.

It smashed into her cheek and put her flat on her back staring up at the lamps.

There was a moment after the hit where everything went far away. Noise turned watery. Faces blurred at the rim of the pit like fish peering down through bad glass.

She could stay there.

That was the thing.

She could.

Take the loss. Keep breathing. Wake up tomorrow with one less debt and three more humiliations.

But then she saw Brack’s face above the rail.

Not the public face. The real one.

Satisfied.

Finished.

As if the matter were settled.

And some black, bitter knot in Mara’s chest cinched tight enough to hurt worse than the broken ribs.

No.

No, you don’t get that.

The count started again.

She rolled, vomited blood into the sand, and got one knee under her.

The crowd lost its goddamn mind.

Harl looked at her the way sane men looked at storms rolling uphill.

“Stay down,” he said.

Mara pushed to her feet, swaying.

“Make me.”

Harl closed his eyes once, almost respectful.

Then he beat the hell out of her.

There was no technique left in it after that, not really. Just damage. Body. Head. Ribs. Side. A knee that nearly took her off her feet. A shove into the wall. A fist like a brick landing just above the heart. Mara answered where she could—with elbows, with short hooks, with one filthy bite to the wrist when he tried to clinch. She split his lip. Opened his eyebrow. Made him bleed enough that the crowd could still pretend it had been a contest.

But the outcome had been purchased before the bell.

At last Harl planted his feet and hit her clean with the right hand.

The world went black around the edges.

Her legs folded.

She hit the sand face-first.

This time she didn’t get up.

The bell rang.

The crowd howled, jeered, laughed, demanded payouts.

Above, Brack clapped once. Just once. Neat little bastard.

Hands grabbed Mara under the arms. Somebody rolled her over. Lamp light stabbed her ruined eye. Blood ran warm into her ear.

Harl’s face hovered over hers for a moment, split lip and all.

“Should’ve taken the quarter,” he muttered.

Mara tried to answer. What came out was a bubble of red and something that might once have been a word.

Harl stood and walked away to take his purse and whatever peace a man like him could still afford.

Brack climbed down into the pit at last.

He crouched beside her, careful of the blood. Always careful of the blood when it wasn’t his.

“Now,” he said quietly, “that was expensive.”

Mara forced one eye open.

“Thought you liked a show.”

“I like returns.”

He looked her over clinically, as if deciding whether repairs were worth the bother.

Then he stood.

“Take her out back,” he told his men. “Strip the wraps, the boots, anything with value. If the physician says she lives, put her in the cart with the other defaults.”

A pause.

“Shrine collectors are taking bodies at dawn.”

One of the men chuckled. “Alive or dead?”

Brack adjusted his cuffs. “They pay less for breathing. But not enough less to matter.”

He turned to go.

Mara found just enough spit and spite to speak.

“Brack.”

He glanced back.

“When I’m dead,” she rasped, “I hope your cock rots off first.”

For the first time all night, his composure slipped. Not much. Just a flicker. But she saw it.

Then he smiled again.

“That,” he said, “is why you’re bad for business.”

He walked away.

The men hauled her from the pit like butcher’s waste, her boots furrowing lines through blood-wet sand. Above, the crowd had already moved on to new wagers, new shouting, new appetites. The pit swallowed pain fast. It had to. There was always more coming.

Mara drifted in and out as they dragged her through the back corridor under the stands.

Timbers. Mud. Dripping pipes. Voices.

At one point she saw the night through a half-open door—a smear of cold lamplight, fog over the verge road, and beyond it the black wall of the Briar line crouched against the horizon like something waiting.

Breathing.

Watching.

The men dumped her onto a cart bed with two other bodies, or maybe one body and one man dying slowly. Hard to tell in the dark. Wheels jolted. Every rut drove nails through her ribs. Her blood soaked the boards under her. Somewhere close by, one of Brack’s bastards started whistling.

Dawn for the shrine collectors.

That was the plan.

Sell what was left.

Mara lay on her back, half blind, half broken, tasting blood and old wood and the iron stink of the cart. Above her the sky was a dirty strip between canvas flaps. No stars. Just low cloud and the promise of rain.

She should have been afraid.

She was, a bit.

Mostly she was furious.

At Brack. At the pit. At the numbers written beside her name. At the whole mean, petty machine of it.

The cart jolted again. Pain crashed through her hard enough to make her black out for a heartbeat.

When she surfaced, she heard it.

Not the wheels.

Not the men.

Something else, deep under the road.

A slow pulse.

Like roots shifting in wet earth.

Like a heart learning her name.


Chapter 2: Paid in Meat

The road out to the verge was mostly mud, old wheel ruts, and the sort of silence men used when they were doing something ugly enough to want no witnesses but common enough not to lose sleep over it.

Mara came back to herself in pieces.

The first piece was pain.

That arrived faithful as tax. Ribs grinding every time the cart hit a rut. Jaw swelling. One eye glued half shut with drying blood. A hot, deep ache under her breastbone where Harl’s last punch had landed like a debt collector with principles.

The second piece was cold.

Not winter cold. Verge cold. The damp, root-sour chill that rolled off the land near the Cathedral of Briars before dawn. It got into clothes, joints, bandages, and thoughts. Even half-conscious, Mara knew where they were headed by that alone.

The third piece was voices.

“—told you she’d still be breathing.”

“Barely. Counts less.”

“Everything counts less when Brack’s doing the arithmetic.”

A laugh. Boots sloshing through mud. Harness leather creaking.

Mara kept her breathing shallow and stupid-looking. Men transporting bodies preferred them quiet. Quiet bodies got kicked less.

“Strip the wraps,” one of them said.

A hand caught at her wrist and yanked. The cloth wound around her knuckles peeled away, taking skin with it.

That got a reaction out of her despite herself—a sharp breath between her teeth.

“Well look at that,” said the same voice. “Pit dog’s still got air.”

Another one leaned over the cart. Dockhook Scar. She recognized the shape of his face before her good eye focused it properly: broad nose broken badly and never set right, beard grown in patchy over an old hook wound running from lip to throat.

“Brack said strip anything with value,” he said. “Not waste time chatting her up.”

“She’s got boots.”

“Then take the fucking boots.”

Hands grabbed one ankle. Mara kicked on instinct.

It had all the force of a dying mule. Still enough to catch someone in the wrist.

“Whore!”

A fist slammed into her shin, then another into the side of her knee for good measure. Bright little stars flashed behind her eye.

“There,” Dockhook Scar said. “Now she’s more cooperative.”

They hauled one boot off, then the other. The cold bit fast through her socks, such as they were. Somebody tugged at the cheap leather belt around her waist and found nothing but a worn buckle and more bad luck than resale value.

“Shirt too?”

“Nah. Shrine bastards don’t like them naked unless they’re on the hooks already.”

Hooks.

Nice.

Mara cracked her eye open a fraction.

There were three of Brack’s men walking alongside the cart. Dockhook Scar. A younger one with pinched cheeks and bad skin. An older bastard with a drooping mustache and a cudgel hanging from one wrist loop. The cart horse plodded on through ground fog, its breath smoking white. Ahead, beyond the road’s last stretch of scattered hovels and leaning fence posts, the land dipped toward the border trench.

And beyond that, the Briars.

Even in the dark they made the horizon look wrong. No clean line of trees. No ordinary forest silhouette. The Cathedral of Briars rose in layered masses of interwoven black growth, too dense and too deliberate, all hooked branchwork and root towers and thorn tangles knitting the sky into something meaner. It looked less like woodland and more like a barricade some god had grown after a very ugly argument.

The young one noticed her eye open.

“She’s awake.”

Dockhook Scar glanced over. “So die quieter.”

Mara licked blood off her lip. Her mouth tasted like iron filings and old copper coins.

“Brack send flowers?” she asked.

The young one laughed before he remembered he ought to hate her.

Dockhook Scar grinned instead. “No. But he did say if you make the shrine boys any trouble, we can take your fingers first.”

“Which fingers?” Mara rasped. “I’ve got preferences.”

He reached up and backhanded her across the mouth. Not hard. Just to remind the world of its shape.

“Still lively,” Mustache said. “Might fetch something.”

“Breathers fetch half unless they’re pretty,” Dockhook Scar said.

He leaned closer.

“You’re not pretty right now, Mara.”

She gave him her bloodiest smile.

“Must be why your mother cried after.”

That got another hit. Harder this time. Her head bounced off the cart boards and blacked out for half a second.

Worth it.

The cart rolled on.

Dawn bled slowly into the east, grey and thin and reluctant. The verge road widened near the trench into a churned clearing filled with old wagon tracks and ash piles. A few crude sheds stood there, plank-built and shrine-marked, each roof beaded with wet. Tall poles ringed the clearing, and from some of them hung little iron lantern cages gone dark with soot.

At first Mara thought the shapes near the sheds were stacked timber.

Then one shifted.

Bodies.

Not stacked neatly. Piled. Covered in rough tarps where someone had made the effort, open to the weather where they hadn’t. Some wore shrine tags on their wrists. Some had boots missing, belts cut, pockets turned out.

Paid in meat.

The cart slowed.

By the trench itself stood three shrine attendants in ash-grey robes under waxed cloaks. Their hems were dark with mud. Briar insignia had been sewn over older stitch holes, as if the order changed names often enough to save thread by keeping the old clothes. One held a lantern staff. Another carried a slate board. The third had hands tucked up in sleeves and the pinched, watchful face of a man who’d spent years mistaking caution for holiness.

That one stepped forward as the cart pulled up.

“Late.”

Dockhook Scar hopped down from the wheel and spread his hands. “Road’s mud.”

“Road was mud yesterday.”

“Then nothing here should surprise you.”

The shrine man did not laugh. That seemed a popular choice among the faithful.

He peered into the cart. His gaze moved across the bodies and paused on Mara when he saw her looking back.

“Breathing.”

“Barely,” Dockhook Scar said. “Close enough.”

The shrine man’s lip curled a fraction. “Close enough is not the rate.”

“Brack says you pay corpse price for verge defaults. Breathing or not.”

“Brack says many things. Most of them become less interesting once written down.”

The man with the slate board stepped up and began marking columns with a stylus.

“How many?”

“Three and a half,” Dockhook Scar said.

Slate Man looked up. “Half?”

Dockhook Scar jerked a thumb at Mara. “That one’s argumentative.”

For the first time the shrine man addressed her directly.

“Can you stand?”

“Can you fuck yourself?” Mara asked.

The slap came from the lantern-bearer this time, sharp enough to turn her face.

The shrine man sighed, as if all this vulgarity were tiring him personally.

“No,” he said. “Half-rate.”

Dockhook Scar bristled. “She fought in the pit three hours ago. Good muscle. Shrine can use her for whatever root nonsense it does.”

“We use intact offerings,” the man said. “Not butchered debt refuse.”

That word hung there: offerings.

Not bodies. Not patients. Not dead.

Offerings.

Mara felt something small and cold crawl through her bruised gut.

Mustache spat into the mud. “Then what’s the point of carting them out here?”

The shrine man looked at him like one might look at a dog asking algebra.

“The Briars waste little.”

Dockhook Scar frowned. “That a quote?”

“It is instruction.”

He nodded to the trench.

“Unload.”

The trench ran longer than Mara had expected, a wide cut in the earth lined with old root growth and black standing water. In places the roots had pushed through the sides in riblike knots. In other places they had been hacked back with saws and left to ooze dark sap that had dried to lacquer on the mud.

Bodies already lay down there. Some recent. Some not.

Crows watched from the posts and did not come near.

That was wrong enough to feel through a concussion.

The horse sidled and rolled its eyes white toward the Briars.

Dockhook Scar climbed into the cart bed.

“All right, deadweights.”

He grabbed the first body by the shoulders and dragged it to the rear. The man’s arm flopped loose, wrist tagged with twine and a lead seal. Dockhook dumped him over the side. The body hit the mud below with a sound too heavy to be dramatic about it.

The second one—a woman Mara dimly remembered from some warehouse ring two districts over—followed.

Then it was her turn.

Dockhook bent, got his hands under her arms, and grunted. “Hells, you got heavier while losing.”

“Maybe you’re weak,” Mara said.

“Maybe I’ll test it on your teeth.”

He hauled her to the edge. Pain skittered white-hot up her side. She bit it back because screaming in front of these bastards would’ve been giving them a little present, and she was all out of gifts.

At the lip of the cart he paused.

“See, here’s the thing,” he said softly, only for her. “You should’ve taken the quarter.”

Mara stared up at him through one swollen eye.

“See, here’s the thing,” she whispered back. “I’d still rather eat glass.”

He grinned.

“Maybe you will.”

And shoved.

The drop was not far, but it felt like being pulled apart. She hit the side of the trench first, slid through slime and loose earth, then landed twisted among roots and cold mud with enough force to wrench a sound out of her that was almost a sob and almost a snarl and fully embarrassing.

Above, boots shuffled. Coins clinked.

“Two whole, one half,” Slate Man said.

“Minus cart fee,” Dockhook answered.

“Cart fee was included in the last arrangement.”

“Last arrangement had cleaner goods.”

The shrine man ignored him and looked down into the trench. Not at the dead. At Mara.

She was suddenly certain he was checking whether she might climb out.

He leaned to the lantern-bearer and murmured something too low to catch.

The lantern-bearer scowled. “Waste.”

“Not ours,” said the shrine man.

He turned away.

That stung more than it had any right to. Not even worth a proper murder. Just an accounting inconvenience tipped into a ditch.

Men started unloading other carts in the clearing. More bodies. More mud. More low-voiced haggling over the exact value of wrecked human beings under poor dawn light.

Mara lay still and breathed as little as possible.

The trench stank of wet soil, old rot, and something sweeter under it. Not decay exactly. Sap, maybe. Crushed green matter. A living smell threaded through the death.

A body beside her shifted.

Mara froze.

Then the figure made a weak, bubbling sound.

Alive.

A man, maybe forty, with one side of his face purple-black and a puncture wound in the neck plugged clumsily with cloth. One of his eyes opened. Found hers. Stayed there with the vague horror of two strangers meeting at the bottom of a very final decision.

“You breathing?” he whispered.

“Apparently.”

He gave a tiny laugh that turned into a wet cough.

“That’ll get you in trouble.”

Above, the wheels began moving again. Brack’s men had their coin and no reason to linger.

“Help me,” the man said.

Mara almost laughed herself. She could barely feel her left foot.

“With what?”

“Out.”

He lifted one trembling hand toward the trench wall. It slipped back uselessly into the mud.

Mara turned her head. Every motion cost. The roots nearest her shoulder were thicker than a man’s arm and slick with moisture. One pulsed under the bark. Not imagination. Not concussion. It pulsed.

Somewhere beyond the trench, deep in the Briars, something answered.

Slow.

Patient.

The same deep current she’d half-heard from the cart now ran through the ground beneath her spine. Not a sound exactly. A rhythm. As if the whole verge were lying over a buried organ the size of a city.

The injured man saw her looking past him.

“What?” he whispered.

Mara did not answer. Her good eye had fixed on one of the exposed roots jutting through the trench wall.

There was blood on it.

Not fresh enough to shine. Fresh enough to matter.

The root drank it.

Not quickly. Not dramatically. Just drew the smear inward until the red was gone.

Mara stared.

The man beside her made the sign wardens, pilgrims, and fools used near the Briars.

“No,” he muttered. “No, no, no.”

Above them, the clearing had thinned. One shrine lantern still burned near the sheds. The grey-robed attendants were moving off toward the trench’s far end, where narrow plank walkways led to smaller cuttings and low stone arches built into the slope. Collection points. Rite stations. Whatever polite name the order gave the place when donors were listening.

Rain began in a thin drift, dimpling the black water pooled under the roots.

The live man beside Mara shivered hard enough to knock his teeth together.

“Please,” he whispered again. “I’ve got daughters.”

Mara closed her eye for one breath.

Opened it.

“You can move your arm?”

He stared at her, startled by the question. “A bit.”

“Then don’t beg. Crawl.”

A spark lit somewhere behind his fear. Not much. Enough.

He braced one elbow under himself and dragged forward an inch.

Mud sucked at him. The effort nearly killed him. Still, it was movement.

Mara tried to do the same and found out just how badly Harl had worked her over. Her right arm trembled and slipped. Her ribs screamed. Something warm crawled down her side under the ruined remains of her shirt.

Lovely.

She got her forearm under her and lifted anyway.

The trench wall loomed close, roots knotting through it like muscle. Above, maybe six feet to the lip. Might as well have been a cathedral tower. But one section had caved in where old mud had slumped between thicker root ridges. There. If she could reach that. If her leg held. If the world developed a sense of humour all of a sudden.

The live man gave a breathy moan.

A root had pressed through the mud near his thigh.

It wasn’t moving quickly. It wasn’t attacking.

It was just… there now, where it had not been a moment before.

Mara’s skin went tight.

“Don’t bleed on it,” she said.

“What?”

“Don’t. Bleed. On it.”

He looked down, confused, then saw the seep at his neck wound dripping through the cloth.

Too late.

The root twitched.

Not like a snake. More like a hand hearing its name.

The man made a sound that turned Mara’s stomach over. Not because it was loud. Because it was small. Thin. A child’s fear in a grown man’s ruined throat.

Mara moved.

Thinking later, she’d decide that was mostly habit and maybe ten percent decency. In the moment it was just reaction. She lunged through the mud, caught the root with both hands, and yanked it away from the man’s leg before it could curl.

The surface felt wet and alive under her palms.

Then the world punched her.

Pain shot up both arms, not from a thorn or a cut, but from the contact itself—a hot electrical surge running bone-deep. Mara cried out and fell backward into the mud. The root recoiled like a struck tendon and withdrew half into the trench wall.

Above, one of the shrine lanterns turned.

Someone had heard.

“Movement below,” a voice called.

Mara rolled toward the caved section of wall, grabbed the live man by the front of his ruined coat, and hissed through broken teeth.

“Crawl now, or die interesting.”

That got him moving.

Not well. Not fast. But he clawed forward, hauling his weight through mud and roots toward the slump in the wall while voices gathered above and boots thudded on planks.

Mara dug fingers into the earth and followed, every breath a blade.

The trench around them seemed to wake in small, hateful ways. Roots flexed under mud. Water rippled without wind. That deep pulse under the ground beat once, then again, closer now, as though something far larger than the shrine, the road, or Brack’s petty little kingdom had noticed there were still living things in the ditch.

Above, the lantern light swung nearer.

Below, Mara reached for the collapsed wall.

And the earth under her hand breathed.


Chapter 3: Corpse Ditch Breathing

The earth under Mara’s hand breathed.

Not shifted. Not settled. Not some ordinary slide of wet soil giving way under too much rain and too many corpses.

Breathed.

The mud swelled under her palm, warm for one obscene second, then sank again with a slow inward drag like something below the trench had taken a careful breath through a mouthful of roots.

Mara froze.

Beside her, the half-dead man made a noise like he’d swallowed a prayer wrong.

Above, lantern light spilled over the trench lip in a yellow arc as boots hammered along the planks.

“There!” someone shouted. “By the cave-in!”

Perfect. Lovely. Everything going beautifully.

Mara dug her fingers into the slumped section of wall and hauled herself forward. Mud gave under her nails. Her injured side lit up with such sharp pain that her vision blurred white at the edges. She kept moving anyway, because staying still in a corpse trench while the roots got ideas seemed like a poor long-term plan.

The man behind her clawed at her ankle.

“Don’t leave me.”

“Then crawl faster.”

He coughed wetly. “I’m trying.”

“Well, try like the world’s ending.”

Another breath moved through the trench. This time the roots answered.

Not all at once. Just enough to make the skin between Mara’s shoulders crawl. A black cord of root as thick as her wrist pressed out of the wall near the dead woman’s shoulder. Smaller ones twitched under the water. The mud around the bodies puckered and shifted as if things beneath it were choosing directions.

Above them, a lantern-bearer reached the trench edge and thrust his light down.

Mara looked up through rain and blood and saw three shrine men peering over like disappointed undertakers.

“One’s moving,” the lantern-bearer said.

“Then stop it,” said the narrow-faced clerk from the cart, already irritated by the administrative burden of her continued existence.

The lantern staff dipped. Light washed over Mara, the other man, the slick root-ribs lining the trench.

Then the clerk saw the movement in the mud.

His annoyance changed shape.

“Back,” he snapped.

The lantern-bearer frowned. “What?”

“Back from the lip, idiot.”

Too slow.

A root punched out of the trench wall beneath the lantern-bearer’s boot, thick as a cudgel and barbed with hooked thorn nubs. It struck the plank edge, splintered it, and nearly took the man off his feet. He yelped, windmilled, and would have gone into the ditch if the third shrine attendant hadn’t caught his cloak.

Mara did not waste the distraction.

She lunged for the caved section and climbed.

Climbed was generous. There should have been a cleaner word for hauling oneself up a mud wall like butcher’s waste with all the grace of a kicked dog. But she made height, and right now that was enough. Fingers into root cracks. Knee into slick earth. Bad leg shaking. Ribs grinding. Rain in one eye and blood in the other.

The injured man scrambled after her with all the awful clumsiness of somebody dying on a schedule.

Below them, the trench came alive properly.

Bodies shifted as roots moved beneath and through them. Water trembled. One corpse rolled onto its side as a black root slid under the spine and lifted. The dead woman’s arm jerked upward, not from life but from the plant matter using old joints as pulleys.

The half-dead man made a broken sound.

Mara did not look back again. She’d seen enough. The Briars wasted little, apparently. Good to know the local religion had a slogan and a work ethic.

A hand grabbed for her from above.

For one stupid moment she thought someone meant to help.

Then the lantern-bearer swung the butt of his staff down at her face.

Mara jerked sideways on instinct. The iron-capped wood cracked against the wall where her skull had been and showered her with wet dirt.

“Fall back in,” he snarled. “You’re marked!”

Mara hung one-handed from a root knob and stared up at him in disbelief.

“Is this really,” she gasped, “how you lot do outreach?”

He raised the staff again.

A blur came out of the rain to his left.

A crow? No. Too big. Too low.

It hit the lantern-bearer’s face in a burst of black wings and hooked beak, shrieking hard enough to make everyone flinch. The man screamed and stumbled backward, dropping the lantern into the mud. It guttered out at once.

The bird sprang away from him and landed on a post with the ugly confidence of a creature that feared nothing in this clearing anymore.

Not a crow. Something Briar-fed. Too lean, too dark, its feathers shot through with thornlike quills.

The clerk made the sign against the Cathedral.

Mara took the invitation.

She heaved herself over the lip, hit the verge mud on both knees, and nearly passed out then and there. The other man scrabbled up beside her, sobbing with effort. Behind them the trench boiled with root movement. Ahead of them stretched the clearing, the sheds, the trench road, and beyond all that, the huge black wall of the Briars crouched against the wet dawn.

The shrine attendants backed away from the ditch.

That was interesting.

They weren’t scared of her. Not really. Scared of the trench. Scared of whatever line had just been crossed.

The clerk recovered first. Men like that always did. Panic was for laborers and believers. Clerks preferred procedure.

“Take them,” he snapped.

Lantern-bearer, face bleeding from the bird’s work, came in hard with the staff. The third attendant drew a hooked knife meant more for cutting root growth than fighting people, but a blade was a blade and Mara had too many holes in her already to be precious about the distinction.

She got one foot under herself.

The world tilted.

Held.

Fine.

The half-dead man beside her lurched to run and immediately slipped in the mud. The hooked knife man stepped past Mara, going for the easier target.

Mara grabbed his ankle.

It wasn’t elegant. It wasn’t strong. It was a muddy, desperate yank done by a woman who had been sold twice before breakfast.

It worked anyway.

He went down on one knee with a curse. Mara surged up into him and drove the crown of her head into his mouth.

There was a satisfying crunch.

He toppled backward into the muck, hands to his face, blood leaking through his fingers.

Then the lantern-bearer hit her in the side with the staff.

Pain exploded through her ribs so violently she folded around it. One of the breaks shifted. Maybe more than one. She tasted bile. The man drew back for another swing, mean-faced and eager now that he’d found something soft to hit.

Mara got her hands on the staff as it came down.

Bad choice for both of them.

The iron cap smashed her forearm. She nearly let go on the spot. But she held, teeth bared, and yanked him forward into the range where his nice long weapon turned into a badly chosen stick.

He was bigger than her and better fed and considerably less broken, but he had not spent the previous evening being professionally beaten for money. Mara had. There was skill transfer there.

She drove her forehead into his nose.

It broke wet.

He screamed.

She wrenched the staff sideways, got enough control to step in close, and rammed the butt into his throat.

He gagged and fell backward, clutching at himself.

The clerk had sensibly retreated three paces and was now shouting for the shed guards, who were either too far off to hear or wisely pretending this all sounded like someone else’s problem.

Mara turned toward him.

He raised both hands, not to surrender but to ward her off, as if debt fighters carried plague by touch.

“You don’t understand what you are,” he said.

“Don’t understand what you are either,” Mara said, and staggered toward him.

That was as far as she got, because the half-dead man made a bubbling shriek behind her.

Mara turned.

He had made it three limping steps toward the road when a root burst from the mud under him and wrapped his ankle. Another caught behind the knee. He hit the ground face-first, clawing furrows through the muck. The roots did not yank him under dramatically. They just started pulling. Patient. Steady. Back toward the trench.

“No!” he screamed. “Please—please—”

Mara took one step that way.

The clerk bolted.

Cowardice, she thought dimly, had impeccable timing.

The other two attendants were already retreating as the trench roots spread through the clearing. Thin exploratory lines pressed through the mud like black veins under skin. The horse screamed in harness and tore loose from the cart, vanishing into the rain with the traces snapping behind it.

The whole clearing had become a very bad idea.

The man on the ground was still reaching for Mara.

She looked at him. At the roots. At the trench. At the Briars beyond.

Then she moved toward him anyway, because apparently getting killed for strangers had joined stubbornness as one of her more irritating traits.

She seized both his wrists and pulled.

Nothing.

The roots held fast.

He was crying now. Not loudly. Just leaking it around the terror. Mara braced one bare foot in the mud and hauled again until her vision sparked. One of the roots shifted half an inch. Another tightened.

Something under the ground pulsed once.

Hard.

The root around his leg thickened.

That did it.

Mara let go.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and hated the words before they were out.

His face changed.

Not angry. Not even surprised.

Just broken.

The roots took him.

Not underground. Not at once. They dragged him into the trench through mud and standing water, feet first, while he clawed at the earth and screamed until a root curled over his mouth and turned the sound into a gargle. Then another reached the wound in his neck.

Mara backed away.

Then she turned and ran.

Ran was ambitious. Stumbled with intent, more like. Across the clearing, past the ash sheds, through wheel ruts filling with rain. Every step jarred her ribs. Her bare feet found stones, splinters, cold mud, old bone chips. Somewhere behind her one of the shrine men shouted. Somewhere else something in the trench answered with a wet cracking sound she refused to interpret.

The road to town lay left.

The Briars lay ahead.

Which would any sane person choose?

Exactly.

Mara angled right, not for the forest itself but for the line of old verge ruins crouched between the trench works and the first true Briar growth. Half-collapsed shrines, storage huts, old ward posts—whatever the order had built before deciding proximity to a living ecosystem made them chosen instead of foolish.

Rain thickened.

Her breathing turned ragged and hot. Cold all around, fire in the ribs. She slipped once, caught herself on a stone marker carved with half-eroded briar symbols, and nearly blacked out standing up.

Get to cover.

Get out of sight.

Don’t bleed on anything that looks interested.

Simple rules. Manageable if the world would stop trying to shake itself apart under her feet.

She passed one low ruin with its roof punched in by a root thick as a wagon axle. Passed another where the doorway had been entirely swallowed by thorn growth. The Briars loomed bigger with every staggering step, not a wall now but layers within layers—black canes, hooked branches, glistening root arches, leaves dark as bruises. The place smelled green and bitter and wrong, like rainwater poured over cut stems and opened veins.

The ground pitched.

Mara caught herself against a chunk of old masonry and found she had come up against the side of a collapsed shrine built right into the verge bank. Most of the front had fallen away years ago. The remaining walls leaned inward under root pressure, and one cracked saint’s face stared blindly from a rain-black frieze over what had once been a proper doorway.

Now there was only a broken arch, half-blocked by rubble and shadow.

Behind her, voices drifted faint through the rain.

Not close. Not gone either.

Mara looked at the ruin. Looked at the Briars pressing around it. Looked back once toward the trench clearing, where lantern lights were moving like nervous little insects in the grey.

“No good choices,” she muttered.

Then she ducked into the ruin.

Inside, it smelled of wet stone, moss, and older things packed into dark corners. The roof over the first chamber had partly caved, leaving a jagged slot of morning sky. Rain dripped through in silver threads. A row of smashed alcoves lined one wall, each holding what might once have been saint-statues and now looked mostly like weathered lumps with faces gone to hell.

Mara leaned against the inner wall and let herself shake once. Hard. Then she pushed off again because stopping meant thinking and thinking meant pain becoming opinionated.

The floor sloped.

That was wrong.

Shrine floors usually didn’t do that unless someone had built badly, and while the order had many faults, gravity wasn’t usually one of them. Mara crouched carefully and wiped mud from a patch of stone with the side of her hand.

There.

Scoring lines. Circular. Old.

A seam.

She blinked at it.

The ruin wasn’t just collapsed.

Something under it had been sealed.

A gust of colder air breathed up from somewhere below, lifting the loose hair at her temple.

Mara stared at the seam in the floor while rain ticked through the broken roof and the faint shouts outside moved farther off, either because the shrine men had lost her trail or because they’d decided the Briars could finish the paperwork.

The air that came through the seam smelled nothing like the ruin.

Not moss. Not rain. Not old dust.

Sap.

Metal.

And something sharp and green under both, alive enough to make the back of her throat tighten.

She should leave.

She knew that with the cold, practical part of herself that had kept her breathing this long. Find the road. Circle wide. Steal boots from a line somewhere. Avoid shrines, pits, and any plant that seemed too enthusiastic.

Instead she pressed harder on the seam.

Nothing.

She spat blood onto the stone by accident and swore.

The blood ran into the carved line.

The floor clicked.

Mara went very still.

From beneath the ruined shrine came a deep mechanical groan followed by the scrape of stone on hidden tracks, as though something far below had just been informed—politely, by blood—that a door ought to open.

A section of the sloped floor dropped half an inch and slid aside into darkness.

Cold air rose from the opening.

Somewhere outside, not far off now, one of the shrine men shouted, “Check the verge ruins!”

Mara looked at the black stair yawning under the floor.

Then at the doorway.

Then back at the stair.

“Of course,” she whispered.

And stepped toward the dark.


Chapter 4: The Wrong Door

The stair smelled like wet stone, sap, and the kind of secrets decent people boarded over and then lied about for generations.

Mara stood at the opening with one hand braced on the edge of the shifted floor slab and looked down into blackness that seemed deeper than the ruin above had any right to allow. Narrow steps disappeared under the earth in a tight spiral, each one cut from old dark stone slick with condensation. Thin roots had wormed through the mortar in places, black as old veins.

Outside, boots splashed through the rain.

“Over there!”

Wonderful.

Mara slid into the opening and crouched low while she felt for the edge of the first step with her bare foot. Pain screamed up her side the moment she bent, which was rude but hardly surprising. The floor slab above her had not closed again. The ruin’s broken doorway still showed as a pale slash of wet grey light.

No time to admire architecture.

She started down.

The steps were steep and mean, built for shrine servants with candles and good knees, not for half-dead debt fighters leaking blood from several professionally installed holes. Mara kept one hand on the central stone post and the other against the outer wall, moving fast enough to avoid capture and slow enough not to tumble headfirst into whatever devotional nonsense waited below.

Above, voices entered the ruin.

“Tracks.”

“Blood too.”

“Good.”

She bared her teeth and kept going.

The spiral turned once, twice. The light from above shrank. The air cooled further, then changed. Less rain and stone. More root-sap and old metal. Something else threaded through it as well—a faint bitterness, green and sharp, like crushed briar leaves mixed with blood left too long in a copper bowl.

Mara nearly missed the first landing because the stair flattened without warning.

She caught herself on the wall and hissed through her teeth as her ribs protested. The landing was small, no wider than a pantry, with a sealed iron-banded door set into the stone opposite. The metal had gone black with age. Briar patterns had been hammered into it from the inside or maybe the outside—hard to tell, and not comforting either way.

There was no handle.

There was, however, a shallow basin carved into the stone beside the door at waist height. Bowl-shaped. Polished by use.

Mara stared at it.

“No,” she muttered.

Above, the shrine men found the opening.

“Here!”

“Light!”

Someone started down the stairs.

Mara looked at the basin, then at her split knuckles, then at the door.

“You really are all blood fetishists,” she said to no one in particular.

She scraped her thumb across the ragged edge of a broken nail until fresh blood welled. It hurt. Everything hurt. It was hardly worth itemizing anymore. She smeared the blood into the basin.

The briar-work on the door twitched.

Actually twitched.

Mara jerked her hand back.

A thin line of red light ran through the hammered patterns, tracing stem and thorn and leaf in a quick, hungry spread. Then came a clank from within the wall, followed by a series of heavy internal clicks.

The door opened inward half an inch.

Someone above slipped on the wet stair and swore loudly.

Mara shoved herself through the gap just before the lantern light reached the landing.

The chamber beyond swallowed her whole.

She turned on instinct and pushed the door closed with her shoulder. It slammed shut with a final iron weight that vibrated through the stone. A beat later somebody hit it from the other side.

“What in the—”

A fist pounded.

The metal didn’t so much as rattle.

Mara sagged against it and let out one shaking breath. Then another, shallower because the first had gone badly for her ribs.

“Right,” she whispered. “Brilliant. Now I’m trapped somewhere worse.”

No answer.

Only the sound of her own breathing and a low, distant hum that might have been wind if wind had ever learned patience.

It was dark, but not blind dark. Pale green bioluminescent threads ran through the walls and floor in branching lines, bright enough to sketch the shape of the place in ghost-light. The room was circular. Small. Deliberate. Old enough that time had stopped bothering to count itself properly.

The walls were made of fitted stone blocks, each one cut with shallow channels filled now with root filaments. Shelves had been carved into two sides of the chamber, though most of what they once held had rotted or collapsed into dust. On the far wall stood a statue of a hooded figure with both hands held open at chest height.

Or rather, what was left of one.

The face had been knocked off long ago.

“Well,” Mara said softly. “That seems honest.”

A crash sounded on the other side of the door. The shrine men were trying tools now. Or shoulders. Or religion. Hard to tell through iron.

Mara pushed off the door and took stock.

Badly concussed. Broken ribs—at least two, probably more, because life was being generous. Left forearm swelling. Face half pulp. No boots. No knife. No water. No food. And now she had sealed herself in a blood-activated crypt under a shrine built beside a living death-forest that used corpses as pantry stock.

She laughed once.

It came out sounding a touch feral.

“Excellent work, Mara.”

The pale root-light pulsed.

Just once.

Then again, a touch brighter.

Mara’s head came up.

The hum under the floor deepened. Not loud. Felt more than heard. A slow traveling vibration moving through the stone in a pattern too regular for chance. The branching root-lines along the walls all brightened together, then dimmed. Brightened. Dimmed.

Like circulation.

Like signals.

Not a crypt, then. Not just that. Some kind of… station.

The thought should have seemed ridiculous. Instead it settled into place with nasty ease. The Briars were wrong in organized ways. The trench roots. The blood basin. The sealed door waiting under a ruin no honest shrine would admit existed.

Mara crossed the chamber carefully, every step measured so she didn’t pitch over like a drunk carcass, and peered at the broken shelves.

Old bowls. Rusted clamps. Ceremonial knives gone orange-brown. One cracked jar holding what had once been dried leaves and now looked like expensive dust. On the lowest shelf lay a narrow metal tube capped at both ends. About the length of her forearm. Green-black and engraved with the same thorn motif as the door.

She picked it up.

It was heavier than it looked.

The moment her fingers closed around it, the statue on the far wall clicked.

Mara nearly threw the tube into orbit.

Stone grated. The statue’s open hands split apart at the palms, revealing a dark hollow between them. Lines of root-light spilled from the cavity, brighter than before.

The tube in Mara’s hand warmed.

“Oh, come on.”

She approached the statue like one might approach a sleeping dog one suspects has eaten three previous owners. The cavity between the stone palms was exactly the width of the tube.

Of course it was.

She slid it in.

The chamber woke.

The root-lines in the walls flared bright green. Dust jumped from the shelves. Something heavy moved beyond the far wall with a deep mechanical groan. A seam opened in the floor beside the statue, thin at first, then widening into a narrow descending passage choked with darkness.

The pounding on the iron door stopped.

Mara went still.

A muffled voice sounded from the other side. Not close to the metal now. Back on the landing.

“She’s in a sealed reliquary.”

“Can you open it?”

“No external pull. It’s old-keyed.”

“Then fetch the Abbot.”

That got Mara’s attention.

There were tones of voice people used for ordinary trouble and tones they used for trouble that could get them flayed, exiled, or sent to explain themselves to a superior with ceremonial hobbies. That second tone had just entered the building.

So. They knew what this place was, at least enough to fear opening it wrong.

Useful.

She looked from the sealed door to the newly opened passage in the floor.

Down, apparently, was where the day wanted to go.

Mara crouched beside the opening and felt a draft breathe up from below. Colder than the stairwell. Colder than the chamber. Saturated with the scent of living roots and mineral-rich water. There was light too, faint and pulsing from somewhere far beneath, red under the green.

The kind of place sane people left to saints and idiots.

Mara had met a fair few saints from a distance. She had mostly found them to be idiots with cleaner robes.

She lowered herself into the passage.

The stone steps here were narrower than the spiral above and cut less for human comfort than for efficient descent. The walls leaned in close enough that her shoulders brushed both sides in places. Root fibers threaded through the stone in dense black knots, and every few yards she passed little recessed alcoves holding old lamp bowls gone dry.

The deeper she went, the less the structure felt like shrine-work.

Too clean. Too exact. The stone blocks were larger, the seams tighter, the curves deliberate in a way that suggested design older than the slapdash faith built above it. In some places the wall was not made of blocks at all but single broad surfaces of polished black stone grown through with fine red and green channels. Like veins in marble. Like somebody had taught architecture to a circulatory system.

After the third turn, Mara stopped and braced one hand against the wall, waiting for the spinning in her head to settle.

Bad plan, maybe, but there were no good ones in stock.

The channel under her palm throbbed once.

Warm.

She snatched her hand back.

The wall answered.

Not in words, because that would have been mercifully stupid. In a rush of sensation. Pressure up her arm. A hot prickling flood across her skin. A taste of copper and bitter sap at the back of her tongue. Then a brief, impossible impression of branching paths under the earth—waterways, root-masses, chambers, pulses—gone almost before she understood she had felt it.

Mara sucked air.

That had not been dizziness.

That had been information. Or the start of it.

“Well, that’s deeply unsettling,” she told the wall.

The wall remained smugly architectural.

Somewhere above, faint through layers of stone, she heard a heavy door open and boots descend.

The Abbot, then.

Time to move.

She forced herself onward, half climbing, half stumbling, until the passage widened and the red pulse ahead brightened into actual light. The air changed again—humid now, rich enough to feel almost chewable. Her skin prickled all over, as if every cut and bruise on her body had suddenly remembered itself at once.

The passage ended at a threshold shaped by root arches fused into black stone.

Beyond lay a chamber large enough to make Mara stop dead and forget her pain for one stunned, breathless second.

It was not a crypt.

It was not a shrine.

It was a root chamber.

A vast circular cavity opened under the verge, its ceiling lost in braided masses of living briar and hanging roots thicker than ship hawsers. The walls were half stone, half grown over by black-red root structures that pulsed with slow interior light. Platforms and walkways ringed the chamber at different heights, some collapsed, others intact. At the center rose a column of interwoven root and crystal-sap growth surrounding something deeper in: a dim, ember-red core the size of a coffin.

The whole room beat.

Not literally. Not exactly. But the pulse was there, visible in the traveling glow under bark and stone. A rhythm moving through the chamber like a body at rest.

Mara took one step inside.

Every root-light in the room brightened.

She stopped.

A single black thorn-vine detached itself from the nearest wall and lifted, slow as a snake waking in cold weather. Then another. Then three more from the base of the central column. They did not strike. They simply oriented toward her.

Watching.

Testing.

Mara’s hand curled instinctively into a fist.

“Don’t suppose this is the part where somebody offers tea.”

One of the vines moved.

Fast.

It snapped across the chamber and speared into the wall beside her head with a crack loud enough to shake dust from the threshold arch. Thorns the length of her fingers shivered inches from her face.

Mara flinched back with a curse.

Another vine lashed across the floor in front of her feet, cutting off retreat.

So. No tea.

The central column brightened again, and this time the red light within it sharpened enough for Mara to see what sat at its heart.

Not a crystal exactly.

Not a seed exactly.

Something between the two, grown and faceted and alive, embedded in root matter thick with dark sap.

A relic.

And not dying quietly, either. The thing looked wounded. Several crystal facets were cracked. Black sap seeped sluggishly around one side. Iron spikes ringed the lower root mass where somebody had hammered restraints into living tissue and then wrapped the whole assembly in chains long since eaten half through by growth.

Mara stared.

Somebody had shackled the bloody room.

A sound came from the passage behind her.

Bootsteps.

Voices.

“Down there!”

The vines turned as one toward the threshold.

Then back toward Mara.

Decision time, apparently. Again. An exhausting hobby.

She glanced from the awakening vines to the wounded relic in the center and then back toward the approaching light in the passage.

The shrine men knew this place. Feared it. Used it, maybe. Hurt it, almost certainly. And whatever lived at the chamber’s heart had just put a thorn through stone rather than let her stroll off unexamined.

No one here was offering kindness. That made things simpler.

Mara spat blood onto the floor and squared herself as much as her battered body allowed.

“All right,” she said to the chamber. “Let’s all be terrible together.”

The first shrine lantern rounded the bend.

And the vines moved.


Chapter 5: Root Chamber

The first shrine lantern rounded the bend.

The vines moved.

Not wildly. Not like panic. This wasn’t some mindless forest tantrum throwing itself at the nearest warm thing. The chamber reacted with the cold, exact efficiency of a trap remembering what it had been built to do.

Three black thorn-vines lashed across the threshold in a blur.

The lantern-bearer never had time to scream properly. One vine punched through the crook of his elbow and tore the lantern from his hand before it could swing. Another wrapped his wrist and yanked him sideways into the wall hard enough to crack his skull against stone. The third snapped around his throat and pinned him there, boots kicking six inches off the floor.

The other two shrine men behind him stumbled back with oaths and flaring light.

Mara stared.

“Well,” she said to the chamber, “that’s one way to keep a chapel quiet.”

The pinned man clawed at the vine on his throat. It tightened once, almost absent-mindedly, and his hands went slack.

The second shrine attendant—hooked knife, busted mouth from the trench—crossed himself in the Briar fashion, all fingers and fear.

“Seal it!” he shouted.

“To what?” the third snapped, backing up with his lamp held high. “Your fucking teeth?”

A thicker root dropped from the ceiling between them with a wet crack, smashing the upper landing hard enough to shower the passage in stone chips. The men recoiled. The one with the knife slashed wildly at a thinner vine probing toward his ankle. It recoiled from the iron edge, more from surprise than pain.

Interesting.

Mara filed that away under Useful If Not Dead First.

The man pinned to the wall convulsed once more. Then the vine around his throat loosened just enough for him to slump, still alive but senseless. Not killed. Disabled.

Also interesting.

The chamber wasn’t indiscriminate. It was selecting responses.

Which meant it had opinions.

Marvelous.

“Mara Vey,” said a new voice from the passage behind the surviving shrine men.

Calm. Cultured. Deep enough to be trusted by fools and obeyed by subordinates.

There was the Abbot.

He stepped into view a moment later, lantern light catching on rain still wet on the shoulders of his dark outer cloak. He wasn’t old, exactly, but age had settled into him like a permanent expression. Tall. Lean. Hands bare despite the cold. Rings on three fingers, each one engraved with a tiny briar sigil. His shaved scalp gleamed damp under the hood rim, and his mouth had the thin, controlled shape of a man who enjoyed forgiveness most when he got to withhold it.

Abbot Sered surveyed the chamber, the pinned attendant, the living root systems, and Mara herself with all the irritation of a man finding his cellar infested with wolves.

“You have had,” he said, “an extraordinarily inconvenient morning.”

Mara looked from him to the vine choking his man on the wall.

“Likewise.”

Something that might have been amusement flickered in his eyes and died immediately. He took in the central root-column, the brightening pulse under the bark, and the fact that Mara stood inside the chamber rather than being neatly dead in the trench where paperwork said she belonged.

Then he made the sign of petition toward the relic at the chamber’s center.

Not worship. Not fear.

Ownership.

That made Mara dislike him on sight, which was nice and efficient.

“Step away from the root-spine,” Sered said. “Slowly.”

“Can’t say I’m feeling cooperative.”

“That has been noted.”

The hooked-knife attendant hissed, “Abbot, the chamber’s awake.”

“Yes,” Sered said. “That much even I had gathered.”

His gaze never left Mara.

“You bled on the threshold mechanisms.”

“I have been bleeding on everything all morning,” Mara said. “It’s become a theme.”

“You have no idea what you’ve opened.”

“That’s also becoming a theme.”

A vine whipped low across the floor toward the attendants. The knife-man leapt back. Sered did not. He raised one hand and one of the rings flashed green in the chamber-light. The vine slowed. Not stopped—slowed, as if meeting resistance in the air itself. It recoiled a heartbeat later and withdrew to the wall with a twitching displeasure.

Mara’s eyes narrowed.

So. He had some kind of keyed access. Or stolen trick. Either way, the chamber hated him enough to test him and knew him well enough to answer badly.

Sered noticed her looking at the ring.

“Older systems recognize proper authority,” he said.

“Do they?” Mara glanced pointedly at the man dangling by the throat. “Looks like they’re having doubts.”

The Abbot ignored that.

“Come here,” he said.

“No.”

He sighed very softly, as if she were a difficult child refusing medicine.

“You are standing in a pre-Synodal reliquary spur anchored directly to a Briar nexus. The central relic is cracked, unstable, and reacting to fresh blood. If you remain where you are, it may attempt an emergency bond. That will kill you.”

Mara turned to look fully at the relic.

The thing sat inside its web of roots and dark crystal growth like a wounded heart wrapped in thorns. Red light pulsed sluggishly through the cracked facets. Black sap seeped down over iron spikes hammered into the root mass around it. The more she looked, the more certain she became that the chamber’s pulse wasn’t just the Briars generally.

It was this.

This wounded, chained, furious thing.

“Emergency bond,” she said. “That sounds charming.”

“It is not intended for the unprepared.”

“Right. So naturally you buried it under a broken shrine and fed bodies to the trench above.”

A tiny stillness came over him. Not guilt. Men like Sered didn’t bend toward guilt unless there was applause in it. No, this was annoyance at being seen too clearly by someone he had already priced as disposable.

“The trench is a collection zone,” he said.

“Paid in meat. I heard.”

Sered’s expression did not change, but the hooked-knife attendant looked away.

Good.

Mara took one careful step sideways, farther from the threshold and a fraction closer to the central column. The roots underfoot flexed, almost welcomingly.

Sered’s voice sharpened. “Stop.”

Mara did stop, because the relic had just brightened hard enough to paint the chamber walls red for one long pulse. Every cut on her body prickled. Her chest hurt in a new way now, deeper than ribs and nastier than bruising. Like something under her sternum had started listening.

Lovely.

Sered must have seen the change in her face.

“It has your scent,” he said.

“Then I’ve had a really grim morning.”

“You opened the blood seals. The chamber identified you as viable enough to admit. That does not mean accepted.”

Mara’s laugh came out hoarse. “And here I was hoping for flowers.”

The relic pulsed again.

This time a thread of red light ran from the central column through the root-channels in the floor and touched the mud-dark blood on Mara’s torn shirt. The contact sent a hot sting through her skin.

She sucked in air.

The chamber answered with a low, resonant hum.

The hooked-knife attendant made the sign again, quicker this time.

“Abbot.”

“I can see it.”

“Abbot—”

“Quiet.”

Sered took one measured step into the chamber proper. The root-lines nearest him dimmed by a fraction, as if unwillingly tolerating his presence. The ring on his finger glowed again.

Mara saw the iron on his belt then. Not ornamental. Three narrow spikes in fitted leather loops, blackened and etched. The same kind hammered into the root mass around the relic.

He saw her looking.

“Yes,” he said. “We contain what we must.”

Mara felt something cold and hot at once pass through her.

Contain.

Not tend. Not guard. Not heal.

Contain.

The relic at the center of the chamber was dying, and this bastard had put it in irons.

The thought should not have mattered. It absolutely, objectively, should not have mattered. She had enough of her own problems without developing moral positions about tortured forest jewels in underground murder chapels.

And yet.

The chamber pulsed.

The black sap on the roots seemed thicker than before.

A small vine crept toward one of the iron spikes and recoiled when it touched.

Pain. Immediate, visible, ugly.

Mara’s jaw set.

Sered saw that too. “Do not romanticize it,” he said. “It is a system organ, not a suffering saint.”

“You say that like it helps.”

“It helps if you wish to remain alive.”

He held out one hand.

“Come here. I can cut the chamber’s lock and extract you before it completes the selection cycle.”

“And then what?” Mara asked. “Back to the trench?”

His mouth flattened.

“Back under custody.”

“Ah. There it is.”

The wounded attendant on the wall groaned faintly. Sered did not look at him.

Mara shifted her stance, weight easing onto her good leg. She had no weapon. No boots. No sensible path out. Behind her stood a wounded relic with opinions. Ahead, an Abbot with iron nails and the voice of a man who’d practiced mercy until it became another tool for compliance.

Fine.

The world had arranged itself into categories again. Always helpful.

A thinner vine brushed the back of her calf.

Not striking. Testing.

Mara looked down.

The vine coiled once around her ankle and went still.

Warm.

The sensation sent an involuntary shiver through her. Not fear, exactly. Recognition without consent. Like a hand checking her pulse from the inside.

Sered’s eyes sharpened.

“No sudden movement,” he said, though he wasn’t speaking to her anymore. He was speaking to the attendants. To the room. To the goddamn chamber itself, as if command might still work where reverence had failed.

The hooked-knife man swallowed. “It’s binding her.”

“Not yet.”

“How do you know?”

Sered’s smile this time was thin as drawn wire. “Because if it had accepted her, we would already be dead.”

Fair point.

Mara crouched slowly, ignoring the protest from her ribs, and touched the vine looped at her ankle.

The moment her fingers brushed it, the chamber opened.

Not physically.

Inside her head.

One instant she was in the root chamber with blood in her mouth and mud drying on her bare feet. The next there was a flood of sensation so violent she nearly lost consciousness standing up: branching channels under earth; pressure gradients in root masses; pulses of water and sap; ward nodes sleeping and waking; intrusions marked in iron and heat and wrongness.

And beneath all of it, pain.

Massive. Slow. Enduring pain.

Not human. Too large for that. Too distributed. But pain all the same, running through the chamber and down every bound root like fire in an old nerve.

Mara jerked back with a cry.

The vision snapped shut.

She hit one knee hard enough to make sparks flash across her sight.

Sered moved.

Not toward her—toward the relic.

He tore one of the iron spikes from his belt and slammed it into a root-channel in the floor. Green light flared sickly where the metal bit. The entire chamber shuddered. Vines recoiled. The one at Mara’s ankle went rigid, then lashed away from her in a whip-crack motion.

The relic’s pulse stuttered.

Mara heard herself make a sound of raw disgust.

Sered turned, breathing harder now.

“If it marks you,” he said, voice lower and more dangerous than before, “I will have no choice but to excise the intrusion.”

“From me or from it?”

“Yes.”

That answer landed exactly where intended.

Mara got to her feet.

The chamber seemed to gather itself.

The pinned attendant on the wall woke enough to whimper. One of the upper walkways cracked under growing root pressure. Dust sifted down from the ceiling in slow, soft curtains.

The relic pulsed again.

This one hit Mara like a hammer to the sternum.

She stumbled forward three steps before she could stop herself.

Straight toward the central column.

Sered’s composure finally slipped. “Hold her!”

The hooked-knife attendant lunged.

A ceiling root dropped between them and took him full in the shoulder, driving him to the floor hard enough to spin him. His knife skittered away into the dark.

Mara kept moving, not because she wanted to, not entirely, but because every channel in the room now seemed to point at the relic and the pain coming off it was crawling under her skin like a live thing looking for a home.

By the time she reached the root mass, she was half blind with it.

Up close the damage was worse.

The crystal facets were split through with black veining. Dark sap seeped around the iron restraints. The root tissue nearest the spikes had withered at the edges, deadened in rings where the metal leached its poison into the living structure.

And within, suspended in the cracked red crystal like an ember in ice, lay a seed.

Not metaphorically.

A real one. Thorn-black, fist-sized, shot through with red veins, beating faintly in time with the chamber.

A dying heart with a bullet waiting inside it.

Mara reached out.

Sered shouted something behind her—warning, command, prayer, who cared—and the ring-light on his hand flared bright enough to throw green blades across the walls.

Too late.

Mara’s fingers touched the crystal.

It was warm.

Then hot.

Then not crystal at all, because the surface softened under her palm with a wet organic flex, cracked wide, and split open along existing fault lines in a shower of red-lit shards and black sap.

The chamber screamed.

Not in sound.

In pressure.

In pulse.

In every root-line and blood vessel and nerve ending in the room.

Mara arched backward, mouth open, as the seed tore itself free from the opened core on a lash of black-red thorn tissue and drove straight into her chest.

The impact threw her off her feet.

She hit the floor flat on her back with the thing half-buried under her sternum, roots already punching inward through meat and bone in a white-hot burst of agony so complete it scrubbed the world blank.

Above her, dim and far away now, Sered shouted in horror.

The chamber pulsed once.

Twice.

And Mara Vey began to bloom.


Chapter 6: First Bloom

Agony arrived with ambition.

Mara hit the floor on her back with the seed buried in her chest and discovered there were, in fact, whole new provinces of pain the human body generally preferred not to visit. The thing had not merely stabbed into her. It had entered like it owned the tenancy. Thorn-roots punched under her sternum, spread along her ribs, and drove inward with hot, wet little clicks that felt worryingly like bone making room under protest.

She screamed.

No dignity in it. No grit. No pit-fighter snarl to make it look hard and marketable.

Just raw sound ripped out of a body being renovated from the inside by something with very strong opinions about architecture.

The chamber answered.

Every root-line in the floor and walls blazed red-green. The upper walkways shuddered. The pinned shrine attendant on the wall jerked and whimpered. Somewhere behind Mara, Abbot Sered shouted an order that got swallowed by the pulse hammering through the room.

Mara clawed at her chest.

Her fingers found torn cloth, hot blood, and a mass under the skin moving.

Moving.

“No,” she gasped. “No, no, no, you little—”

A black thorn burst through the skin just below her collarbone.

Mara bucked so hard her head cracked the floor.

The thorn retracted at once, dragging a thread of blood with it, followed by a second eruption lower down near the sternum where the seed had gone in. This one came with a sickening twist under the skin, as though the thing inside her had tried one route, disliked the angle, and decided to redecorate.

The world narrowed to bright knives and red light.

Then everything stopped.

Not the pain. That stayed. The pain had moved in and brought furniture.

But the invasive motion paused.

The seed in her chest pulsed once—hard enough to shake her ribs—and a voice that was not a voice unfolded across the back of her mind.

Not words exactly.

Instruction.

Blood. Damage. Biomass. Viable host. Emergency graft. Failure likely.

“Oh, good,” Mara said through gritted teeth. “It’s condescending.”

Something slammed into the side of her head.

Not a fist.

A root-vine, moving with enough force to roll her onto her side just as Sered drove one of his iron spikes down where her throat had been. The black metal punched through the floor channel with a burst of rotten green light. The chamber convulsed.

Mara saw him through blurred vision—robes flaring, one hand lifted, face pulled tight with fury he could no longer pretend was holiness. Two of his attendants were down. One groaning. One not moving at all. The third was trying to stand with blood running through his fingers from a broken mouth and a very sound theological objection to the current state of events.

“Hold her!” Sered barked.

Mara almost laughed.

“Feel free,” she choked. “I’m having a wonderful time.”

A vine snapped out of the wall and took the groaning attendant across the ribs, flinging him into a support pillar hard enough to quiet him permanently for at least the next minute. Sered drove another spike into a root cluster and the vine recoiled as if burned.

So that was the game.

Iron hurt the chamber.

And right now the chamber and Mara seemed to be sharing certain interests.

The seed pulsed again.

This time the pain changed.

Still excruciating. Still enough to make her vision smear. But now there was shape in it. Direction. The roots under her skin were no longer just burrowing. They were stitching. Crossing torn muscle. Bridging fracture points. Wrapping around ribs from the inside with living thorn-thread that bit deep and then softened into something almost fibrous.

Mara felt one broken rib drag back into place under pressure from within.

The sound it made nearly made her faint.

“Motherless shit—”

A flood of heat rolled outward from the seed. Everywhere it touched, wounds lit up in sequence. Split lip. Cracked tooth socket. Torn cheek. Bruised kidney. Deep tissue damage through both thighs. Cuts from glass, grit, and every casual little cruelty the day had thrown at her. The healing did not feel gentle. It felt like a butcher sewing a sail in a storm.

Her nose straightened with a nauseating wet grind.

Her left forearm tightened under the skin as bone aligned itself by force and wrapped in black-red root-fibers thinner than veins.

Her ribs—

The ribs were the worst.

Three breaks on the right side drew together under internal pressure. Mara felt them catching, sliding, setting. Thorn-lattices climbed over them and sank in. Not replacing bone. Reinforcing it. Like some deranged carpenter had decided anatomy lacked commitment.

She screamed again, lower this time, and rolled onto hands and knees.

Blood dripped from her mouth to the floor. The root-lines under it drank.

The chamber hummed approval.

Sered saw that and his face went white in a very satisfying way.

“Impossible,” he said.

Mara spat another mouthful of blood onto the stone.

“Been getting that a lot today.”

She tried to stand.

Nearly got there.

Then the seed drove a new wave of sensation through her and she folded over herself, nails scraping grooves in the root-grown floor.

More instruction slammed into her.

Damage fuels charge. Charge redirects pain. Pain sustains bond. Host adaptation incomplete.

A box of understanding dropped into her head fully formed and unwelcome, like a drunk acquaintance climbing through a window:

Pain was not just something happening to her. It was being counted. Converted. Used.

That realization came just in time for the hooked-knife attendant to launch himself at her with all the courage of a man who had noticed his boss getting nervous and decided someone else ought to suffer for it.

He came low, knife in one hand, the other arm hanging badly from the shoulder where the chamber had already done interesting things to him.

Mara saw him coming.

Saw, but too slow.

Her body moved anyway.

Something under her skin tightened. The seed pulsed. Pain from her chest, ribs, face, and arm all surged at once into a single white-hot burst that flooded down her legs.

She didn’t think.

She sprang.

One moment she was crouched in blood and red light. The next she had crossed six feet in a blur and driven both hands into the man’s face hard enough to smash him backward off his feet. His knife went spinning away. He hit the floor, and Mara landed on top of him more by accident than design.

The look in his eyes was almost comical.

She supposed she’d look surprised too if the half-dead woman I’d watched get seed-speared through the chest suddenly moved like a kicked trap.

“What,” he began.

Mara headbutted him.

His question went away with his front teeth.

She rolled off him, panting, and stared at her own hands.

Same hands. Same torn knuckles. Same swelling. But the pain that should have left her shaking in a corner had done something else instead. It had become momentum. Coiled force. Nasty little bastard fuel.

The seed pulsed, smug as a cat on a corpse.

Sered saw it too.

“Do not let it complete,” he snapped.

To whom, exactly, was unclear. His remaining attendants were either unconscious, reconsidering their life choices, or attached to walls. He himself seemed reluctant to close the distance, which Mara appreciated. Nothing said “authority” like telling a room to behave while avoiding the homicidal shrub-based miracle at its center.

He raised his ring hand and began speaking in a language Mara did not know and immediately distrusted.

The iron spikes in the floor channels lit with poisonous green. The chamber groaned. The central relic stump—the cracked, emptied shell where the seed had been—dimmed by a degree. Vines withdrew from the walls and ceiling as if dragged backward by hooks sunk under their bark.

Mara felt that in her chest.

Not pain.

Violation.

The thing inside her recoiled and then pushed back, sending black-red root filaments racing under her skin in branching flashes she could actually see for a moment beneath the blood and torn shirt. They crossed her collarbones, threaded down her arms, climbed the side of her neck like living tattoos, then sank back out of sight.

Sered stopped chanting.

For the first time since entering the chamber, he looked afraid.

Good.

Mara got one foot under herself. Then the other.

She rose, swaying slightly, and discovered that while the damage had not vanished, it had been… reorganized. Her chest still burned. Her ribs still ached. Her face still felt like an argument she’d lost in a butcher shop. But the catastrophic edge was gone. The body-breaking certainty of it had been replaced by a dense, thudding charge under her skin.

She breathed in.

It hurt.

She breathed out.

Still hurt.

But she stayed upright.

The chamber-light reflected in Sered’s rings as he looked from her chest to her eyes and back again.

“It chose badly,” he said softly.

Mara wiped blood from her mouth with the back of one hand.

“Mate, you chained a forest heart in a cellar. I’m not taking moral notes from you.”

He drove his hand downward.

Every iron spike flared.

Pain hit Mara like a shovel.

She screamed and dropped to one knee as something in the seed-lock under her sternum clenched hard around her heart and lungs. Not stopping them—squeezing. Compressing. A cruel hand around a softer one. The root-thread in her ribs spasmed. The new lattice in her arm tightened so violently she thought the bone would snap a second time.

So the spikes could hurt her through the chamber.

That was less fun.

Sered advanced at last, cloak dragging through old blood and sap.

“You are in the wrong place,” he said, voice almost gentle now. “The wrong body. The wrong history. These bonds were never meant for stock from pits and debt dens.”

Mara knelt in red-green light with one hand braced on the floor and looked up at him through a curtain of hair and blood.

“Funny,” she rasped. “You sound exactly like every bastard who ever lost money on me.”

He stopped a pace short.

“That wit will not save you.”

“Wasn’t planning to die charming.”

The chamber pulsed.

Mara’s hand on the floor landed square across one of the root-channels Sered had not yet spiked. Hot, wet current rushed under her palm. This time she was ready enough not to panic. Information slammed through her again—but less as a flood, more as instinctive knowing.

Pressure points.

Active restraints.

Damaged circuits.

And one simple, vicious little fact:

The iron only worked where it touched living channels. Break the channels, break the pain.

Mara looked down at the floor.

Then at Sered.

Then at the nearest spike sunk into the root-grown stone a yard to her left.

The Abbot followed her gaze.

His eyes narrowed.

“Don’t,” he said.

Mara grinned, feral and blood-soaked.

“Now you’re just encouraging me.”

She hurled herself sideways.

Sered slashed downward with his ring hand, trying to trigger the spike again, but Mara had already committed. Pain from the chest-lock detonated through her body and the seed answered by dumping all of it into motion. She hit the floor in a half-slide, half-lunge, seized the spike with both hands, and discovered immediately why sane people used gloves for hot metal and living curse-objects.

The iron burned.

Not heat alone. Something worse. A dead, hungry wrongness that bit through skin and up into bone.

Mara snarled and pulled anyway.

For one blind second nothing happened.

Then the spike tore free of the root-channel with a sound like a nail being yanked from a wet jaw.

The chamber exploded upward.

Vines hammered the walls. Light surged through every line. The poisonous pressure around Mara’s heart vanished so fast she almost sobbed from relief. The root-channel under the removed spike split open and sprayed black-red sap across the floor.

Sered took a step back.

Mara rolled to her feet with the spike still in her hands, both palms blistering where the iron bit them, and swung it like a club because elegance had clearly packed up and left at dawn.

The Abbot threw up one arm.

The spike smashed into his forearm with a crack that rang off stone. He reeled, hissed through his teeth, and lost one of the rings.

It spun across the floor and vanished into a root seam.

“Oh, that,” Mara said, chest heaving, “looked expensive.”

His calm shattered.

“Enough.”

He lunged—not for her. For the remaining spikes.

Mara saw it and moved to cut him off. A vine beat her to it, whipping low around his ankle. He tore free with shocking strength, robe ripping to the knee, and slammed a second spike home before she could reach him.

The pain came back, half-strength this time but nastier for the expectation.

Mara stumbled.

Sered straightened with blood on his sleeve and murder in his face.

The chamber answered him with murder of its own.

A ceiling root crashed down between them, smashing the floor where Mara had stood half a heartbeat earlier. Shards of black stone and sap-slick bark flew everywhere. The impact knocked Sered off balance. Mara didn’t waste that gift.

She drove forward, pain, charge, blood, all of it collapsing into one ugly, perfect line.

Her fist hit him in the mouth.

No ring magic. No class skill. Just knuckles, shoulder, body behind it.

Sered staggered.

She hit him again in the ribs where his robe split.

Then once across the jaw for professional satisfaction.

The Abbot fell against the central root mass and slid down onto one knee, blood bright on his lower lip, fury finally naked on his face.

Mara stood over him swaying, one hand pressed to her chest where the seed still burned like a coal lodged under the sternum.

The chamber pulsed around them, wounded and waking.

Sered looked up.

“You don’t know what it wants from you.”

Mara spat blood between them.

“Then it can queue.”

The seed in her chest flared.

Not pain this time.

Recognition.

A flood of dark red light ran under her skin and through the chamber floor together. Lines connected—her to the relic stump, the stump to the walls, the walls to the deeper channels under the earth. Somewhere far below, or far within, a larger pulse answered.

The room went still.

Then a series of translucent sigils burned into the air before Mara’s eyes in jagged red-green script she could not read and somehow understood anyway.

EMERGENCY GRAFT SUCCESSFUL
VIABLE HOST CONFIRMED
CLASS SEED: THORNBLOOD — INITIALIZING
PRIMARY FUNCTIONS ONLINE: DAMAGE INTAKE / BLOOD MEND / PAIN HARVEST
HOST STABILITY: POOR
SURVIVAL RECOMMENDED

Mara stared at the words hanging in the air.

Then at the chamber.

Then at Sered, who could apparently not see the same display and was therefore at a social disadvantage.

“Huh,” she said.

The last line pulsed once harder than the rest.


SURVIVAL RECOMMENDED

“Yeah,” Mara said. “No shit.”

Then the room shuddered again, much harder this time, and the upper walkway above them gave way in a rain of stone and root matter.

The chapter ended there, because apparently survival was not just recommended.

It was urgent.


Chapter 7: Thornblood Initiate

The ceiling came down like God losing patience.

Stone, root mass, old iron brackets, and a heroic quantity of dust tore loose from the upper walkway in one roaring sheet. Mara had just enough time to register that the universe remained committed to overachieving before instinct took over and she threw herself sideways.

Badly.

Grace had not improved overnight.

She hit the floor shoulder-first, rolled through black sap and shattered stone, and barely got her forearms over her head before the first slab smashed down where she’d been standing. The impact shook the chamber hard enough to bite her teeth together. A second block clipped her hip and spun her into the base of the central root mass.

Pain flashed.

The seed in her chest answered.

Not with relief. Relief was for priests and adverts. What it gave her was function. The pain hit the burning knot under her sternum, got counted, chewed up, and came back as a hot surge under the skin—just enough force to keep her moving when she should have lain there making more sensible choices.

Across the chamber, Sered shouted something lost in the collapse.

Good.

Mara hoped it was a prayer. She hoped it went unanswered.

The root chamber convulsed around them. Ceiling vines dropped in writhing curtains. One of the upper ring-walks snapped clean in the middle and slammed down onto the threshold passage in an explosion of dust and black splinters. The pinned shrine attendant on the wall finally came loose, hit the floor in a tangle of limbs, and was immediately dragged out of sight by a retreating vine that had apparently developed priorities.

Mara dragged herself onto hands and knees and coughed grit.

The floating sigils were still there in front of her, jagged and red-green and offensively calm.

EMERGENCY GRAFT SUCCESSFUL
VIABLE HOST CONFIRMED
CLASS SEED: THORNBLOOD — INITIALIZING
PRIMARY FUNCTIONS ONLINE: DAMAGE INTAKE / BLOOD MEND / PAIN HARVEST
HOST STABILITY: POOR
SURVIVAL RECOMMENDED

Another pulse rolled through the floor.

The lines shifted.


CLASS ACQUIRED: THORNBLOOD INITIATE

Mara blinked at the words while half the room tried to murder her.

“Well,” she said hoarsely, “that sounds official.”

A root thicker than her waist crashed down where her head had just been.

She moved on pure reaction, scrambling backward through black sap and shards while the impact sprayed her with splinters. Her right palm landed hard on a jagged stone edge and split open to the heel.

Fresh blood welled.

The floor beneath it lit.

The sensation that followed was not a command so much as a foul little certainty settling into place: blood mattered here. Not symbolically. Not devotionally. Mechanically.

Mara snatched her hand back.

Too late. The root-line under the stone had already drunk the smear.

The central relic stump—emptied now, cracked shell wrapped in chained roots—answered with a pulse that ran up through Mara’s chest and out along the root-fibers under her skin. Her cut palm burned. For one impossible heartbeat, she felt the wound as more than hurt. Its depth. Its shape. The torn skin, the opened capillaries, the ragged grit ground into the flesh.

Then something inside her moved to meet it.

Black-red thread climbed under the skin of her wrist like ink pushed through paper. It crossed the base of her palm and sank into the cut.

Mara felt the flesh draw together with a hot, crawling sting.

Not healed. Not fully. But closing. Stitching itself with invasive enthusiasm.

She stared.

“No.”

The words in front of her shifted again.

BLOOD MEND — AVAILABLE
SELF-TARGETING DEFAULT
BIOMASS COST: MINOR
PAIN OFFSET: NONE

“Offset?” Mara said. “Who’s asking for offset, you vicious little—”

A slab of fallen walkway exploded beside her as Sered tore free from the debris on the far side of the chamber.

So much for the collapse solving everything.

The Abbot staggered upright in a rain of dust, one side of his cloak ripped away, blood on his mouth and a long scrape down his shaved scalp. He looked less like a holy authority now and more like a man the world had recently and correctly hit with masonry.

He had also lost another ring.

Excellent.

Unfortunately, he still had one spike and one functioning expression, and that expression was murder.

“You should be dead,” he said.

Mara hauled herself to her feet on shaking legs. “Been hearing that all day. Frankly, it’s getting repetitive.”

He stepped toward her.

The chamber answered by dropping two vines between them.

Sered stopped.

That was gratifying.

The vines did not strike at once. They stood upright from floor and wall like black whips held in a poised hand, tips wavering. Watching him. Watching Mara. Watching the room decide itself.

The seed in Mara’s chest gave a hard, painful pulse.

Again the words shifted in the air.

BOND CONTEST DETECTED
UNAUTHORIZED RESTRAINTS PRESENT
CHAMBER INTEGRITY DEGRADED
EXIT PATHWAY: LIMITED

“Right,” Mara muttered. “That clears everything up beautifully.”

Sered’s gaze flicked across the sigils she could see and he could not. He saw her reading empty air and hated it immediately.

“What is it showing you?”

Mara smiled through blood. “Bad news, I suspect.”

His jaw tightened.

He drew the remaining iron spike and drove it into the root-grown floor at his feet.

The chamber screamed.

This time it made a sound in the air, a deep tearing metallic bellow that rattled stone dust from the ceiling and drove a fresh spike of pain through Mara’s chest. The fibers under her skin clenched. Her healing palm split open again at the edge.

Sered seized the moment and advanced, using the pain lock to push through the hesitating vines.

Mara backed away and immediately hit fallen stone. The central chamber had become a maze of broken blocks, sagging roots, and cracked platforms, with one intact path curling down around the relic stump toward a lower service arch she hadn’t noticed before.

The sigils noticed it.

EXIT PATHWAY: VIABLE
HOST SURVIVAL PROBABILITY INCREASES IF MOBILE

“Thanks,” Mara snapped. “Wonderful insight.”

Sered lunged.

Mara didn’t think. She grabbed the nearest loose thing—a fist-sized crystal shard from the split relic casing—and hurled it at his face.

He flinched.

That was all she needed.

She bolted for the lower arch.

The pain lock from the spike still bit at her chest, but now that she knew what it was doing, she could feel its rhythm. Clamp. Release. Clamp. Release. Each pulse hurt like hell, but between them there were narrow windows where the seed’s hot charge flooded back into her limbs.

She hit one of those windows at a run.

Her bare feet slapped black stone. Dust and sap slicked the floor. A vine whipped overhead and cracked against fallen masonry behind her. Sered shouted. Something heavy broke. She did not look back because the last thing she needed was to trip over a theological dispute.

The lower arch opened into a narrow descending causeway spiraling along the chamber wall. Half-grown roots had burst through it in places, turning the path into a jagged line between stone and living wood. Mara vaulted one split section, nearly failed the landing, windmilled, and caught herself on a root column that pulsed under her hand like a giant artery.

The contact sent another blast of chamber-sense through her.

Below.

Movement below.

Small mass. Fast. Aggressive. Drawn by blood and damage.

Mara jerked her hand away. “Oh, good. More things.”

Behind her Sered reached the top of the causeway and pointed with his good hand.

“Seal the lower gates!”

The order vanished into dust and echo. Any attendants left alive were not in a heroic listening mood.

Mara ran harder.

The causeway bent twice and ended at a service platform overlooking a shaft of root-choked machinery sunk deep beneath the main chamber. Old lifts, maybe. Or irrigation controls. Or some ancient bit of Cathedral plumbing nobody living understood anymore. Black channels ran down every wall, feeding into a low circular hatch half-buried by root swell and fallen stone.

That hatch stood open by a hand’s width.

Cold air breathed through it.

Behind her, Sered came on relentless as tax.

Mara threw herself at the hatch and found, with deep irritation, that “half-buried by root swell” translated poorly into “easy to open when you’ve been brutalised by life and architecture.” She jammed both hands into the gap and pulled.

The hatch moved one inch.

Her chest locked under the spike pain and she nearly blacked out.

Sered was twenty feet away.

Mara bared her teeth and yanked again.

Nothing.

The floating text reappeared, almost smug.

BLOOD MEND AVAILABLE
LOCALIZED STRUCTURAL FAILURE DETECTED
RECOMMENDATION: STABILIZE HOST

“Can’t you stabilize the bloody door?”

No reply. Rude.

Her split palm dripped onto the hatch edge.

The seed pulsed.

That invasive hot thread ran through her hand again, and this time Mara leaned into it rather than flinching away. She focused on the palm because apparently she now had a murder-vegetable in her chest and focusing on wounds was part of the social contract.

The cut burned.

Then tightened.

Then sealed just enough to give her grip back.

The sensation was grotesque—like something under her skin pinching flesh together from the inside—but the functional result was undeniable. Her hand closed stronger around the hatch lip.

“Well,” Mara gasped, “that’s revoltingly useful.”

Sered reached the platform.

Mara hauled the hatch wide and dove through.

A vine came with her, lashing at Sered’s ankle the instant she vanished below. He stumbled. The hatch slammed halfway shut between them on its own recoil. His hand caught the edge. For one straining second they stared at each other through the narrowing gap—Abbot above, bloodied and furious; Mara below, filthy and grinning like a woman who had finally found a better class of problem.

“This is not yours,” Sered snarled.

Mara shoved with both feet.

The hatch slammed down on his fingers.

He howled.

Then the old mechanism finally committed and crashed fully shut, sealing her into darkness with a boom that shook dust into her hair.

Silence followed.

Not true silence. Nothing in the Briars ever managed that. There was still the slow subsonic pulse of roots in the walls, the drip of water, the creak of old stone under strain. But Sered’s voice was gone. The chamber’s open violence was cut off. The hatch between them held.

Mara collapsed against it and slid down to sit on the cold floor.

For three whole breaths she did nothing except exist.

Breath one hurt in the ribs.
Breath two hurt in the chest.
Breath three hurt in ways she lacked the imagination to categorize.

Progress.

The darkness around her slowly resolved into dim root-light. She was in a maintenance tunnel or service conduit running beneath the main chamber. Low ceiling. Curved black stone walls veined with the same green-red channels as above. Roots pushed through every seam in thick braided ropes, but down here the growth was tighter, more controlled. Less riot, more wiring.

Mara wiped her mouth and found blood again.

Naturally.

The air smelled older here. Less fresh sap. More mineral water, wet rust, and the stale musk of things that nested where they weren’t invited.

The sigils returned one by one over her knees.

CLASS: THORNBLOOD INITIATE
STATUS: SEVERELY INJURED / FUNCTIONAL
PRIMARY ABILITIES
— DAMAGE INTAKE
— BLOOD MEND
— PAIN HARVEST
WARNING: HOST BIOMASS LOW
WARNING: BOND INSTABILITY POSSIBLE

Mara leaned her head back against the hatch and closed one eye.

“Functional,” she said. “Generous.”

A new line burned into view.


TRAINING IMPERATIVE: SURVIVE

“That again.”

The words did not change.

Mara laughed once, softly, because apparently the impossible magic class living under her sternum had the bedside manner of a prison cook.

Then she sobered and looked properly at herself.

Her shirt was a ruin. Blood had dried black over most of the front, except where newer seepage from the seed wound still spread in slow, ugly petals. The skin there was no longer torn open in a simple puncture. Dark thorn-veins radiated out from the impact site in a branching web under the skin, disappearing down between her ribs and across the upper chest.

Her hands shook when she touched it.

Warm. Raised. Alive.

“Absolutely not,” she murmured.

The seed pulsed once, indifferent to her opinion.

She flexed her healing palm. The cut had closed to an angry seam. Her forearm still ached, but the bone felt held together by something more reliable than hope. The ribs were a battlefield under temporary occupation, but they no longer grated. Her face throbbed. Tooth still cracked. Eye still swollen. Yet under all of it ran that same dense reservoir of charge, waiting.

Pain counted. Pain stored. Pain used.

She understood the idea now, if not the finer points.

Bad news, probably.

From somewhere deeper in the tunnel came a scraping noise.

Mara froze.

It came again. Stone. Claw. Root on metal. Hard to tell in the dark.

Then a wet little sniffing sound.

She looked up slowly.

The service tunnel ahead bent left around a mass of root swell and vanished into dim red-green gloom. The air moving from that direction carried a stronger musk now—earth, rot, damp fur, and blood not her own.

The chamber-sense she’d gotten from the root touch earlier stirred faintly under her ribs.

Small mass. Fast. Aggressive. Drawn by blood and damage.

Right.

That.

The scraping came closer.

Mara pushed herself to her feet with a groan.

No weapon. No boots. No clue. One hatch at her back, an angry Abbot beyond it, and something in the dark ahead that sounded eager to add to her day.

The floating words before her pulsed once.


TRAINING IMPERATIVE: SURVIVE

Mara curled her aching hands into fists.

“Fine,” she said into the tunnel. “Send your worst.”

The thing in the dark answered with a low, rooting hiss and the scrape of claws on stone.

And in that moment Mara understood, with a clarity both awful and complete, that whatever came next was not random.

The class wasn’t going to explain itself with a tidy sermon and a handbook.

It was going to teach her the old-fashioned way.

By hurting her until she learned.


Chapter 8: Lesson One: Pain Feeds

The thing in the dark answered her challenge by coughing.

Not a normal animal noise. Not clean. This was wet and chittering at the edges, like a rat had learned to imitate a larger predator and done it badly enough to be upsetting.

Mara stood in the root-lit tunnel with her fists up and immediately felt stupid for it.

“What am I meant to do,” she muttered, “box the architecture?”

The scraping came again.

Closer now.

She could hear the path it took by the little changes in sound—the tap of claw on stone where the floor was clear, the drag through root-fiber where the wall had overgrown, the brief skitter over metal grating sunk into the tunnel and half-swallowed by black vine. The thing moved fast, but not straight. It was circling the bend ahead, scenting, testing.

Like the chamber above, it had opinions.

Mara took one careful step backward, putting more distance between herself and the curve in the tunnel.

Another step.

Her bare heel hit something soft.

She looked down.

A satchel lay crumpled against the wall, half wrapped in root-hair and old dust. Leather, once decent. Cut strap. Shrine issue, maybe, or one of the older maintenance crews if such lunatics had ever existed. The flap had rotted through on one side and spilled part of its contents onto the floor: a rusted hook blade, two ceramic vials long since dried to scum, a handful of metal pegs, and a short baton of black wood with iron caps on both ends.

Mara snatched up the baton.

It felt reassuringly blunt. Human stupidity made portable.

The scraping stopped.

Silence held.

Mara tightened her grip and backed one more pace, eyes fixed on the bend.

The thing came around low and fast, all tendon and spite.

For one absurd beat Mara thought dog.

Then the light caught it properly and the thought died.

The creature was about dog-sized, yes, but wrong in every useful category. Too long through the body. Hindquarters half-stripped of fur and threaded with thorn-vines that had grown through the flesh and re-emerged along the spine in black hooked ridges. One side of its face had been peeled back to show root-filaments woven through the jaw hinge. The eyes glowed a dim reddish green, not with magic exactly but with reflected chamber-light sunk too deep into meat.

Its mouth opened.

There were too many teeth.

“Absolutely not,” Mara said.

It launched.

She swung the baton on instinct. The iron-capped end clipped the creature’s shoulder instead of its skull, and the impact jarred her whole arm to the teeth. The thing spun in the air, hit the wall, bounced, and came back anyway because apparently sense had not survived the horticulture.

Mara got one forearm up before it hit.

Its weight drove her backward into the tunnel wall. Claws raked down her upper arm. Teeth snapped inches from her face, breath hot with rot and sap. She smashed the baton into its ribs once, twice, and on the third strike the iron cap caught in the thorn growth bursting through its back.

The thing shrieked and twisted.

A spine-thorn ripped free and slashed across Mara’s cheek.

Hot blood ran instantly.

The creature shuddered.

Not from pain. From excitement.

It smelled the blood.

“Oh, you disgusting little bastard.”

It drove forward harder. Mara’s already abused ribs hit stone behind her and white pain exploded through her side. The seed in her chest answered with a hard pulse that made every hurt in her body flare at once—ribs, arm, cheek, sternum, hip, cracked mouth.

For half a second she thought she was done.

Then the flare changed.

The pain gathered.

Not less. Never less. The class clearly did not believe in charity. But the hurt stopped being random fire and became a pressure under her skin, a dense hot charge flooding into shoulders and thighs and spine. Her muscles tightened. Her vision sharpened. The snarling thing at her throat suddenly seemed just a fraction slower.

The floating words snapped into being at the edge of her sight.

PAIN HARVEST — ACTIVE
CHARGE GENERATED

Mara barked a laugh right in the creature’s face.

“Oh, that is deranged.”

Then she headbutted it.

Its nose folded with a wet crunch. The creature screamed and loosened just enough.

Mara surged.

The stored charge in her limbs dumped all at once. She slammed the baton up under its jaw hard enough to lift it clear of her chest, then pivoted and smashed it sideways into the tunnel wall. The thing hit stone, bounced, landed crooked, and still tried to come back because clearly someone had bred self-preservation out of the local wildlife and replaced it with grievance.

It came limping, lower now, one front shoulder dragging.

Mara moved first.

She stepped in and brought the baton down on its skull.

The iron cap sank into thorn, bone, and root-filament with a crack that sprayed dark blood across the tunnel wall. The creature collapsed.

Then twitched.

Then tried to rise.

Mara stared at it.

“Will you just—”

It snapped at her ankle from the floor.

She brought the baton down again. Harder.

This time it stayed put.

Silence rushed back in around her, thin and ugly.

Mara stood over the body panting through blood and split lips, baton hanging loose in one hand. Her chest heaved. Every wound on her body complained at once now that the burst of movement had passed. The charge under her skin ebbed, leaving behind a deep shaking fatigue.

The floating text lingered.

PAIN HARVEST — BASIC RESPONSE CONFIRMED
LESSON ONE: PAIN FEEDS

Mara looked at the words.

Then at the corpse.

Then back at the words.

“I hate your teaching methods.”

No reply.

Naturally.

She nudged the thing with the baton.

Up close it smelled even worse. Wet animal, root sap, old infection. The thorn growth along its spine had not just pierced the flesh; it had fused into it, black fibers sunk deep through tendon and muscle. Its blood was dark, almost clotted-looking, with a faint red-green sheen where the chamber-light hit it.

One of the root-filaments in its open jaw twitched.

Mara jumped back a full step.

The twitching stopped.

“Right. Good. Stay dead.”

She wiped the baton on the less filthy section of the tunnel wall and became aware, with grim fascination, that the cuts on her forearm had already begun to close at the edges again. Not dramatically. No miracle bloom of healthy flesh. But the claw rakes that should have been raw and gaping had drawn together into angry lines, and the bleeding had slowed to a tacky seep.

The sigils returned.

BLOOD MEND AVAILABLE
TARGET: SELF
LOCAL DAMAGE: MODERATE
BIOMASS COST: MINOR

“Biomass cost,” Mara said. “That sounds like something a butcher says before overcharging.”

The thing in her chest pulsed once, and another ugly packet of knowledge unfolded.

Blood carried the directive. Flesh provided material. Damage could be redirected into repair, but repair required something to build with. Host tissues. Stored matter. External intake if available.

Mara looked down slowly at the dead creature.

Then at the words.

Then back at the dead creature.

“No.”

The seed pulsed again.

The corpse’s spilled blood on the floor seemed to darken, as if something in her sight had changed. Threads of red. Black sap. Usable matter. Not food in any normal human sense. More like… inventory. Raw stock. Material.

“No,” Mara repeated, firmer this time. “Absolutely not. I draw lines.”

She crouched anyway.

Because refusing information was different from refusing practice. That was how you got killed in weird places by systems with bad manners.

She set two fingers against one of the cleaner claw wounds on her forearm and tried to concentrate on the injury the way she had with her palm. The class responded instantly, eager as rot.

Heat spread under the skin.

Thread-fine root fibers moved beneath the surface, crossing the wound, pulling edges together. It hurt in a needling, invasive way—less catastrophic than the chest graft, more intimate. Worse in some respects. This was not body-wide emergency reconstruction. This was deliberate repair, and she could feel every tiny pinch as the flesh took instruction.

The wound sealed.

Not perfectly. Raw. Tender. But closed.

Mara stared.

“Well, fuck me.”

The words in the air shifted again.

BLOOD MEND — BASIC RESPONSE CONFIRMED
HOST VIABILITY IMPROVED

A slow grin spread across her bruised face before she could stop it.

It hurt like hell and looked deranged.

“Again,” she said softly.

The class did not ask if she was sure. Another charm point.

She touched the worst of the claw rakes and pulled the trick a second time. Heat. Stitching. The deep bite in her side where the thing had nearly ripped through shirt and skin tightened painfully. The ragged cut across her cheek burned and sealed enough to stop dripping into her mouth.

Not healed. Not whole.

But functional.

Functional was becoming a suspiciously generous theme in her life.

A new sensation tickled at the edge of awareness.

Hunger.

Not ordinary belly hunger, though she had plenty of that as well. This was deeper and stranger—a drain under the breastbone where the seed sat. She felt the cost of the repairs as clearly as she’d felt the benefits. A little lightness in the limbs. A little hollowness under the sternum. A sense that if she kept patching herself for free, the class would eventually start charging parts she might miss.

The floating text agreed.

BIOMASS LOW
EXTERNAL SOURCE RECOMMENDED

Mara looked down at the corpse again.

Its torn shoulder exposed root-thread woven through meat. Dark blood pooled under it, half absorbed already by the fine black tendrils creeping from cracks in the tunnel floor.

The class highlighted it for her—not visually, not with arrows like some cheerful market board. More in the gut. A pull. A rough, horrible intuition that the thing’s body contained usable matter because the Briars had already done half the processing.

Mara grimaced.

“No.”

She stood up too quickly, swayed, and planted the baton against the floor to steady herself. The tunnel tilted and then mercifully held still.

From the hatch behind her came a distant metallic thud.

Sered.

Still there, then. Still alive. Still trying doors because apparently getting hit in the face and having fingers crushed under a hatch had not improved his priorities.

Mara listened.

Another thud. Muffled voice. Not close enough to catch the words.

Good. Let the bastard enjoy his obstacles.

She turned toward the deeper tunnel.

The passage bent left around the root swell and sloped gradually downward. Water dripped somewhere ahead. The pulse in the walls ran stronger in that direction, traveling through the veined stone in measured intervals like a giant heartbeat under sedation. Whatever this conduit connected to, it went deeper into the Briar system, not back toward any nice daylight options.

Which meant it was almost certainly the only road open.

Mara took two steps and stopped as something crunched under her heel.

She looked down.

One of the creature’s broken spine-thorns lay on the floor where it had snapped off during the fight. Black, glossy, six inches long, wickedly barbed near the tip. The base was ringed with dried red-black residue where it had grown from flesh.

She crouched and picked it up.

The thorn was lighter than expected and harder than bone. More like horn soaked in resin. The point bit her thumb hard enough to draw a bead of blood.

The seed pulsed in approval.

“Oh, now you’re helping with craft projects.”

She tucked the thorn into the torn remains of her beltline as a miserable little dagger substitute and kept the baton in her right hand.

Three weapons, if one was generous:

	a stick, 
	a corpse thorn, 
	and whatever nightmare gardening tools now lived inside her rib cage. 


Fine. Plenty.

She moved deeper into the tunnel with slow care, one hand occasionally brushing the wall for balance. Each touch gave her little flashes now—not full chamber visions, just scraps of sense. Flow direction. Pressure changes. Places where roots had been cut and regrown crooked. A live map trying very hard not to explain itself.

After twenty yards the tunnel widened into a low maintenance bay. Iron grates lined one side. Broken shelves lined the other. Half the room had been taken over by root masses wrapped around old mechanisms—pumps, maybe, or sluice regulators. In the middle stood a stone plinth supporting a shallow basin full of stagnant red-black water.

Mara approached it cautiously.

Not because the day had made her wise. Because it had made her suspicious, which was close enough.

The water in the basin wasn’t water at all. Thin sap. Darkened with age. Something floated in it: a chain of metal tags linked by wire, each tag etched with the same thorn sigils she’d seen on the chamber doors and walls. One tag had snapped loose and drifted against the basin’s lip within reach.

Mara lifted it free.

The etched lines on the metal sparked faintly when her blood-smeared thumb crossed them.

Another pulse of understanding came, less painful than the others.

Maintenance clearance. Lower circuits. Waste channels. Tithe flow.

She stared.

“Tithe flow?”

The room around her took on a new ugliness all at once.

Not just ancient Cathedral machinery. Human interference. Routing. Control. Harvest lines.

This had not been a forgotten shrine secret someone accidentally stumbled over once a century while digging for piety.

This was used.

Or had been.

She looked at the dark sap in the basin, the rooted pumps, the black channels in the walls, and saw the shape of it. The shrine above hadn’t merely watched the Briars. It had tapped them. Redirected flows. Measured outputs. Fed bodies into the trench and siphoned something back in return.

Her mouth flattened into a line.

“Paid in meat,” she said quietly. “You rotten little industry.”

The seed in her chest pulsed, not in agreement exactly, but in recognition of system language. It knew this machinery. Or the old architecture it had been carved from. And it did not like what had been done to it.

Another thud came distantly from above and behind.

Less distant now.

Mara looked back toward the tunnel.

Sered or his people were finding another way down.

Of course they were.

She slipped the metal tag into the ragged pocket seam of her ruined shirt, shifted the baton in her grip, and scanned the room for an exit. There: a narrow drainage corridor half hidden behind a root-wrapped pump assembly, slanting away deeper into the dark.

The sigils appeared one more time.

SURVIVAL RECOMMENDED
MOBILITY RECOMMENDED
HOST ADAPTATION CONTINUES

Mara snorted.

“Do you have any recommendations that aren’t obvious?”

No answer.

She gave the maintenance bay one last look—the basin, the tags, the old tithe channels, the proof that the shrine wasn’t merely corrupt but practical about it—then ducked into the drainage corridor.

As she went, the pain under her skin settled into that dense waiting reservoir again.

Not healed. Not safe. Not even slightly in control.

But alive.

And now she knew the first rule of the thing growing in her chest.

Pain wasn’t just survival tax anymore.

Pain fed.


Chapter 9: The New Scent

The drainage corridor smelled like wet stone, old sap, and the sort of long-term neglect that suggested everybody who once maintained it had died, been reassigned, or grown roots.

Mara limped through it with the iron-capped baton in one hand and the broken spine-thorn tucked at her waist, shoulders low because the ceiling had come down to a level apparently designed for shorter, more optimistic people. The passage sloped steadily away from the main chamber, narrow as a grave and twice as welcoming. Water ran in a black ribbon through the center gutter, whispering over grates half-clogged with root hair.

Behind her, somewhere up through layers of stone and old system guts, came a faint metallic bang.

Then another.

Sered was still trying very hard to remain her problem.

How touching.

Mara kept moving, one hand trailing the wall when the dizziness threatened to make the corridor tilt. Every now and then the seed in her chest gave a deep, heavy pulse, and the root-filaments under her skin answered with a hot prickling expansion along collarbone, ribs, and forearm. Not fresh healing. Adjustment. Integration. Like something inside her was updating itself against the damage report.

She hated how much sense that made now.

The corridor bent left around a collapsed brace and widened just enough for her to stop feeling personally insulted by the architecture. The black channels in the walls glowed faintly where root-light ran through them. Here and there, old symbols had been cut into the stone near the floor—thorn marks, directional arrows, numerals or prayer glyphs or system labels. Hard to tell. Human hands had written on something older, which was a very human habit and usually a bad one.

Mara paused beside one such marker to catch her breath.

The symbol had been scratched over newer etchings, crude but deliberate. A little line of tally marks beside a deeper carved bowl no wider than a hand.

Another blood basin.

Of course it was.

The thing in her chest stirred the moment she looked at it. Not enough to hurt. Just a low tug of recognition under the sternum. Input point. Access notch. Some kind of old maintenance trigger.

Mara folded both arms over herself and kept walking.

“No,” she told the corridor. “You get enough from me already.”

The corridor ignored her.

After another thirty yards the air changed.

Subtle at first. Then not subtle at all.

Cooler. Sharper. Less enclosed.

Mara slowed.

The smell changed too. The stale machinery stink thinned out and something greener pushed in beneath it—wet leaf rot, bruised stems, rain in soil, the cold living bitterness of the Briars themselves. Not filtered through shrine stone this time. The real thing.

There had to be an exit ahead.

Good news in principle. Potentially catastrophic in practice.

She kept going until the corridor ended in a split-stone mouth where the drainage line discharged out into a natural root hollow.

Natural in the same way a wolf trap was a hole in the ground.

Mara stopped at the threshold and stared.

The corridor had opened into a low cavern under the verge where the outer Briars had punched roots clean through the old substructure and grown a kingdom in the ruins. Thick black roots coiled through cracked arches and broken retaining walls. Water dripped from overhead into shallow pools stained red-brown by sap. Thin thorn-vines hung down in curtains. Beyond the hollow, through a broken outer wall of stone and root, she could see the dim wet light of the verge forest proper.

The Cathedral of Briars waited just outside like a held breath.

Mara should have felt relief.

Instead she felt watched.

Not from any one point. From everywhere. The roots in the walls. The thorn-curtains. The black pools. The hollow itself seemed to have leaned one fraction closer the moment she stepped near the threshold.

The seed in her chest pulsed once.

The entire root hollow answered.

Every fine root-hair along the floor quivered. A line of red-green light ran through a nearby black channel and disappeared into the wall. Somewhere beyond the broken outer edge, deeper in the Briars, something moved.

Not large.

Fast.

Then another movement, farther off.

Mara went still.

The chamber-sense unfurled uninvited from the bond in her chest. Not a clear map—more like the world turning its attention toward her and letting her feel the edges of it. Flow through roots. Pressure changes in nearby growth. Little shifts of movement where living things reacted to her presence.

Three separate points now.

Converging.

“Ah,” Mara said softly. “That’s bad.”

The floating text appeared at the edge of her sight.

HOST SIGNATURE MODIFIED
LOCAL SYSTEMS RESPONDING
BIOTA ATTRACTION ELEVATED

Mara stared at the words.

Then at the root hollow.

Then back at the words.

“Biota attraction,” she said. “That’s a charming way to describe being hunted.”

No rebuttal from the class. No apology either. Rude little bastard had the bedside manner of a tax clerk.

She crouched at the threshold and listened.

At first all she had was dripping water and her own breathing.

Then: a soft crackle of thorn on stone from beyond the broken wall.

Then another, above and left.

Then a low wet sniff.

Her skin crawled.

Whatever the bond had done to her, it had not just changed her internally. It had changed how the Briars read her. She had become legible in some new, unfortunate way.

Not accepted, exactly. The class had been very clear about survival being a private problem.

But noticeable.

She smelled different to the system now.

The new scent.

The thought landed ugly and complete.

Mara backed one step into the corridor mouth, instinctively seeking stone at her back. Good thinking. Also too late.

Something slipped through the hanging vine curtain to her right.

It came low and quick, a shape built out of lean muscle, thorn-shadow, and bad intent. Cat-sized, but long-bodied and too smooth in motion to be anything civilized. Black fur lay flat over ridges of root growth running along the spine. Its eyes held the same dim root-light glow as the thing in the service tunnel, but this one looked less broken by graft and more… tuned.

Predator, then. Real one.

It stopped three yards away and lifted its narrow head, scenting.

Mara did not move.

“Lovely creature,” she whispered. “Do you take visitors?”

The animal’s lips peeled back from teeth too long for the shape of its jaw.

A second one appeared on the broken wall above the outer hollow, clinging to the root mesh with hooked claws. Smaller. Faster-looking. Its tail was split halfway down the length by a growth of black thorns that clicked softly when it moved.

Mara heard the third without seeing it.

A slow padding circle behind the vine curtain on the left.

Boxed.

Naturally.

The seed in her chest pulsed harder now, and with it came another packet of understanding she had not asked for.

Predators keyed to blood-rich disturbance.
Host signature includes wound-state, bond-state, chamber-residue.
Danger. Mobility advised.

“Mobility advised,” Mara said under her breath. “That’s adorable.”

The first beast crouched.

Mara tightened her grip on the baton.

The second hissed from above.

The third one burst through the vines on her left not at Mara but at the first predator, slamming into it in a snarling blur of fur and thorn. The two hit the floor together in a whipping knot of claws.

Mara blinked.

“Didn’t see that coming.”

The newcomer was larger than the others and worse in every direction—an older verge predator thick through the shoulders, its black coat broken by pale scars and patches where roots had grown in and then been torn out. One ear gone. One eye clouded. A brutal old bastard of a thing.

And apparently territorial.

It ripped the throat out of the first smaller beast in one ugly jerk and turned immediately toward Mara, blood stringing from its jaws.

Right. Back on script.

The second creature on the wall dropped at her from above.

Mara reacted on pure nerve and exhaustion. She swung the baton two-handed.

The iron-capped end hit the animal midair just behind the jaw. Bone cracked. The thing spun sideways into the wall and dropped, scrabbling.

Before it could recover, the old scarred predator came in low.

Mara jumped back and felt her heel skid on wet stone.

The beast hit her left thigh instead of the belly. Claws punched through torn cloth and scored deep. She yelled and brought the baton down on its spine hard enough to jar both shoulders. It barely noticed. Its weight drove her into the corridor mouth, stone at her back, jaws snapping for her ribs.

Pain exploded through the fresh thigh wounds.

And there it was again.

That hot internal gathering.

The seed caught the damage like a miser catching coins. The hurt surged inward, got bitten down into that deep burning reservoir, and came flooding back into her muscles as charge.

The world sharpened.

The old predator seemed suddenly slower. Heavier. Its weight more readable. The timing of its lunge clearer by a fraction.

The floating text flashed.


PAIN HARVEST — ACTIVE

Mara laughed, half-mad and fully cornered.

“You really only do this the hard way, don’t you?”

She slammed the butt of the baton into the floor brace point between her and the beast, using the tunnel wall for leverage. The move wouldn’t have worked an hour ago. Maybe not ten minutes ago. But with that sick little charge in her limbs she found force where she had no business having it.

The baton jammed up under the predator’s jaw and lifted its head just enough.

Mara drove her knee into its wounded chest.

Bad choice for her thigh. Great choice for its balance.

The beast stumbled. Mara pivoted off the wall and brought the baton down across the side of its skull with everything the harvested pain had given her.

It reeled.

She hit it again.

The second strike split one of the thorn ridges over its temple and sent dark blood down its face. The old predator snarled and backed a pace, more offended than frightened.

The smaller wall-creature recovered enough to launch again.

This one Mara met with the broken spine-thorn she’d tucked into her belt.

She barely had time to think before the improvised dagger was in her hand and she drove it sideways into the thing’s shoulder as it came in. The thorn sank deep with a slick, horrible ease, as if it wanted to go home through flesh. The creature shrieked and thrashed off her.

Mara stared at the weapon.

“Well, that’s useful and disgusting.”

The old predator chose that moment to come at her again.

She retreated deeper into the corridor mouth because fighting three angles in the open hollow was suicide and fighting one angle in a choke point was merely awful. The scarred beast followed, shoulders squeezing into the narrowing stone. The wounded smaller creature limped after it, furious and leaking blood.

Good.

Let them queue.

Mara planted herself with feet staggered, baton in right hand, thorn in left, back almost brushing the corridor wall. Her chest burned. Her thigh bled freely. Her forearm ached. Her ribs had begun complaining again with professional focus.

The beast lunged.

Mara let the pain hit first.

Claws raked across her upper arm as she turned. Jaws clipped her shoulder. Fresh hot agony surged through her—

—and again the class fed on it.

She moved with the charge, slipping inside the bite instead of away from it, smashing the baton up under the predator’s jaw and then driving the spine-thorn straight through the clouded eye.

The beast screamed and convulsed.

Mara wrenched the thorn free and rammed the baton down on its neck as it fell.

Once.

Twice.

Third time to settle the argument.

It collapsed half in the corridor, half out, twitching.

The smaller wounded creature balked at the body, hissed, then sprang over it anyway because the local fauna had apparently been raised without manners or self-preservation.

Mara met it with the baton and a bootless kick to the chest. The kick hurt her like hell and sent pain flashing up the wounded thigh; the class took that too, counted it, handed back just enough charge for the next strike.

Iron cap to skull.

The creature dropped.

Silence.

No, not silence. Dripping water. Mara’s ragged breath. A faint wet whine from one of the dying beasts. The pulse of roots through the walls. The whole Briar hollow listening.

Mara stayed braced for three more heartbeats, thorn up, baton ready, because the day had trained her well and badly.

Nothing else came.

Slowly, she lowered her hands.

Blood ran warm down her thigh into the cold of her bare shin. The clawed arm had reopened. Her shoulder throbbed from the half-bite. She looked like she’d tried to fuck a butcher shop and lost.

The floating words returned.

PAIN HARVEST — RESPONSE IMPROVED
HOST MOBILITY MAINTAINED
THREATS NEUTRALIZED
HOST SIGNATURE REMAINS HIGH

Mara leaned one shoulder against the corridor wall and breathed out a laugh that had no joy in it at all.

“Host signature remains high,” she said. “Fantastic. I smell delicious.”

The seed pulsed once, unapologetic.

She looked down at the dead scarred predator.

Up close the old thing was magnificent in a hideous sort of way. All old fights and thorn-grafts and survival stitched together by the Briars into something mean enough to own a patch of nightmare cave. The blood leaking from its eye wound and split skull had that same dark root-rich sheen as the tunnel scavenger above.

The deeper hunger under her sternum stirred again.

Biomass.

External source.

The class didn’t push. It didn’t need to. The suggestion sat in the body like an ugly practical truth. She was bleeding. She was burning through whatever reserves the seed used to patch her. And now there were fresh kills at her feet full of the exact converted matter the Briars liked best.

Mara stared at the corpses.

Then at her torn thigh.

Then back.

“No,” she said. Then, after a beat: “Probably.”

Honesty was important in these moments.

She crouched by the smaller beast first, because starting with the giant one felt like committing to a lifestyle. The class-sense showed her where the root-rich blood was thickest—around the thorn growths, the old graft lines, the dense dark organs wrapped up under the ribs.

She did not enjoy the process.

There was no mystical sucking noise. No dainty fantasy nonsense where power came in sparkles and dramatic music. It was ugly, manual work. She used the spine-thorn like a crude knife, opened one of the old graft seams near the shoulder, and immediately the seed in her chest gave a sharp hungry pulse.

Black-red thread ran down the inside of her sternum, along the collarbone, and into her wounded arm. The sensation was not quite hunger being fed. More like a ledger being balanced using disgusting accounting methods.

Her thigh wound tightened.

The bleeding slowed.

The deep ache in her chest eased by a degree.

The floating text flickered.

EXTERNAL BIOMASS INTAKE — MINOR
HOST STABILITY IMPROVED

Mara sat back on her heels and looked at her bloody hands.

Then at the dead animal.

Then at the words.

“Well,” she said quietly, “that’s a line crossed.”

The Briars beyond the hollow shifted in the wet light.

Not moving toward her. Not attacking.

Listening.

Feeling.

Her new scent had gone farther now. Blood, bond, chamber-signature, predator-kill, biomass use. She must smell like a riot in a butcher’s greenhouse.

Mara stood, every joint protesting, and looked out through the broken outer wall into the verge woods.

The first proper Briar paths lay beyond: black roots arcing through wet earth, thorn tangles, old stone markers half-swallowed by growth. No safe road. No clean road. Just the living Cathedral opening its jaws and waiting to see whether she would step in.

Behind her, somewhere back through stone and old channels, Sered still hunted.

Ahead, the Briars had started noticing her properly.

And in the middle of it all, under broken skin and black-veined flesh, the seed in her chest beat in time with a system much larger than anything Brack Voss or any shrine clerk had ever imagined.

Mara tightened her grip on the baton.

“All right,” she told the verge. “Let’s see what else wants a bite.”

And stepped out into the Briars.


Chapter 10: Blood on the Verge

The Briars did not welcome her.

They acknowledged her.

Which, Mara was learning, was worse.

She stepped out of the broken root hollow and into the verge proper with one hand on the tunnel wall for balance and the iron-capped baton hanging slick with blood at her side. Wet earth swallowed her bare feet at once. Cold mud oozed between her toes. Thorn-vines brushed her calves like fingers checking inventory. Above, the black canes of the outer Briars leaned together under the rain, making the morning light thin and green and mean.

Behind her, the root hollow breathed damp air and old sap through the broken stone mouth.

Ahead, the Cathedral of Briars began in layers.

Not a clean forest edge. Not a tidy wall of trunks and underbrush like some polite little stand of trees waiting to be painted by idiots. The outer verge was a confusion of black-root mounds, hooked canes, slick leaf clusters dark as bruises, and old stonework being slowly eaten alive. Roots had grown over retaining walls and through shrine markers and right up the legs of dead watch-posts until architecture and forest had stopped arguing about whose this was.

It smelled green. Bitter. Wet.

And under that, deeper, came the iron-rich scent of living sap, old blood, and something warm enough to feel almost animal.

Mara limped forward.

She didn’t so much choose a path as notice one grudgingly permitted under the roots: a narrow strip of trampled ground winding between thorn tangles and half-swallowed stones, not human-made exactly but human-used often enough that the Briars had not yet bothered to erase it. Every few yards she saw old cuts in the bark or faded chalk marks on stone. Smuggler route, poacher trail, shrine maintenance line—who cared. It went away from Sered, which made it briefly beautiful.

The seed in her chest pulsed once.

The world answered in little ways.

A nearby root-line brightened under moss and mud. A thorn curtain lifted half an inch to let the rainwater drain through. Something in the brush to her left went dead still as she passed.

Mara bared her teeth at the undergrowth.

“Can all of you stop noticing me for five minutes?”

The Briars declined.

The floating sigils appeared faintly at the edge of her sight and then sharpened.

HOST SIGNATURE REMAINS HIGH
LOCAL SYSTEM RESPONSE: ELEVATED
BLEEDING DETECTED

“Don’t say.”

She looked down.

The beast’s claws had done real work on her thigh. The wound had tightened after the biomass intake, but it was not shut. Not properly. Every fourth step reopened something deep enough to let fresh blood run warm under the shredded cloth clinging to her leg. Her shoulder ached from the half-bite. Her upper arm had gone from “badly scratched” to “artistically mauled.” And the seed wound in her chest still seeped under the black-red branching filaments spread beneath her skin.

Functional, though. Apparently.

Mara stopped under a leaning root arch and braced herself against it while she caught her breath. Rain drummed softly on leaves above. The root under her palm thrummed once in reply—not hard enough to flood her with chamber-sense, just enough to remind her the whole place was connected and she was now, in some offensive administrative fashion, on the books.

She focused on the thigh wound.

The class responded eagerly.

Heat spread under the skin. Fine root-thread moved inward from the black branching lines around her chest and down through muscle, following damage like greedy little scribes. The wound tightened with a deep, needling pain that made her hiss between her teeth. Flesh pulled together. Blood flow slowed.

The sigils updated.

BLOOD MEND — SELF
LOCAL STABILIZATION COMPLETE
HOST BIOMASS LOW

“Of course it is.”

The deeper hunger under her sternum stirred in grim agreement.

She pushed off the root and kept moving.

The verge trail wound downslope through a stand of briar-canes thick as wrists, their hooked black thorns all angled slightly inward as if they had once been grown to discourage passage and then decided that warning was better than effort. Mara threaded through them carefully, turning sideways where she had to, baton lifted to nudge branches away from her face. Twice she felt the thorns hesitate when they brushed the dark root-veins under her skin. Not retreating. Not yielding. Just… checking.

As though unsure what category she now belonged to.

That uncertainty made her more nervous than open hostility would have.

Open hostility, at least, had manners.

Somewhere behind her and upslope, faint through rain and roots, came the bark of a whistle.

Shrine men.

Mara stopped dead and listened.

A second whistle answered from farther left.

Not close enough to be immediately fatal, but close enough to be annoying. They had found another route out of the chamber systems or sent runners around the verge. Sensible. Petty. Very on brand.

She crouched beside a moss-eaten marker stone and listened harder.

Voices followed the whistles. Distant. Stripped thin by the wet air.

“—trail here—”

“—blood—”

“—Abbot said alive—”

Mara smiled without humour.

“Abbot said alive,” she murmured. “That’s generous of him.”

The seed in her chest gave a hard little pulse, and with it came one of those ugly practical certainties the class preferred to language:

Open ground meant sight lines.
Blood meant trail.
Roots meant options.

Mara looked around.

The verge path was passable, yes, but too easy. Too readable. It ran along old human logic: stone edges, drainage lines, hidden cuts between watch posts. Shrine men would know those routes. The Briars, on the other hand, had their own traffic systems—narrow root runs, low tunnels under cane masses, slick shelves of exposed root above the mud where lighter things passed and heavier things fell through.

None of those looked designed with the comfort of wounded women in mind.

Which probably meant they were the better choice.

Mara left the path.

Immediately the forest got personal.

Mud deepened. Root knots rose under the leaf rot like buried backs. Thorn runners snatched at her bare ankles. Once she put a hand on what looked like dead wood for balance and it flexed under her palm like living cartilage. The Briars beyond the managed verge were not passive growth. They had architecture. Pressure. Opinion.

Good. Fine. Whatever.

She ducked under a fallen black cane the thickness of a mast and found herself in a low runnel where old rainwater moved sluggish and red-brown over root shelves. Animal tracks crossed there—multiple sets. Some were the clawed prints of the verge predators she’d already met. Some belonged to hoofed things whose weight had not quite sunk through the wet loam. One track looked disturbingly human until she saw the extra claw mark behind the heel.

She decided not to think about that.

The runnel gave her cover from the trail but at the cost of speed. Mara moved through it half bent, boots still conspicuously absent, every stone and broken twig announcing itself to her soles with malicious clarity. Blood from her leg trailed down into the water.

A root beside the runnel brightened faintly where a red ribbon touched it.

The water ahead rippled.

Mara stopped.

The ripples spread not outward, but toward her.

Then a head lifted from beneath a curtain of floating black vine.

For one absurd instant she thought fish.

Then she saw the eyes.

Not fish. A briar-eel of some sort, long and rope-thick, skin black and slick, with root-fronds feathering out from behind the gills and a mouth ringed in inward-pointing thorn teeth. It lifted itself partly from the water and turned toward the blood cloud drifting from her calf.

Mara stared.

The eel stared back.

“You,” she said quietly, “can get entirely fucked.”

It lunged.

She was already moving.

The baton came down one-handed in a short brutal chop that caught the thing across the jaw hinge just as it broke the water. The impact sprayed her with cold red-brown runoff and slick black blood. The eel twisted around the baton, almost wrenching it from her hand. Mara snarled and kicked the root shelf to get leverage, pain flaring in the wounded thigh—

—and again that familiar conversion happened under her skin.

The hurt flooded inward. The seed bit down. Charge came back hot in her shoulders.

Mara yanked the baton free and slammed it sideways into the eel’s head a second time. Bone or cartilage gave with a wet pop. The creature convulsed and thrashed in the runnel, shredding the floating vine curtain around it.

A second eel lifted from farther downstream.

Of course there were two.

Mara backed onto the root shelf and swung preemptively at the waterline as the second one came in. This time she caught it just behind the gill-fronds and sent it slapping sideways into the root wall. It bounced. She hit it again before it could recover.

The first eel tried one last weak writhe toward the blood in the water and then stilled.

Silence returned in drips and rain hiss.

Mara stood panting over the runnel with the baton raised and her pulse trying to climb out of her throat.

The sigils appeared.

THREATS NEUTRALIZED
PAIN HARVEST — RESPONSE STABLE
HOST SIGNATURE PROPAGATING THROUGH FLUID CHANNELS

She looked down at the dead eels.

Then at the water where her blood had mixed with theirs.

Then back at the floating words.

“Propagating,” she said. “That is such a wanker word.”

Behind her, somewhere back on the managed trail, one of the shrine whistles sounded again. Closer now.

Marvelous.

She stepped out of the runnel and into a dense tangle of young briar growth where the canes were thinner but woven so tightly they formed almost a tunnel. Her bare shoulders brushed wet black stems on both sides. Once or twice a thorn nicked her skin and seemed to hesitate, as if tasting. The whole tunnel smelled of crushed green things and the faint warm spice of active sap.

The ground rose under her until she came out onto an old verge embankment built from stone blocks now split and tilted by roots. From here she could see through breaks in the growth back toward the shrine edge: grey robes moving between lantern points, men spreading wide along the old paths, one of them bent to study something at ground level.

Her trail, likely.

Mara crouched low.

She could make out Sered among them even at distance. Something in the way he held himself made him hard to mistake. Still controlled. Still tidy. One hand wrapped now where the hatch had crushed his fingers. He was directing the search with the calm certainty of a man who believed the world existed mainly to return his property when inconvenienced.

Mara’s mouth hardened.

The seed in her chest pulsed in response to that emotion or the sight of him—hard to say which.

One of the roots beneath the embankment brightened.

And then, in the brush below Sered’s line, something moved.

Fast, black, low.

A verge predator—smaller than the scarred one she’d killed, leaner and built for speed—slipped across the path behind one of the shrine searchers. The man half turned, confused, just in time for the animal to spring and rake down his back. He screamed. Two more black shapes burst from the undergrowth farther along the line.

The shrine formation collapsed into shouting.

Mara stared.

Had the Briars done that because of her? Because the searchers had crossed some root line? Because the forest disliked being combed by men with whistles and self-importance?

The class did not explain.

It merely gave her that same brutal practical knowing:

Host signature agitates local systems.
Blood plus intrusion equals response.

Not control, then. God no. She was nowhere near that lucky or cursed. But her presence, her damage, her bond-state—it all disturbed things. Changed thresholds. Woke responses. She was a rock thrown into old water and the ripples were no longer staying polite.

Sered shouted something sharp and the shrine men regrouped around the wounded searcher, dragging him back toward the trail while one drove a hooked pole into the brush and another slashed wildly at shadows. The predators vanished as quickly as they’d come.

Mara exhaled slowly.

“Right,” she whispered. “So I’m not just bleeding. I’m causing paperwork.”

She withdrew from the embankment before any of the searchers looked up far enough to spot her and moved deeper into the outer Briars. The ground here was less mud and more exposed root lattice, great black ridges twisting around one another into shelves and channels. Walking on them was easier on the feet and worse on the nerves. They flexed faintly under her weight, not enough to throw her—just enough to remind her nothing here was properly inert.

The rain eased to a mist.

The forest darkened.

By the time she found the shelter, she had nearly passed it twice.

A break in a root wall. Nothing more from one angle than shadow under a tangle of black canes. From another, a narrow wedge-shaped hollow between two massive root buttresses grown over an old stone culvert. Dry enough inside. Concealed from the trail. Elevated. And, most importantly, not currently occupied by anything with visible teeth.

Mara stood outside it for a long moment, testing the air.

No fresh blood.
No predator musk.
No shrine incense.

Just dry roots, old dust, and the cold clean smell of seep water moving under stone.

Good enough.

She crawled in.

The hollow was barely tall enough to sit upright in, but it was dry and hidden and there were old scrape marks on the inner stone that suggested other verge things had used it before. Smuggler cache. Animal den. Someone’s deeply disappointing idea of a safe house. Mara didn’t care. It was cover.

She sat with her back against the stone and finally, finally let herself feel the shape of the day.

Broken pit. Cart ride. Trench. Roots. Ruin. Door. Chamber. Seed. Sered. Tunnel beasts. Predators. Eels. Search line. Blood. So much blood.

Her hands started shaking.

She curled them around the baton until the tremor eased.

The seed in her chest beat slow and heavy now, no longer in emergency rhythm but in a steadier cadence that matched, uncomfortably, the pulse she could feel through the roots outside. The black-red branching lines under her skin had spread another fraction while she walked. One now crossed the hollow of her throat. Another disappeared under the torn edge of her shirt and along her side.

Alive, then. Changed. Not dead yet.

The floating text returned one more time.

CLASS: THORNBLOOD INITIATE
STATUS: COMPROMISED / MOBILE
HOST STABILITY: IMPROVING
LOCAL THREAT INDEX: HIGH
RECOMMENDATION: REST / FEED / ADAPT

Mara looked at the line that said FEED and scowled.

“Pervert.”

Outside the root hollow, something moved through the mist. Not close. Just enough to remind her the Briars remained crowded.

She lowered the baton across her knees, closed her eyes for one breath, then opened them again because sleeping in a living nightmare forest felt optimistic to the point of idiocy.

Still, rest was not bad advice for once.

She shifted carefully, found a position that did not make her ribs threaten mutiny, and watched the slit of dim green light at the hollow’s mouth while the Briars breathed around her.

Behind her, somewhere beyond stone and root and old systems, Sered and his shrine men spread through the verge.

Ahead, deeper in the Cathedral, darker paths waited.

And in the cramped dry shelter between them sat Mara Vey, half-healed, half-grafted, bloody as sin and carrying a living seed in her chest that had already made the forest start paying attention.

Not welcome.

Not safe.

But very definitely noticed.


Chapter 11: Carrion Road

Rest, Mara discovered, was a strong word for lying half-awake in a root crack while your body argued with a carnivorous seed about ownership.

She did not sleep properly.

She drifted.

In and out. Pain, then dimness. The cold pulse of the Briars under the stone at her back. The slow, ugly rhythm of the thing in her chest keeping time with some larger system outside. Once she jerked awake convinced roots were moving over her legs, only to find it was just blood drying stiff on torn cloth and her own nerves being dramatic.

Another time she woke because something passed the mouth of the hollow.

Not close enough to come in. Just a shadow crossing the slit of dim green light outside, low and silent, with eyeshine like wet copper. It paused. Scented. Moved on.

Mara kept one hand on the baton until the ache in her knuckles merged with everything else and became background weather.

When true morning finally arrived, it did not so much brighten the Briars as dilute the dark.

The light filtering through the outer growth turned the slit at the hollow mouth from black-green to a muddy grey. Mist still clung low between the roots. Rain had stopped, leaving the whole verge with that washed, cold smell of wet leaf rot and turned soil.

Mara pushed herself carefully upright.

Everything complained.

Ribs first, obviously. The thigh wound next, a deep hot line under the tightened flesh where the class had done its grotesque little stitching. The shoulder bite throbbed. Her face felt like it had been built badly and then kicked by contractors. The seed in her chest pulsed once, not painfully this time, but with enough weight to remind her that the whole body now had an internal management problem.

She touched the wound at her sternum through the ruined front of her shirt.

The skin there had not healed in any sane sense. It had… integrated. The torn flesh had sealed around a branching black-red pattern under the skin, thickest over the impact site and finer where it spread over collarbone and ribs. Warm. Raised. Very much not natural.

“Still hate it,” she muttered.

The seed ignored her opinion with bureaucratic dignity.

The floating text came back, pale against the dark of the hollow.

CLASS: THORNBLOOD INITIATE
STATUS: STABLE ENOUGH
HOST BIOMASS: LOW
LOCAL THREAT INDEX: MODERATE-HIGH
RECOMMENDATION: MOVE

“Stable enough,” Mara said. “Romantic.”

She crawled out of the hollow into the cold mist and squinted at the outer Briars.

Daylight made the place no friendlier. If anything, the verge looked worse in clear view. Black canes twisted up from the root beds in dense, whip-thin stands. Hooked thorn runners sprawled over old stonework like cracked veins. Here and there, half-buried shrine markers leaned out of the growth, their carved faces and symbols worn to anonymous mockery by weather and sap.

The Briars did not look wild.

They looked managed once, then neglected, then quietly offended by the presumption.

Mara took stock of herself before moving.

No boots. Still a grievance.
One iron-capped baton.
One snapped predator-thorn tucked into the shredded remains of her waistband.
One metal clearance tag in her pocket seam.
One body very much in need of food, water, and a different life.

The last item would have to wait.

She stepped back onto the root lattice and began moving northward—or what she hoped was northward—keeping to the denser growth rather than the open shrine tracks. The pulse in the roots gave her a rough sense of gradient now, not a map exactly but a feel for heavier flow and deeper system channels. The more active lines seemed to run inward toward the Cathedral proper and outward toward older verge infrastructure, drainage cuts, and whatever distribution points the shrine had used.

Mara wanted people and did not want shrine people.

Annoyingly narrow category.

The first sign of a road came as smell before sight.

Not the general wet stink of the Briars. Something sharper under it. Old rot, turned by birds and weather. The sweet-sour edge of opened guts. The kind of smell you knew in your teeth before your mind got polite enough to label it.

Carrion.

Mara slowed.

The root path under her feet widened onto a shelf of old stone blocks sunk deep in the mud, almost completely overgrown but still showing a deliberate line under the black roots. A road once. Narrow. Verge service track, maybe. The kind of thing carts would use if they had ugly cargo and no interest in being watched.

She followed it through a low corridor of leaning cane and came out above a shallow cutting where the thing revealed itself fully.

The Carrion Road.

The roadbed lay half-submerged in years of runoff and leaf rot, but enough of the original stone remained to show a clear route cutting along the outer Briars. On one side rose the root wall of the Cathedral, black and glossy where water seeped over it in slow threads. On the other dropped a muddy slope into a ditch choked with bones, rag scraps, cracked pottery, and the remains of old offering poles.

Somebody had built a whole working road to feed the Briars.

Mara stood in the cover of the canes and stared.

Bones lay everywhere once she knew how to see them.

Not in neat burial piles. That would have implied respect. These had been thrown, scattered, washed, and worked through by time. Human and animal alike. Tibias half buried in silt. A horse skull caught in root growth. The broken curve of ribs under moss. Weathered tags still hanging from a few by corroded wire. Little lead seals pressed with shrine marks.

Paid in meat, indeed.

“Bastards,” Mara said softly.

The seed in her chest pulsed once, hard enough to sting.

Agreement? Recognition? Hunger? Hard to tell. The thing had an emotional range best described as “system alert.”

She crouched and studied the road more closely.

Cart ruts. Recent.

Not this morning, maybe, but within a day or two. The wet mud held layered wheel grooves and boot marks, some half-filled by last night’s rain, some fresh enough that the edges still looked sharp. The shrine still used this line. Or others did. Either way it meant danger and potentially salvage, which were increasingly the same category.

She followed the ditch side under cover, moving parallel to the road. Crows watched her from the old poles, but they did not come down. That struck her again as wrong. Crows should have owned this place. Instead they kept their distance, hopping and clicking beaks while the Briars did the eating.

A few hundred yards on she found the first proper station.

Or what had been one.

Three stone uprights marked the edge of a widened lay-by where carts could pull off the main track. Between them stood a roofed frame long ago built to shelter workers or goods. Now the roof had caved half in, and black roots had pushed through the floorboards from below, splitting them like lifted fingernails. Hooks hung from one beam. Some rusted empty. One held a length of old chain with a collar ring on the end.

Mara’s jaw tightened.

Under the frame sat two broken crates and a water barrel gone dry. She approached carefully, baton up, because abandoned places in the Briars had a habit of not being abandoned in the useful sense.

Nothing sprang at her.

Yet.

She prodded one crate open and found old lamp oil tins, their lids fused shut. The second crate held bundled cloth gone moldy and a handful of ceramic tokens stamped with shrine sigils. Worthless unless you were planning to pay for death logistics.

The dry barrel was no better.

But behind it, hidden under collapsed boards, she found a leather satchel with the strap gnawed through. Less rotten than the one in the service tunnel. Someone had stashed it or dropped it in a hurry.

Mara pulled it free.

Inside: a flint striker, a waxed pouch with three dried root biscuits hard enough to break masonry, a coil of twine, two lamp wicks, and—praise any god still taking petitions—a skin half full of stale water.

Mara drank without ceremony and immediately coughed half of it back up because her bruised throat and split mouth objected to being treated like a normal body. She drank again more carefully, then chewed one of the root biscuits and discovered it tasted like dusty bark and regret.

Food nonetheless.

The deeper hollowness under her sternum eased by a degree.

The text flickered.


HOST BIOMASS: IMPROVED (MINOR)

“High praise.”

She slung the satchel over one shoulder and straightened just in time to hear voices coming up the road.

Mara dropped behind the collapsed frame and crouched low.

Two men came into view around the curve below, leading a mule cart so overloaded with bundled shapes under tarps it leaned to one side. Shrine workers, from the grey waxed cloaks and the clipped way they moved. Not full attendants—laborers, maybe. One carried a hooked pole. The other kept glancing nervously at the Briar wall, as if expecting it to answer back if stared at too hard.

Mara stilled her breathing.

The men stopped at the widened lay-by.

“Wheel’s catching again,” said the nervous one.

“Then don’t pull so hard left,” said the other.

“It’s the load.”

“It’s your hands.”

The nervous one spat into the ditch. “Load shouldn’t still be shifting if they’re dead.”

That got Mara’s attention.

The other man did not look up from the wheel.

“Then they weren’t all dead when Veller tagged them. Not your concern.”

“Should be somebody’s.”

“Is,” said the other. “The Briars.”

He said it with the flat, practical faith of a man whose theology had been reduced to logistics.

The nervous one looked at the root wall and rubbed his thumb over the charm hanging at his throat.

“Abbot says the trench was breached.”

“Abbot says a lot.”

“Not like this. Says something got into the lower works. Says all carts stay to road and no one goes near the old drainage mouths.”

Mara smiled sourly in the dust behind the frame.

Very good advice, that. Bit late.

The practical one finally crouched by the wheel and began checking the axle pin. “Then we stay to road. We dump. We go back. We get paid.” He glanced up. “Unless you’d like to argue doctrine with the next thing that climbs out of a cut root?”

“No.”

“Thought not.”

The cart shifted.

Just slightly.

The nervous man froze.

Both men looked at the tarp-covered load.

Something under it moved.

Not much. A twitch. Then stillness.

Mara felt the air in the lay-by change. The Briar wall opposite the road seemed to draw itself tighter, root lines darkening where moisture ran. The crows on the poles fluttered back a foot along the beam.

The nervous man swallowed. “That one’s alive.”

The other man stood, annoyed. “Then it won’t be by the next marker.”

He grabbed the edge of the tarp and jerked it back.

Bodies.

Three at least. Maybe four under the bundle, stacked rough and tied at wrists or ankles where necessary. One woman. Two men. One whose face Mara couldn’t see. All bruised, filthy, and marked with the same lead seals she’d seen in the trench. One of the men, near the top, opened his eyes blearily at the daylight and tried to form a word through split lips.

The practical worker hit him in the forehead with the heel of his palm.

“Lie still.”

The man made a sound too weak to count as a plea.

The nervous one looked away. “We should finish him.”

“And lose the measure? Use your head.”

“The measure—”

“Briars take more from breathing stock.”

Mara went very quiet.

Something in her chest tightened in ugly sympathy with the memory of mud, trench water, and roots moving under bodies. She could see the same thought landing in herself from the outside now. Same road. Same system. Same arithmetic of meat.

The seed pulsed once under her sternum, and for an instant her sense of the root wall opposite sharpened. There were active channels just beneath the bark there. A collection line. A feed interface. The marker ahead was not just a waypoint. It was a mouth.

The practical worker threw the tarp back over the bodies and started pushing the cart.

“Come on.”

The nervous one hesitated. “We don’t have to take the live one.”

The other man rounded on him. “You planning to carry him home and feed him? Planning to tell the Abbot you improved his count by growing a conscience?”

That shut him up.

They started down the road again, cart wheels grinding wet stone.

Mara waited until they’d gone thirty yards and disappeared around the next bend.

Then she moved.

Not onto the road. Into the ditch beside it, following fast and low through bone-filled mud and root-shadow, using the old poles and collapsed banks for cover. The satchel slapped softly against her side. Baton in hand. Bare feet cold in the muck. Every step sent little complaint sparks up the leg, but the food and water had taken the edge off her weakness enough that she could move like a person rather than a dragged carcass.

The road curved toward a larger marker station ahead.

This one still stood mostly intact: a stone arch across the road engraved with worn briar glyphs, flanked by two collection basins cut into the root wall itself. The basins were dry at the moment, but black staining ran from them down the stone. A side ramp sloped from the road to a dumping shelf built directly against the Briars. Hooks. Rails. Winch. Efficient, ugly little invention.

The cart rolled onto the shelf.

The workers climbed down.

Mara crouched under the bank ten yards away and saw the root wall twitch.

Not enough for men looking straight at their work to notice. More a subtle inward tightening of the bark around the basin seams, as if the system had scented the incoming cargo and cleared its throat.

The practical man unhooked the side rail of the cart. “Lift.”

The nervous one did, reluctantly.

Together they began dragging the tarp bundle toward the shelf edge.

The living man under the tarp found his voice then. Barely. A ragged, dry whisper that would have gone nowhere in a kinder world.

“Please.”

The nervous man flinched.

The practical one did not.

Mara had heard enough.

She came up the bank fast and mean, baton in both hands.

The practical worker saw her first, but he only had time to say, “What—” before the iron cap cracked across the side of his knee. It folded with a wet bark and took him down screaming.

The nervous one turned too slowly and caught the backswing full across the mouth. Teeth flew. He hit the root wall and slid down it leaving a stripe of blood on black bark.

The cart shifted dangerously, one tarp-wrapped body half over the edge.

Mara dropped the baton and lunged for the load before it could tip.

Too late to stop it cleanly. Just enough to keep the top body—the living man—from sliding all the way onto the dumping shelf.

He stared up at her through one swollen eye, not understanding yet that the interruption had form and anger.

“Can you move?” Mara snapped.

He blinked.

“Can. You. Move.”

“A bit.”

“Then start with a bit.”

The practical worker howled and tried to crawl for the hooked pole.

Mara snatched up her baton and stamped on his wrist. Bone cracked. He went from howl to shriek.

“Terrible choice,” she said.

The nervous one tried to spit blood and words at once. He achieved a sort of pink foam.

Mara ignored him and cut the rope binding the living man’s wrists with the snapped spine-thorn from her belt. Ugly little weapon, but it bit cord nicely.

The man tried to push himself up and almost fainted.

Good enough.

The root wall behind the dumping shelf pulsed.

The basin seams opened a fraction.

Every instinct Mara had acquired in the last day screamed the same thing:

Move now.

She hauled the half-conscious man off the top of the load and shoved him toward the ditch side. “Roll.”

“What?”

“Roll, you decorative corpse.”

He rolled.

Mostly fell, really. But gravity was doing some noble work today.

Mara turned back toward the other bound bodies on the cart and then froze.

The root wall had started opening.

Not metaphorically. A split line had appeared between two black bark plates on the dumping shelf, widening slowly as inner root tissue flexed behind it. Wet red-green light gleamed through the seam. Fine tendrils spilled out like tasting fingers.

The practical worker stopped screaming.

All three conscious people on the shelf stared at the opening.

The nervous one made the sign against the Briars.

“Mercy,” he whispered.

The root wall did not strike at Mara.

It struck the bloodiest thing nearest the shelf.

The practical worker.

A tendril whipped out, hooked around the broken wrist he had been clutching, and yanked him sideways across the stone before he even finished screaming. Another wrapped his ankle. He hit the opening chest-first. The seam widened just enough.

Mara did not waste the lesson.

She grabbed the second bound body—dead, thank Christ—and shoved it fully onto the shelf.

The root tendrils took that too.

Not choosy, then. Just opportunistic.

The nervous one broke and ran.

Mara let him. She had enough problems without chasing laborers into a forest that might take offense.

She cut the next bound figure loose. A woman this time, unconscious but breathing shallow. Better than none. She hauled her bodily by the shoulders off the cart and dragged her toward the bank while the root wall fed in wet, efficient silence on the worker and the dead stock alike.

The living man she had freed was trying to crawl.

Good. Ugly, slow, pathetic crawling was still movement. She approved.

Mara dragged the unconscious woman to the ditch, shoved her down the bank, then went back for the last body on the cart and found it cold and stiff. Dead hours ago.

Fine. Let the Briars have one less innocent and one more clerk.

She tipped the corpse onto the dumping shelf and backed away as the root seam widened around it.

The text flashed at the edge of her vision.

LOCAL SYSTEM FEED RESPONSE ACTIVE
INTRUSION DETECTED
HOST SHOULD RELOCATE

“No argument there.”

The worker in the roots had stopped making sounds. The cart mule, who had shown commendable self-interest throughout, chose that moment to bolt and nearly took the whole rig sideways off the shelf.

Mara took the opportunity.

She slid down the ditch bank to the two survivors, grabbed the half-conscious man under one arm and the woman under the other by sheer stubbornness and rage, and hauled them into the cover of the bone ditch while the Carrion Road behind her erupted into shouted panic from farther up the line.

More workers? Shrine men? Birds with opinions? Didn’t matter.

She had just interrupted the delivery schedule.

Again.

As she dragged both survivors into the root shadow, the seed in her chest gave a hard, unpleasant pulse. The Briars around the station were fully awake now, tension running through every black root line. She had not simply been noticed.

She had altered a process.

That, in systems, was how you got flagged.

Mara bared her teeth and kept dragging.

Behind her, on the Carrion Road, the workers shouted and the roots fed and the crows on the poles finally came down screaming.

Ahead, deeper in the verge, the ditch widened toward a dark low mound of piled stone and bodies half hidden by black cane. A corpse pile. And someone was already there, elbow-deep in its pockets.

Mara squinted through the root shadow and saw a lean figure in a stolen-looking coat pause, glance up, and then very calmly continue looting as if bloody women dragging half-dead strangers out of a feeding station were an everyday inconvenience.

Mara laughed once, breathless and unbelieving.

“Well,” she said, hauling her misery onward, “that’s a corpse-looting little bastard if ever I saw one.”


Chapter 12: Corpse Pile Thief

The corpse pile thief looked up exactly once, measured the situation, and decided it was still worth finishing whatever he had his hands in.

Mara, dragging one half-conscious man by the coat and one unconscious woman by both wrists through the bone ditch, found that impressive in a completely rotten way.

He was lean where other men went thin, all tendon and angles under a coat that had belonged to someone broader and wealthier and very probably less dead until recently. Dark hair shoved back any old way. Narrow face. Quick eyes. No shrine beads, no proper worker’s marks, no decent person’s hesitation. One knee braced on the edge of the corpse pile, one hand inside a dead man’s boot, the other already pocketing something small and metallic.

He glanced at Mara.

At the bleeding man.

At the limp woman.

Then back to the boot.

“Bit lively for this section,” he said.

Mara hauled the man another yard and let him slump against the ditch bank. “Help.”

The thief tugged the boot free with a wet pop and inspected the sole.

“Strong opener. Bold. No greeting, no context, no pleasant lies.”

The half-conscious man made a broken sound that might once have aspired to speech. The woman remained out cold, face grey under the grime.

Behind them, on the Carrion Road, shouting spread from the feeding station in widening rings of human panic. Crows were making a racket on the marker poles, and every so often a worker’s voice rose above the rest with the particular tone of a man discovering his shift had become religiously interesting.

Mara planted the baton in the mud like a walking stick and leaned on it just long enough to keep the world from tilting.

Then she looked at the thief.

He was still checking the boot for coin slips or hidden blades.

“Help,” she repeated, “or I’ll take that boot and feed you with it.”

The thief looked up properly this time.

His eyes flicked over her in a quick, brutal inventory—bare feet, blood-soaked shirt, baton, root-black branching under the skin at collar and chest, the satchel on her shoulder, the not-quite-healed wounds, the sort of posture people only wore when they were staying upright out of spite alone.

He did not flinch.

That was interesting.

“Can you?” he asked mildly.

Mara smiled through split lips. “Would you like the practical demonstration?”

He weighed that.

Then, with the air of a man making a short-term investment in future inconvenience, he tossed the boot aside and rose from the corpse pile in one fluid motion.

Up close, he looked even less trustworthy. Fine bones. Scar at the corner of the mouth. Fingers too quick and too clean in their movements for honest work. There was a knife somewhere on him—Mara couldn’t see it, which meant there was definitely a knife somewhere on him.

He crouched first by the woman and pressed two fingers to the side of her throat.

“Alive,” he said. “Barely. Better odds than most.”

Then he checked the man, who batted weakly at his wrist.

“Oh, definitely alive. Annoying too. That’s encouraging.”

“Water,” the man whispered.

The thief ignored him and looked back at Mara.

“You’re from the road mess.”

“Observation worthy of a medal.”

“Didn’t say it wasn’t.” He nodded toward the Carrion Road. “You’re also seconds away from having company, and you’ve dragged it toward my breakfast.”

Mara glanced past him.

The corpse pile sat in a widened bowl between the ditch and a collapsed retaining wall swallowed by black cane. Old offering dump, maybe. Or overflow from the road when the ditch got too full and the shrine workers got bored of being neat. Bones stuck out of the mound at every angle. Stripped ribs. splintered long bones. Cloth scraps stiff with age. A horse harness half-buried in the rot. The thief had been working through the fresher top layer where the dead still had boots and pockets.

Breakfast, then. Fair enough.

“Not my aim,” Mara said.

“No, I gathered you lacked the serenity to plan this far ahead.”

She would have hit him on principle if she’d had more spare blood.

Instead she pointed at the survivors.

“Can they move?”

The thief gave her another of those fast, clinical looks. “One can crawl. One can be dragged. You can stand, which I assume is disappointing to several people.”

The man on the bank coughed and tried to push upright. He managed one elbow and a lot of misery.

The thief eyed Mara’s thigh where blood had begun seeping again through the class-stiffened wound line.

“You shouldn’t be hauling anyone.”

“Yet here we are.”

“Yet here you are, specifically. I’m doing splendidly.”

Behind them, a whistle shrilled on the Carrion Road. Closer now.

The thief’s expression changed by a degree. Not fear. Calculation tightening into urgency.

“All right,” he said. “New rule. We stop talking like strangers and start moving like thieves.”

Mara blinked. “Was there an old rule?”

“Yes. It was that I loot in peace and you die somewhere less underfoot.”

He stepped past her toward the slope leading up to the road and flattened himself against a root-black stone. One quick look through a gap in the cane. One curse muttered under his breath.

“How many?” Mara asked.

“Enough.”

That was not helpful.

He slid back down into the ditch and pointed to the corpse mound.

“Under.”

Mara looked at the pile. Then at him.

“No.”

“You object now? Interesting place to find standards.”

“I am not hiding in a corpse hill.”

“Then enjoy being seen from the road, dragged back to whoever is shouting your description, and sold by the pound.”

That landed.

The man on the bank tried again. “Water.”

Mara handed him the skin from the satchel without looking away from the thief.

He took a tiny swallow and nearly cried from it.

The thief noticed the satchel immediately.

Of course he did.

His gaze lingered on it one fraction too long, then skipped away with the practiced innocence of a born bastard.

Mara smiled. “Try it and I break your fingers.”

“Lovely,” he said. “Paranoid already. We’ll get on.”

Another whistle. Much nearer.

The corpse pile thief moved first, as apparently he did most things. He seized a warped plank from the collapsed retaining wall and levered open a low gap between the mound and the root-eaten stone behind it. Not a tunnel exactly. More a crawlspace formed by years of sloppy dumping, shifting bones, and the sort of civic neglect that made institutions thrive.

“Under,” he said again. “Now.”

Mara stared into the gap.

It was black. Low. Full of the smell of old death, damp cloth, and root rot.

“No.”

The thief’s face remained pleasant in a way she immediately distrusted.

“Then bleed on the open ground. I’m sure that’ll go wonderfully.”

He dropped flat and wriggled into the crawlspace without waiting for agreement. Mara heard bones shift, cloth tear, and one muttered complaint about someone’s elbow being in a completely unreasonable place considering they’d had the decency to die.

She looked at the survivors.

The man was conscious enough to understand the choice and horrified enough to hate it. The woman continued to do the one useful thing she had offered all morning and remained unconscious.

Mara grabbed the woman under the shoulders. “Move your legs.”

The man swallowed. “That’s not me.”

“Then move something.”

Together, badly, they got the woman to the gap. Mara shoved her in feet first, because there were no elegant solutions left in stock. The man followed with a desperate kind of writhing crawl that said he would, under slightly better circumstances, prefer to die with greater dignity.

Mara went last.

The corpse mound closed over her in stink and pressure.

Bones shifted under her palms. Wet earth sucked at one knee. Something hard and round rolled under her hand and she discovered with genuine resentment that skulls had textures. The black space pressed inches from her face, woven through with root fibers and old rags and the occasional cold bit of metal. Ahead, the thief’s voice drifted back, conversational as a dinner guest.

“Mind the drop on your right. There’s a barrel hoop. It’ll skin you if you don’t.”

“I hope something bites you,” Mara muttered.

“People do say I leave an impression.”

They crawled.

Above them, boots pounded past on the road. Men shouting. One voice she recognized faintly from the feeding station, high with the excitement of surviving something and wanting company in the terror.

“—went for Jerrit—”

“—she came out of the bank—”

“—Abbot said marked—”

Marked.

Mara kept crawling.

The seed in her chest beat slow and heavy in the dark, not panicked, not calm, just aware. Through the bones and earth she could feel the Briars beyond the mound like pressure against a bruise. The roots running through the corpse pile were active. Not aggressively. Not feeding. Just present, threaded through the old dump in fine black cords, waiting for new inputs with inhuman patience.

Wonderful.

The crawlspace opened at last into a shallow stone cavity behind the mound, maybe once part of a drainage culvert before the dead and the roots got creative. There was barely room to kneel. The thief sat back on his heels in the gloom as if this were an entirely ordinary morning hiding behind stacked bodies.

The man lay curled on one side clutching the water skin and trying not to sob aloud. The woman breathed in thin, ugly little pulls against the wall.

Mara emerged last and immediately wanted to set the entire culvert on fire.

There was just enough light leaking through cracks in the mound to show the thief’s grin.

“That wasn’t so bad.”

“You loot the dead for fun,” Mara said. “Your standards are diseased.”

“They are practical.” He leaned sideways, listening to the boots overhead. “Which is why I am not currently being searched by shrine workers while sitting in a ditch with a woman who looks like the Briars filed a complaint directly into her sternum.”

Mara went still.

Even in the murk, he’d seen it. The black-red branching at her throat. The wrong warmth in the skin over her chest.

She tightened one hand around the baton.

The thief noticed that too. “Relax. If I meant to sell that information, I’d have done it at a safer distance.”

“That’s not as comforting as you think.”

“No, but it is honest.”

The honesty was the annoying part.

Above them, boots paused directly over the mound.

All four of them froze.

A hooked pole stabbed down through the loose upper layers of dumped cloth and bone, punching into the crawlspace roof close enough to Mara’s shoulder that dirt showered down her sleeve. The wounded man bit off a cry against the back of his hand. The thief’s expression did not change, but one of his hands had found the knife Mara hadn’t been able to see before.

The pole withdrew.

A worker’s voice filtered down, muffled by rot and mud.

“Anything?”

“Old stock.”

“Then keep moving. Abbot wants the lower road checked.”

The boots moved on.

Only when the road noise thinned did anyone in the culvert breathe properly again.

The wounded man made a broken, shaky laugh that ended in a cough.

Mara closed her eyes once. Opened them again.

The thief slid the knife away somewhere impossible.

“Well,” he said. “That was invigorating.”

Mara looked at him.

He was younger than she’d first guessed. Not a boy. Just one of those bastards age had to chase in circles. Maybe thirty. Maybe less. Maybe older in the eyes if not the face. Mud at one cuff. Old blood at one sleeve. Boots that had been resoled twice by someone cheap and competent.

He was studying her with exactly the same caution she was giving him.

“Name,” Mara said.

He tilted his head. “Demanding, aren’t you?”

She lifted the baton an inch.

“Name.”

He smiled then, quick and thin and entirely unrepentant.

“Iven.”

“Mara.”

“I know.”

That sharpened everything.

“How?”

He shrugged one shoulder.

“Pit names travel. Road names too, if the road is ugly enough. Brack Voss’s woman who won’t take a fall. Expensive habits. Bad sense. Remarkable consistency.”

Mara stared at him.

“Brack doesn’t own me.”

“Didn’t say he did.” Iven leaned back against the culvert wall, easy as if corpse-hiding were a trade etiquette lesson. “Only said people talk. And when people talk around the verge, I listen. It’s how I avoid becoming landscape.”

The half-conscious man on the floor looked between them like he’d woken into a conversation between two knives.

The woman finally stirred and made a weak, pained sound.

Mara crouched beside her at once. The thief noticed that too.

“See,” he said softly, “there’s the bad sense again. You dragged two strangers off a feed shelf while bleeding enough to write your name across half the district. Noble. Idiotic. Very dramatic.”

Mara ignored him and checked the woman’s throat.

Alive, yes. Faint pulse. Shallow breath. Bruising around both wrists. One side of the skull swollen where she’d clearly taken a blow. No obvious root contamination that Mara could see, though after the last day she would have liked a more scientific definition than “see.”

The seed in her chest pulsed once toward the woman’s injuries.


BLOOD MEND AVAILABLE

Mara suppressed a sigh.

Not now.

Maybe not ever on strangers in a cramped culvert with a thief watching and shrine men overhead. That seemed like the sort of choice that altered your whole week.

She looked at Iven. “Do you know anywhere safer?”

He spread his hands a fraction. “Depends. Safer than the Carrion Road? Yes. Safer than the Briars? No one does.”

“Useful distinction.”

“I pride myself on them.”

He dug into one of his coat pockets and flicked something at her. Mara caught it one-handed out of reflex and looked down.

A knife.

Small but decent. Narrow blade, worn grip, sharp enough to keep. Clean, too, which in this place qualified as a sort of miracle.

She looked up.

Iven shrugged. “You were glaring at my beltline. Thought I’d save you the moral conflict.”

“Why?”

“Because if those two are coming with us, I’d rather the heavily wounded woman with the haunted chest vines have something pointy between us and the next thing with ideas.”

Us.

Interesting word.

Mara slipped the knife into the satchel strap for quick reach.

“You planning to come?”

Iven gave her the sort of look usually reserved for children asking whether fire intended to remain hot.

“You’ve just turned the lower road into a shrine panic. You’re marked by something I’m not yet stupid enough to name. And the Abbot’s workers are combing the verge looking for you.” He pointed upward with one finger. “Where exactly do you think I’m going to stand that isn’t downstream of your disaster?”

“Fair.”

“Also,” he added, glancing at the satchel, “you have water.”

There it was.

Mara almost liked him for the honesty.

Above, a wagon rattled by on the road, slower than before, as if the whole traffic line had gone cautious. The crows were still screaming at intervals. The Briars beyond the mound had settled into a lower pulse, but not sleep. Not even close. The system had noticed disruption. It would keep noticing until something balanced the ledger or broke it.

Mara looked from Iven to the two half-dead strangers and then to the narrow crack in the mound where dim road light filtered in.

The day had gone from pit fight to corpse trench to relic chamber to feeding station to culvert with thief.

Objectively, that was poor planning.

Still.

Iven clearly knew the verge. He knew Brack’s name, shrine habits, corpse routes, and hiding places behind piles of dead. He was selfish, slippery, mouthy, and almost certainly halfway to stealing something whenever he went quiet.

In other words, useful.

Mara nodded once.

“Temporary truce.”

Iven’s grin flickered again. “My favourite sort.”

“Until I find out you’ve sold us.”

“Then I’ll likely deserve what happens next.”

“Good. We understand each other.”

The wounded man on the floor made a small desperate gesture toward the water skin again. Mara handed it over. He drank, this time with enough control to keep it down.

“Names,” Mara said, looking at the pair. “If you’re breathing, you can tell me your names.”

The man swallowed. “Deren.”

The woman, eyes still closed, managed a whisper rough as gravel.

“Lysa.”

Iven looked offended on principle. “See? Now it’s a caravan.”

Mara ignored him.

“Can you walk?” she asked Deren.

“With help.”

“To die, maybe,” Iven said.

“To walk,” Mara said without looking at him.

“Then with help,” Deren whispered again.

Lysa had not opened her eyes, but her fingers twitched once against the culvert floor.

Iven listened upward one last time, then pushed off the wall and knelt by the hidden back of the culvert where a gap in the stonework opened into a black run of roots heading away from the road at an angle.

“There’s a ditch cut behind the old dump line,” he said. “Runs to a smugglers’ washout and from there into cleaner verge. Less road. Less shrine. More things with teeth, obviously, because the world does enjoy consistency.”

Mara hauled Deren upright by the arm.

“Lead.”

Iven paused in the gap and glanced back at her, eyes flicking once more to the dark branching at her throat.

“What happened to you down there?” he asked, quiet enough that Deren and Lysa wouldn’t hear if they were lucky.

Mara met his gaze.

“The wrong door.”

Something unreadable crossed his face then. Interest. Concern. Calculation. Maybe all three wrestling in a sack.

Then he nodded once, as if filing away a fact he’d regret later.

“Of course it was,” he said.

And slipped into the dark.

Lysa frowned. “He gives you the crossbow and keeps the knife?”

“He can keep the knife,” Mara said. “If he tries anything, I’ll beat him to death with his own planning.”

Iven looked almost cheerful at that.

“See? Now we’re bonding.”

Deren sank onto one of the rolled blankets with a groan and pulled on the spare boots with shaking hands. “Where are we going?”

That quieted them all.

Mara looked at Iven. Iven looked at the map. Lysa looked at both of them like she expected whichever answer came next to be stupid and possibly fatal.

Fair expectation.

Iven tapped the map with one finger.

“There’s a smuggler’s notch cut north-east of here. Old sap road. Shrines use the main verge tracks, and most scavengers avoid the notch because of sinkholes and a story about things in the walls.” He shrugged. “That makes it excellent.”

“Things in the walls?” Deren asked.

“Everything has things in the walls,” Iven said. “It’s the Briars.”

Lysa pressed the blanket against the swelling on her skull and grimaced. “You’re both insane.”

“Yes,” Mara said. “But we’re mobile.”

The seed in her chest pulsed hard enough to make her flinch. The text flashed.

MULTIPLE HOSTILES APPROACHING
ROAD SEARCH WIDENING
MOBILITY STRONGLY RECOMMENDED

Mara took one breath.

Then another.

And realized she could now feel the search line widening through the roots. Not precise boots and names, but disturbances. Human movement. Iron. Hook poles. Lanterns. Shrine patterns expanding outward from the Carrion Road like cracks in thin ice.

“They’re spreading,” she said.

Iven’s head snapped up. “How close?”

“Too.”

He stared at her one beat longer than comfort liked and then rolled the map shut.

“Right,” he said. “New plan. We stop pretending the dead are good cover once they start using poles.”

Deren rose with effort. Lysa steadied him without being asked. Mara slung the crossbow over one shoulder and tightened her grip on the baton. Iven took up the map, a satchel of his own, and the hooked knife from the cache, then paused just long enough to cover the rest with the black tarp and loose root matting again.

Always leaving a door open, that one.

As they prepared to move, Mara found herself shoulder to shoulder with him for half a second in the mouth of the cache.

He looked at the dark branching at her throat again, then at the crossbow in her hands.

“The wrong door,” he said quietly.

Mara did not look at him. “What about it?”

He considered that. “Nothing yet.”

That was not comforting in the least.

Then he slipped out of the cache into the washout basin and glanced back at the rest of them with a grin too quick and too sharp to be friendly.

“Come on,” he said. “Two crows, one grave. Let’s see who gets the shiny bits.”

Mara stared at him.

“What in hells does that mean?”

Iven started walking. “It means share the kill, split the profit, and don’t stab your partner until after the road’s clear.”

Deren made a weak noise that might have been laughter or despair.

Lysa muttered, “I hate him already.”

Mara adjusted the crossbow, checked the bolts, and bared her teeth in something that wasn’t quite a smile.

“Get in line.”

And together, miserable and armed and deeply underqualified, they left the cache and headed for the smuggler’s notch while the Briars listened and the shrine line spread behind them through the roots.


Chapter 14: Split or Bleed

The washout basin narrowed into a cut so steep and root-choked it looked less like a path and more like the aftermath of an argument between water and the Briars.

Iven went first, naturally.

He moved up the black root lattice with the irritating lightness of a man who had been underfed by life into efficiency. No wasted effort. No dramatic scrambling. He put his boots where they would hold, ducked where the hanging canes would snag, and never once looked like the ground might betray him, which meant either deep experience or a truly offensive amount of confidence.

Mara, carrying a crossbow she had not asked for, a baton she trusted more, and a body held together by pain and invasive botany, followed with Deren limping at her side and Lysa behind.

It was ugly going.

The cut climbed between root walls slick with last night’s rain, every surface half-mud, half-living bark. In places the black roots formed natural steps. In others they twisted into polished knuckles that sent Mara’s bare feet skidding sideways. Twice she had to shove Deren from behind to get him up a rise, and once Lysa nearly went to one knee when her head swam and the root shelf under her boot shifted a fraction.

“Don’t die here,” Iven said over one shoulder. “It’s hard to loot on an incline.”

Lysa bared her teeth. “I can still throw up on your boots.”

“That’s spirit.”

Mara shouldered Deren through the worst of the squeeze and glared up at Iven’s back.

“If you ever stop talking, I’ll assume a predator’s eaten you.”

“Nice to know I’m appreciated.”

The cut finally leveled into a narrow shelf running along the outer Briars. On their left the ground dropped into a tangle of black cane and old ditchwork. On their right rose a root wall riddled with cracks, hollows, and dark seams where the Cathedral had grown over older stone infrastructure. Not a good place to fight. Not a good place to run either.

Which meant, Mara had learned, exactly the sort of place life enjoyed selecting for her.

Iven halted at a kink in the shelf and crouched without warning.

Mara nearly walked into him.

He held up two fingers.

She froze at once and signaled Lysa and Deren to stop.

Below them, through a curtain of root-fronds, voices drifted up from the lower verge trail.

Men. Three, maybe four. One of them laughing too loud in the way frightened workers laughed when the alternative was admitting their morning had gone to hell.

“—Abbot says she’s marked—”

“Then why are we looking in the old cut?”

“Because Jerrit bled out on the station shelf, and if she did that once, she’ll do it again.”

“That was roots.”

“That was her and roots.”

Mara looked at Iven.

He looked back, one brow raised as if to say See? You’ve become famous and not in the fun way.

Deren swallowed audibly.

Lysa muttered, “How many?”

Iven tilted his head, listening. “Three in the trail line. Maybe one hanging back. Bad angle to confirm.”

Mara’s grip tightened on the crossbow stock. She hated the thing on principle already. Not the weapon itself. The dependency of it. The way a ranged weapon forced decisions earlier and farther away. A baton let the world come close and regret it. A crossbow asked you to think ahead like a grown-up.

Still.

Three shrine workers on the lower trail. One party of wounded fugitives on a shelf with no clean retreat line behind.

Not ideal.

Iven leaned in close enough that only Mara would hear him.

“We split.”

She looked at him. “No.”

His expression did not shift. “Then we bleed.”

That landed.

Below, one of the workers hacked at the brush with a hooked pole. Another shoved through cane looking for tracks. The shelf they occupied bent ahead around a jut of black root wall, but it would take time to reach, and time was exactly what they did not own.

Iven tapped two fingers against the root shelf between them in a rough sketch of the terrain.

“They’re low. We’re high. There’s a drop cut ten yards ahead where the shelf forks. One line keeps climbing to the notch. One line drops back into the old drainage seam. We go together, all four, and they hear us, look up, and pin us here.” He pointed to himself. “I make noise and pull their eyes left. You take the other branch with the limpers and keep moving.”

Deren frowned. “Limpers?”

Lysa said, “He means us.”

“I know what he means.”

Mara ignored them. “You make noise how?”

Iven gave her a look that should have been illegal in a crisis.

“I’m a corpse thief, not a miracle worker.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s enough of one. I know the shelf. I can pull them into the sink cut and circle back.”

Mara stared at him for a beat.

Still didn’t trust him.

Did, however, believe he knew the shelf better than any of them and had no obvious interest in dying under shrine hooks. That counted.

The floating text flickered at the edge of her sight.

MULTIPLE HOSTILES
DIRECT ENGAGEMENT: UNFAVOURABLE
MOBILITY INCREASES SURVIVAL

“Oh, now you like his plan,” Mara muttered.

Iven glanced at her. “What?”

“Nothing.”

Lysa had already made the decision the sensible way, by looking at the terrain and then at Deren’s face.

“He’s right,” she said. “We can’t fight three on a shelf with one half-conscious man and me seeing double.”

Deren gave her a look of injured dignity. “I am more than half-conscious.”

“Prove it later.”

Iven nodded, as if pleased the adults had finally joined him.

Mara hated that.

She looked down through the fronds again.

The workers were closer now. One had stopped and was studying the mud line at the edge of the trail. Another pointed upslope. A third had his lantern hook out even in daylight, ready to probe hollows and seams.

They were not shrine attendants of rank. Not Sered’s polished little monsters. Just road men. Practical. Tired. Scared enough to be dangerous. Which, in groups, was often worse.

Mara exhaled once through her nose.

“Fine,” she said. “We split.”

Iven’s grin flashed. “Knew you’d come round.”

“If you sell us, I’ll dig you up and kill you twice.”

“That’s the sort of commitment I admire in a partner.”

Deren looked between them. “You two know each other?”

“No,” Mara and Iven said together.

That would have been funny on a less appalling day.

Iven leaned to peer over the shelf edge one last time, counting timing, then looked at Mara and pointed ahead.

“Ten yards. Root spur shaped like a bent finger. Shelf splits there. You take the upper cut. It narrows, then opens. Don’t stop for the black moss.”

“What does the black moss do?”

He considered. “Nothing good.”

“Useful man.”

“I try.”

He slid backward without another word and vanished into a gap between the roots to their left, not downward yet, just repositioning like a fox about to stage a theft. The bastard moved so cleanly that ten heartbeats later Mara could no longer tell where exactly he’d gone.

Deren shifted beside her. “We’re trusting him.”

“No,” Mara said. “We’re using him.”

Lysa wiped blood from her eyebrow with the heel of her hand and nodded toward the shelf ahead. “Then let’s use him quickly.”

Mara moved first, keeping low and guiding Deren by the forearm. The shelf ahead narrowed to a root spine no wider than a cart plank in places. Barely enough room for one at a time. The crossbow was awkward here, catching on hanging canes if she wasn’t careful. She switched it to her back and went baton-first, every bruise and stitch in her body complaining as she ducked and sidled along the wall.

Below, one of the workers shouted.

“Movement!”

Not them.

Iven.

A stone clattered down the far side of the lower cut, followed by the unmistakable noise of someone crashing badly through cane on purpose.

The workers reacted exactly as hoped and stupidly as expected.

“There!”

“Down the sink line!”

“Cut him off!”

Mara risked a glance through the roots and saw three grey-cloaked figures break downhill after the noise, hooked poles and short blades out, one of them already slipping in the wet and swearing.

Noisy bastard, she thought. Effective bastard.

“Move,” she hissed.

They reached the bent-finger root spur. The shelf split exactly as Iven had said—one branch dropping sharply left into a dark sink seam, the other climbing up through a squeeze of black cane and stone.

Mara shoved Deren toward the upper branch. “Up.”

He went, clumsy but game.

Lysa followed.

Mara was just stepping after them when a voice cracked up from below and behind.

“Above!”

One of the workers had looked up.

Of course one had.

A hooked pole slammed into the root shelf a foot behind Mara’s heel, showering splinters and wet bark. She spun, crossbow already in her hands without conscious thought, and saw him below in a gap of fronds—broad-shouldered, mud to the knee, beard beaded with rain, more startled than she was and therefore a fraction too slow.

Mara fired.

The recoil kicked into her bruised shoulder like a vindictive mule.

The bolt took the worker high in the chest and knocked him backward into the cane. He hit the bank hard and vanished, shouting cut off in one wet bark of pain.

Mara stared at the crossbow.

“Well,” she said.

Lysa, farther up the branch, looked back over one shoulder. “Did you just shoot him?”

“Yes.”

“How do you feel about it?”

Mara jammed another bolt into the groove with hands that suddenly felt very calm.

“Improved.”

The remaining workers shouted below. One broke back toward her branch. The other two had clearly committed to Iven’s diversion and were still crashing downhill after shadows and profanity.

Mara stepped into the shelf fork and raised the crossbow again.

The second worker appeared under the root spur, looking up with a hooked pole in both hands and the expression of a man about to make a regrettable career move.

“Down!” he barked.

Mara fired.

This bolt missed the chest and hit the shoulder, but the man still went spinning into the bank with enough force to lose the pole.

No time to admire the craftsmanship.

She turned and ran uphill after Deren and Lysa.

The upper branch narrowed almost at once into a root squeeze where the Briars had grown over old stone retaining blocks and left a crawl-high seam between them. Mara shoved Deren through first, then Lysa, then ducked after them herself while shouting and thrashing sounded from below. The shelf behind them flexed under running boots.

Too close.

The seam opened onto a tilted ledge above a small drop into tangled undergrowth. No choice. Mara pushed Deren to jump. He did, badly, hitting the lower ground on one shoulder and rolling with a sound of pure personal betrayal. Lysa dropped after him with more control.

Mara followed last.

The landing jarred every place the class had stitched. The seed in her chest pulsed hard, converting the hurt into one brief wave of charge that kept her from pitching flat on her face. She caught herself one-handed in wet leaf mould.

The text flickered.

PAIN HARVEST — ACTIVE
HOST MOBILITY MAINTAINED

“Cheers,” Mara muttered.

They plunged into the undergrowth.

This side of the shelf felt less like verge and more like the Briars having an unsupervised thought. Black cane crowded shoulder-high. Low roots arched and sank unpredictably under the leaf rot. Once Mara’s foot hit a patch of black moss clinging to stone and she remembered Iven’s warning just in time to leap clear.

The patch twitched where her heel had nearly touched it.

“Right,” she said. “Hate that.”

Deren crashed through the cane ahead like a man attempting to offend every plant individually. Lysa moved better—hurt, dizzy, but steady-footed where she had to be. Mara kept them both angled upslope toward what she hoped was the notch line and not a picturesque death bowl.

Behind them came pursuit. One man now, maybe two if the injured one recovered enough to be ambitious. Hard to tell through the Briar noise. A branch snapped. A curse. The hooked scrape of metal on stone.

Close enough.

Mara stopped so abruptly Deren almost ploughed into her.

“Keep going,” she said.

Lysa looked back. “What?”

“Up. Both of you.”

“What about—”

“Up.”

Something in her voice did the work. Deren and Lysa went.

Mara pivoted into a shallow pocket between two root buttresses and crouched with the crossbow across her knees. Baton on the ground by her foot. One bolt left ready. One more in the loop. The narrow gap ahead forced any pursuer to come through single file around a hooked black cane trunk polished smooth by older passages.

Good.

The seed in her chest beat slow and mean.

She could feel the worker coming now through the root pressure and vibration: heavier than Iven, clumsier than any Briar predator, metal scraping the wall, breath already overworked from the climb.

A man out of formation and in a bad mood.

Perfect.

He burst through the cane gap with a short blade in one hand and murder in mind.

Mara shot him from ten feet.

The bolt hit low in the gut and folded him around it. He slammed into the root trunk and dropped to one knee with an ugly choking sound.

Mara was on him before he had finished understanding he’d been hit.

She ditched the crossbow, took the baton two-handed, and smashed it across his wrist when he tried to bring the blade up. Bone cracked. The blade dropped.

He looked up at her from the mud, broad face gone grey with pain and disbelief.

“You—”

Mara hit him in the temple.

Once was enough.

He fell sideways into the black moss patch at the base of the root wall.

For one second nothing happened.

Then the moss rippled.

Fine black threads whipped up around his collar, mouth, and the blood soaking through his shirt. Not fast. Not dramatic. Just immediate and profoundly unpleasant.

Mara backed away. “Absolutely not.”

The worker’s eyes fluttered open once in confused horror as the threads climbed.

Then Mara turned and ran uphill before she had to see whether moss in the Briars counted as a finishing tool.

She found Deren and Lysa thirty yards up at the edge of a narrow stone cut where the roots thinned just enough to reveal old worked walls under the growth. The smuggler’s notch, presumably—a slit between two ancient retaining faces split wide by roots and time.

And there, perched on a fallen block at the entrance like a crow waiting for gossip, sat Iven.

He looked up as Mara burst through the cane carrying the crossbow and a fresh layer of shrine-worker blood.

“Well,” he said. “That went loud.”

Mara stalked right up to him and shoved the empty crossbow into his chest.

“You missed some.”

He caught the weapon, glanced at the blood on the stock, and looked honestly impressed.

“Did you shoot one?”

“Many.”

Iven’s brows lifted. “You do adapt quickly.”

Behind them, far downslope now, another shout echoed through the root maze. More distant than before. Confused. Angry. The sort of noise men made when the forest had started solving staffing issues for them.

Deren sank against the wall of the notch, breathing hard enough to frighten lesser clerks. Lysa leaned one hand on the stone and closed her eyes for a second.

Mara stood over Iven with the baton hanging loose in one hand and murder still warm in her blood.

“We split,” she said.

He nodded.

“We didn’t bleed.”

“That,” Iven said, climbing to his feet, “is what the professionals call a good start.”

Mara wanted to dislike the grin he gave her then.

Failed, annoyingly.

“Lead on,” she said.

Iven slung the crossbow, looked once back down the root-choked slope toward the shrine line they had just made substantially worse, and slipped into the smuggler’s notch without another word.

This time, when Mara followed, it felt a little less like being dragged and a little more like choosing the next bad decision herself.

Not a huge improvement.

But enough.


Chapter 15: Briar Hounds

The smuggler’s notch looked like the kind of place people used when they had contraband, enemies, or a strong dislike of sunlight.

Which was encouraging, all things considered.

It cut through the verge wall in a narrow seam where old stonework had cracked apart and the Briars had grown over the wound without fully healing it. Root masses arched overhead. Black canes leaned in from either side. Water ran in thin trickles down the walls and vanished into channels underfoot. The whole passage sloped gently north-east, just as Iven had promised, with barely enough room for two people abreast if they were on intimate terms and regretted it.

Mara followed him single file instead.

Behind her came Deren, limping and breathing like a man trying not to die for the sake of appearances. Lysa came last, quieter now, one hand occasionally brushing the wall for balance. Her head wound had left her pale and sharp-eyed in the way people got when pain had gone past complaint and into accounting.

Iven moved ahead with that same irritating, efficient grace, slipping through shadow and root-runoff like he’d been born in a ditch and educated by theft.

The notch turned twice, narrowed, then widened unexpectedly into a cracked stone throat lined with old drainage mouths. Half of them had collapsed or been sealed by roots. One still dripped red-brown water into a central channel that ran away under black bars of root and iron.

Iven stopped under a low arch and held up a hand.

This time Mara didn’t nearly walk into him. Growth.

“What?” she asked.

He crouched and touched the wet stone near the channel, then held his fingers up in the dim light.

Mud. Black grit. A faint smear of red.

“Fresh sign,” he said.

Deren exhaled hard. “Shrine workers?”

Iven sniffed his fingertips with an expression that suggested the world smelled disappointing.

“No wax. No lamp oil. No boot grease.” He glanced back at Mara. “Something else.”

The seed in her chest pulsed.

The root-channels along the wall brightened by a degree.

And with that pulse came the now-familiar ugly certainty—not a picture, not a sermon, just a hard little knowing landing in the body.

Predators. Pack movement. Scent line. Blood-signature.

Mara looked down at the red smear.

Then at her own thigh.

Then at Iven.

“Hounds,” she said.

He blinked once. “That was quick.”

“Lucky guess.”

“No,” Iven said softly. “I don’t think it was.”

Lysa straightened off the wall. “What kind of hounds?”

“Bad kind,” Mara said.

Iven nodded. “Shrine kind.”

That quieted the passage.

Even Deren stopped trying to pretend he had enough breath for optimism.

Mara had seen ordinary tracking dogs once or twice around Brack’s pits—mean little bastards used for finding runners or worrying drunks under carts for entertainment. Briar hounds, she suspected, were what happened when somebody looked at a useful animal and thought: how can we ruin this for everyone involved?

The floating text flickered faintly at the edge of her sight.

HOST SIGNATURE REMAINS HIGH
LOCAL PREDATOR RESPONSE: ELEVATED

There it was again.

Not just the shrine search. Not just random bad luck.

Her altered blood was carrying further than it should. The bond in her chest had changed the way the Briars read her, and anything trained or tuned to that system was going to read her wrong in exactly the dangerous direction.

Iven saw something in her face shift.

“How close?” he asked.

Mara closed one eye and put a hand to the wall.

The root-channel under her palm throbbed once and the notch around them opened in little pressure cues: water movement under stone, old cavities, the scrape of claws on rock somewhere behind and below. Multiple. Fast. Organized enough to spread.

“Close enough,” she said.

“Excellent,” Iven muttered. “I was worried the day might lose momentum.”

A bark rolled up the notch behind them.

Not a dog bark.

Too deep in the chest and split by a kind of choking rasp, as if the sound had to climb past thorn growth to get out.

Then another answered.

Then a third.

Deren’s face went grey in a fresh direction. “How many?”

Iven listened. “Three. Maybe four if the handler’s ambitious.”

“Handler?” Lysa said.

He gave her a thin look. “You thought shrine hounds just wandered politely after a scent?”

Mara turned and looked back down the notch.

Nothing visible yet beyond root-shadow and wet stone.

The second bark came closer. This time she heard claws with it. The scratching rush of multiple bodies moving at speed through narrow ground. She could smell them too now under the wet air—dog musk gone sour with sap, old blood, and the bitter chemical reek of shrine compounds rubbed into hide and muzzle.

The notch was suddenly far too narrow.

Iven pointed ahead. “Move.”

No argument from anyone.

They set off at a hard, ugly pace through the twisting cut. The notch gave them enough cover from the lower verge but not enough room to fight a pack cleanly. Mara could feel the hounds behind through the root pressure—faster than shrine men, lower to the ground, spreading across the older side cuts to angle them in.

Pack logic.

Trained pack logic, worse luck.

Deren stumbled on a slick root lip and nearly went down. Mara caught him under one arm and kept hauling.

“If you fall,” she said, “fall forwards.”

“That’s very inspiring.”

“I’m full of wisdom.”

Another bark, close enough now that the sound bounced off the stone in front of them. One had found a parallel cut.

Iven cursed and veered left through a cracked arch mouth half hidden by cane roots.

Mara followed on trust she absolutely did not feel.

The side cut dropped sharply into an old utility run lined with stone ledges and black pipes swallowed by root growth. Water stood ankle-deep in the bottom, moving just enough to make footing treacherous. The walls sweated red-brown moisture. The air smelled metallic and alive.

“Hounds don’t like the lower channels,” Iven said as he splashed down in.

Mara looked at the black water.

“Do we like the lower channels?”

“No. But we have broader interests.”

Good answer.

They hit the water running.

Cold flooded up Mara’s bare calves. Pain flashed from old cuts and fresh claw marks alike. The seed in her chest answered with a pulse that made the wounds burn, then settle. Not healing. More like bracing itself for additional nonsense.

Behind them, at the mouth of the side cut, a shape appeared.

Lean. Dog-shaped if dogs had been assembled by a bitter gardener. The thing’s hide was dark brindled flesh under patchy short fur, with black thorn ridges grown through the shoulders and along the spine. Its muzzle was strapped in a harness ringed with little shrine tags that clicked when it moved. Eyes shone a sick red-green. Saliva hung in strings from thorn-lined jaws.

It sniffed the air and made a wet eager sound.

Then it jumped down after them.

A second came over the lip right behind it.

“Faster,” Deren said needlessly.

They splashed through the utility run as the hounds came on in bounding leaps through the water, gaining every second. The tags on their harnesses clicked. Their claws scratched sparks off hidden stone under the flood. Somewhere behind them, farther back in the main notch, a man’s whistle cut through the echoing bark.

Handler indeed.

Mara risked a glance back.

Bad decision.

The lead hound had already closed half the distance, body low, head level with the waterline as it followed her scent through the channel. Not Deren’s blood. Not Lysa’s head wound. Hers.

The thing never took its eyes off her.

The realization landed cold and ugly.

“I’m the trail,” she said.

Iven heard it and did not waste time pretending otherwise. “Yes.”

“Could’ve told me gentler.”

“Didn’t have time to embroider it.”

The floating text flashed in sharp red-green.
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“Well, that’s offensively specific.”

The channel forked ahead into three low tunnels, two half collapsed and one open but narrow enough to scrape shoulders. Iven took the open one without slowing.

“Down!” he shouted.

They ducked into it at a run.

The ceiling dropped brutally. Mara had to crouch half bent, crossbow slung tight against her back and baton dragged through the water at her side. The tunnel walls closed in, root-wrapped stone slick as organs. Deren banged one shoulder hard and yelped. Lysa pushed him onward with a muttered curse.

Behind them came the first hound, then a snapping yelp as it hit the lower ceiling too hard.

Mara almost smiled.

Then it adapted, flattening into a terrifying low sprint that ate the distance again.

Of course it did.

The tunnel ahead brightened slightly.

Exit. Or another problem shaped like light.

Either way.

Iven burst out first into a circular catch basin open to the grey sky above through a broken grate of roots and iron. Rainwater had once collected here and been routed down into the lower systems. Now the basin was half flooded, half choked by root masses and debris. A rusted wheel gate stood against one wall with a chain wrapped round it. Opposite, a steep run of stone rungs climbed toward another exit shaft.

“No time to climb,” Iven snapped.

One glance confirmed it. The rung shaft was too exposed and too slow, especially with Deren.

The first hound burst from the tunnel mouth at water level with a spray of black splash and rotten breath. Mara met it with the baton.

The iron-capped end smashed into its muzzle hard enough to jerk its head sideways. The beast skidded in the water, then came back anyway because shrine breeding clearly rewarded persistence over skull integrity.

The second hound slammed into her from the side before she could reset.

Its weight took her hip first, then the rest of her into the basin wall. Teeth closed on her upper arm. Not a clean bite—a wrenching, thorn-assisted tear that drove all the air out of her lungs in one white burst.

Pain detonated.

The seed caught it.

For half a heartbeat Mara was nowhere but the hurt: arm shredding, ribs slamming stone, old wounds flaring in protest.

Then the class bit down.

The pain folded inward and came roaring back as charge in her shoulders, legs, spine. Heat flooded every limb. The hound on her arm suddenly seemed slow enough to understand.

The sigils burned bright.


PAIN HARVEST — ACTIVE

Mara snarled and slammed the baton down across the back of the animal’s skull with her free hand. Once. Twice. On the third strike something gave and it dropped away, taking a ragged strip of cloth and blood with it.

The lead hound lunged for her throat.

A crossbow bolt punched through its side and drove it sideways into the catch basin wall.

Iven lowered the stolen weapon and said, with genuine irritation, “I liked this clean.”

Mara would have thanked him if the beast hadn’t immediately ripped itself half free and tried to come again. The bolt had gone through muscle, not anything useful enough to matter.

Lysa stepped in then.

Not with elegance. Not with warrior grace. With a broken chunk of rusted grate she had yanked from the floor and both hands wrapped around it like a club.

She brought it down across the wounded hound’s hind legs.

The thing screamed and collapsed.

Deren, bless his stubborn useless heart, grabbed the loose chain from the wheel gate and flung it around the hound’s neck from behind. The move had all the finesse of a drunk fisherman but enough determination to count. The beast thrashed, tangling itself.

Mara finished it with the baton.

That should have been the end.

Instead a whistle sounded directly above the catch basin.

All four of them looked up.

A shrine handler in grey leathers stood at the broken upper grate, one hand on the root lattice, the other holding a hooked control pole ringed with tags and strips of black cloth. Behind him two more hounds strained at short leads, foam and sap stringing from their jaws as they scented down into the basin.

The handler looked at Mara and smiled with the ugly satisfaction of a man finally seeing why his dogs had pulled so hard.

“Well now,” he called down. “There you are.”

Mara wiped blood from her mouth with the back of her wrist and looked up at him through rain and root shadow.

“You’ve got weird hobbies.”

He whistled once, sharp and descending.

The two fresh hounds came off the grate like dropped stones.

Iven fired again. One bolt caught a hound in the shoulder midair and spun it badly, but the second landed clean in the basin and came up already moving.

Mara planted her feet.

The first hound—the wounded one—hit the water and tried to recover. Lysa shoved Deren backward toward the wheel gate and raised her rusted grate-club again with both hands.

The second hound came straight for Mara.

This time she didn’t wait.

She moved into it.

Pain still burned in her mangled upper arm and torn shoulder. The class fed on every step, every jolt. Charge flooded the line of her body. She let the beast commit, then pivoted half sideways and drove the broken spine-thorn up under its jaw as it snapped for her.

The improvised blade punched deep into the soft seam below the mouth harness.

The hound hit her anyway. Weight, claws, stink.

Mara rode it down into the water and twisted the thorn hard.

The beast convulsed under her.

She let go of the thorn, grabbed the harness tags with both hands, and smashed the animal’s head against the basin floor until it stopped trying to exist.

The handler above swore.

The wounded hound made one last desperate lunge past Lysa toward Deren.

Iven shot it through the neck.

This time it stayed dead.

Water sloshed. Rain dripped through the broken grate. Everybody in the basin breathed too hard and bled too much.

The handler above stared down at the dead dogs and then at Mara with naked hatred.

“You don’t know what that scent means,” he said.

Mara looked up from the carcass under her hands.

“No,” she said. “But your dogs seem terribly interested.”

His jaw tightened.

He reached for another whistle at his neck.

Iven swore. “Move!”

There was no good route.

The climb shaft was still too exposed. The tunnel they’d come through was now full of dead hounds and no doubt more coming. The only other outlet in the basin was the wheel gate itself: a rusted control hatch half buried in root mass at water level.

Mara turned to it.

The root-channels around its frame pulsed.

There. A lock path. Old utility line. Stuck, but not dead.

She didn’t think so much as know it.

“Chain,” she barked.

Deren stared at her, still holding the loose gate chain in both shaking hands.

“Now.”

He tossed it.

Mara caught the chain, wrapped it around the wheel spokes, and hauled.

Nothing.

The handler above blew the second whistle.

A whole chorus answered from somewhere in the tunnel network.

Mara planted both feet in the floodwater and pulled harder. Pain ripped through shoulder and arm where the hound had torn her. The seed flared. Charge surged down into her back and legs. The wheel groaned one quarter turn.

“Again,” Lysa snapped, suddenly beside her.

She seized another spoke and heaved with Mara.

The wheel moved.

Black water and root slime belched from the frame seam as the hatch unlocked.

Iven fired at the handler above. Missed on purpose or by necessity—hard to tell—but the bolt struck the grate near the man’s hand and forced him back with a curse.

Deren threw his whole weight onto the chain.

The wheel turned enough.

The hatch dropped inward with a sucking rush of dark water.

A drainage surge yanked at all their legs at once.

Iven looked at the open black throat and then at Mara.

“After you.”

She laughed once, raw and incredulous.

“Of course.”

Behind them, more barking flooded the tunnel.

No choice, then.

Mara grabbed Deren by the collar, shoved Lysa toward the hatch, and together they dropped into the dark lower channel as the Briar hounds came screaming into the basin above.


Chapter 16: Blood Thread

The lower channel swallowed them whole.

Not gracefully. Not like brave fugitives making a strategic descent into hidden safety.

Like meat down a drain.

Mara hit the black water first and discovered three things in quick order: it was deeper than it looked, colder than honesty, and moving fast enough to make footing a negotiation rather than a right. The open hatch above slammed water and root-slime into the chute after them in one ugly rush. Lysa crashed into her shoulder. Deren vanished past in a splash and a curse. Iven dropped last, somehow landing on his feet for half a second before the current reminded him this was still the Briars and pulled those out from under him too.

The tunnel pitched down hard.

Mara bounced off a submerged stone lip, went under, and came back up spitting black water with the crossbow lost to the current and the baton only barely still in her hand.

“Everyone alive?” she shouted, because optimism was a terrible habit and she wanted to know who to mourn efficiently.

Deren surfaced ahead of her, flailing one-handed. “No!”

“Helpful!”

Lysa came up beside the wall, coughing and furious. Good sign.

Iven, who ought by rights to have drowned on principle by now, slapped a hand against the root-slick side of the channel and managed to wedge himself there long enough to shout, “Feet down if you like your teeth!”

Mara tried.

Bad idea.

The current grabbed her bad leg and twisted. Pain shot from the half-closed wound in her thigh so hard it went white in her vision. Her foot hit bottom, skidded on slime, and the whole lower half of her body spun sideways into the wall. The baton flew from her hand.

The seed in her chest pulsed once—violent, offended—and the pain folded inward into charge so fast it nearly made her vomit.

Noted.

Still awful.

She got both palms to the wall and shoved herself upright enough to keep her face out of the water. The lower channel narrowed ahead into a black throat where root masses had collapsed inward and left just enough space for water and bad decisions.

Behind them, from the basin above, came barking.

Muffled now. Angry. The hounds had reached the hatch and objected to not owning the next room as well.

Iven splashed toward a rough shelf of stone jutting above the flow. “Here!”

The shelf wasn’t much. A shoulder-wide ledge under a root arch, barely high enough to drag oneself onto, but it was out of the main current and, more importantly, not actively moving. Mara lunged for it, caught the edge, and hauled. Her thigh screamed. Her upper arm—where the hound had torn a proper bite out of her—decided to add its voice to the choir. She ground her teeth and dragged herself onto the ledge with all the elegance of a dead pig being unloaded.

Lysa arrived next under her own steam, blood running from the old head wound again where the dunk had reopened the crusted edge. Deren had less luck. He hit the ledge chest-first and started sliding back.

Mara grabbed the collar of his shirt one-handed and nearly lost him anyway.

“Don’t,” she snapped, “you absolute decorative corpse.”

Deren choked on water and flung both hands onto the stone. Together she and Lysa dragged him up the rest of the way. Iven came last because apparently gravity respected him less than the rest of them. He rolled onto the ledge flat on his back, coughed black water onto the floor, and managed, “I dislike your hobbies.”

Mara lay half on one elbow and looked down at her thigh.

The water had done the wound no favors.

The class-stitching that had held through the last mile had partly torn loose in the slide. The claw track along the upper thigh had split wider. Dark blood pumped out in alarming little surges that matched her heartbeat.

That was bad.

Not “ow, unfortunate cut” bad.

“Artery might be considering resignation” bad.

Mara stared at it for half a second too long.

The floating text answered with insulting calm.

LOCAL DAMAGE: SEVERE
HEMORRHAGE DETECTED
BLOOD MEND INSUFFICIENT WITHOUT STRUCTURAL CLOSURE
RECOMMENDATION: THREAD

“Thread?” Mara said aloud.

Iven pushed wet hair out of his eyes and looked at her. “If that little chest demon is handing out sewing advice, now would be the time.”

Mara ignored him because the seed in her chest had already moved from recommendation to demonstration.

Heat flooded from the graft point under her sternum, not outward this time but down. Down through ribs, belly, hip, and into the torn line of the thigh wound where pain had gone from sharp to hot and slippery. She could feel the blood leaving. Not as metaphor. As pressure. As loss. Too much, too fast.

The seed bit down on it.

Something fine and black-red slid under the skin around the wound.

Mara’s breath caught.

Not healing roots this time. Not broad invasive lattice.

This was thinner. Delicate in a way that made it worse. Thread-fine thorn fibers unspooling inside her flesh, gathering at the edge of the torn vessel. Reaching.

The knowledge hit a heartbeat later.


Blood Thread.

Close the break. Anchor. Pull. Knot.

“Oh, absolutely not.”

The pulse under her sternum sharpened.

The thread moved anyway.

Mara slapped one hand over the wound on reflex and felt the thing work under her palm, precise as a surgeon and about as gentle as a nail gun. It found the split vessel in her thigh and pierced it from the inside.

She screamed.

No elegant way around that.

Deren flinched. Lysa swore. Iven, to his credit, only looked interested in the deeply regrettable sense.

“Can you not do that so loud?” he asked. “The hounds are opinionated.”

Mara would have killed him if she’d had more spare blood.

The thread bit again. Once through one side of the tear. Once through the other. Then tightened.

Mara saw actual sparks.

Her fingers dug gouges in the stone shelf.

The vessel pulled closed.

Not painlessly. Not cleanly. The thread knotted itself through living tissue in a hot, needling series of little punctures that made her leg jerk and her vision smear. But the pumping slowed.

From surges.

To seep.

The floating text updated, somehow even smugger now.

BLOOD THREAD — EMERGENT RESPONSE CONFIRMED
HEMORRHAGE REDUCED
HOST VIABILITY IMPROVED

Mara laughed once, wild and breathless and one bad sentence from losing her mind completely.

“Improved,” she said. “You little bastard. You absolute little bastard.”

Lysa had crawled close enough now to see the wound.

She stared.

Mara couldn’t blame her. Under the blood and torn cloth, black-red thorn filaments were visible for a second beneath the skin, crossing the torn tissue in tiny moving lines before sinking out of sight. The outer wound edges pulled together a fraction, less dramatic than the vessel closure but enough to stop it gaping like a butcher’s joke.

Lysa sat back slowly.

“I don’t know what you are,” she said.

“Neither do I,” Mara snapped. Then, more honestly: “Working on it.”

Deren looked half green from the water and half white from watching. “Can it do that for other people?”

The seed in Mara’s chest pulsed once with all the social warmth of a locked ledger.

The text answered before she could.

SELF-TARGETING DEFAULT
ALLY TARGETING POSSIBLE
COST INCREASES

“Expensive,” Mara said.

Iven leaned in. “Expensive how?”

“I don’t know yet.”

He took that in with a tiny narrowing of the eyes. Not disbelief. Calculation. He was learning her wrongness in categories now, which was somehow more insulting than fear.

Behind them, from upstream, came a wet scrabbling sound.

All four heads turned.

One of the Briar hounds had made it into the lower channel.

Not the whole beast. Not yet. Its head and shoulders appeared first in the dark water throat, snagged for a moment between the narrowed walls where roots had constricted the passage. It snarled and clawed at the stone, thorn ridges scraping sparks. Water boiled around its chest. Its harness tags clicked in furious little bursts.

Then it tore free.

“Of course,” Iven said.

Mara pushed up to one knee on reflex.

Her mended thigh objected loudly. The blood-thread held. Barely.

The hound lunged from the current toward the ledge. Not enough room to gain full speed, but enough to be very unpleasant in close quarters.

Lysa met it first.

She still had the rusted grate bar from the catch basin, gripped now in both hands like a woman settling a private grievance. She brought it down across the hound’s muzzle as it came up. The strike knocked the head sideways but did not stop the body.

The animal hit the ledge in a spray of black water and root-slime.

Deren yelped and tried to kick it away, which would have been a solid instinct if his body were not currently on loan from a tragedy. The hound snapped and caught the boot instead of his leg. Teeth punched straight through the leather.

Mara moved.

Pain flashed from thigh and arm both.

The seed harvested it instantly. Heat surged down her spine.

She stepped in over Deren, seized the hound by one of the shrine tags looped at its neck harness, and drove her newly threaded thigh into the movement whether it liked it or not. The leg held. Barely, but it held.

The beast turned on her with a deep eager bark.

She headbutted it.

Bad for everyone.

The hound recoiled just enough for Iven to come in from the side with his knife. He did not stab for the chest or throat like a dramatic idiot. He buried the blade behind the jaw hinge and ripped sideways hard.

That did useful work.

The hound convulsed. Mara smashed its skull into the stone ledge once, twice, and the thing finally slid back into the current, blood ribboning out black-red and quickly gone in the flow.

Silence rushed in after it.

Not real silence. Breath. Water. Roots. The distant frustrated barking of hounds farther upstream. But no immediate teeth.

Iven wiped his knife on the dead hound’s fur as it went by and looked at Mara’s thigh.

“Still attached?”

“Mock me again and you can find out by hand.”

“That sounds less like a threat and more like flirtation in some places.”

Lysa made a sound halfway between a laugh and a groan. Good. Still conscious enough to hate him.

Deren, on the other hand, was staring at Mara’s leg with wide, deeply regretting eyes.

“You stitched it,” he said.

“No,” Mara said. “Something in me did.”

“And that’s better?”

“No.”

The root-channels along the wall brightened suddenly.

All of them.

The water in the lower channel changed note—deeper, faster, picking up a new pull under the surface. Somewhere ahead, the tunnel widened or dropped. The Briars were redirecting flow.

The text flashed.

CHANNEL SURGE IMMINENT
MOBILITY REQUIRED

Iven looked upstream, then down, then at the ledge that had just become a trap waiting to happen.

“We’re moving,” he said.

Mara could have kissed him for saying the obvious first.

She got to her feet carefully. The blood-thread in her thigh held with a hot nasty pull, like walking on a wound laced shut by barbed wire. Functional. Painful. Exactly on brand.

Lysa rose under her own power. Deren needed Mara and the wall. Between them they got him upright.

Ahead of the ledge, the lower channel narrowed again for ten feet and then disappeared into black where the stone dropped away. No visible floor. Just darkness and the sound of water going somewhere too quickly.

Iven edged to the lip and peered down.

“Well,” he said. “That’s unfortunate.”

“How unfortunate?” Mara asked.

He glanced back, eyes bright with the sort of fatalism that in another man might have counted as charm.

“Depends how you feel about slides.”

The hounds barked again behind them, closer now.

The channel water rose around the base of the ledge.

Mara took one look at the dark drop ahead, one look at the black current climbing the wall behind, and sighed the sigh of a woman whose entire life had apparently become one long conversation with bad options.

“Lead,” she said.

Iven grinned once, sharp and tired and entirely too pleased with the day’s misery.

Then he jumped into the dark.


Chapter 17: The Debt Men Return

Iven jumped into the dark like a man with either excellent instincts or a catastrophic relationship with consequences.

Mara gave herself half a heartbeat to consider both possibilities.

Then the channel surge hit the ledge under her feet and made the decision for her.

Water slammed up the wall, cold and black and full of root-slime. Lysa swore. Deren nearly lost his footing. Behind them, the lower tunnel barked with hound noise and rising flood.

“Go!” Mara snapped.

Lysa jumped next, not gracefully but with enough commitment to count. Deren made a noise of raw personal objection and went after her because there was no better version of the day available. Mara grabbed the wall for one last bracing breath, felt the blood-thread in her thigh pull like barbed wire under skin, and threw herself into the drop.

The chute caught her sideways.

Not a clean fall. A sliding, battering rush through slick black stone worn smooth by years of runoff and all the bad things the Briars preferred not to discuss openly. The darkness opened into a steep sluice lined with root fibers and old iron bands. Water hammered her down it. She hit one shoulder. Then hip. Then ribs. Each impact sparked pain bright enough to blind—

—and the seed under her sternum bit down on it greedily.

Charge flooded her limbs, useless for stopping the slide but enough to keep her body from locking up in panic. She hit a curve, spun, and saw Iven below pinballing through the same narrow throat with much less dignity than he generally marketed. Lysa flashed past one side in a spray of black water. Deren was mostly shouting from somewhere behind.

Then the chute flattened and dumped all of them into a broad catch pool with the enthusiasm of a bad god emptying pockets.

Mara hit the water hard enough to lose whatever little air she’d stolen on the way down. The pool was shoulder-deep, cold, and bounded by stone walls slick with moss and root growth. She went under, came up, and immediately swallowed a mouthful of water that tasted like metal, sap, and old dead things.

“Still alive?” Iven called somewhere to her right.

“No,” Deren shouted, coughing. “Deeply offended, though.”

“Good enough.”

Mara got her boots-less feet under her and found a submerged ledge at the pool’s edge. Lysa was already hauling herself onto it, hair plastered to her face, clutching the rusted grate bar like she meant to negotiate with the entire forest personally. Deren floundered toward the wall with less coordination and more determination than he’d had any right to retain.

Mara grabbed his shirt and shoved him the last yard.

Above them, through the chute mouth, black water still poured in but at a slower rate now. No hounds came with it.

Yet.

The chamber around them resolved itself in dim root-light as her eyes adjusted.

Old infrastructure again. Of course. A circular cistern room sunk under the verge, with two high walkways broken in sections around the walls and a series of barred spillways feeding out into side channels. One rusted ladder climbed to a cracked service hatch overhead. Another lower arch opened at water level into darkness beyond. Black roots had punched through mortar in thick braided masses and grown over half the ironwork, turning machine space into organ tissue by patient degrees.

The whole room hummed.

Mara hated that she understood that better now.

The seed in her chest pulsed once, and the room answered with a low sympathetic thrum under the walls. Not speech. More like a system checking a signal and finding it regrettably still active.

Iven hauled himself onto the ledge beside her and wrung black water out of his sleeves with the air of a man deeply betrayed by gravity.

“Well,” he said, “that could have gone better.”

Mara looked at him. “You leapt first.”

“Yes. To test quality.”

Lysa barked a laugh despite herself and immediately winced, hand going to the side of her head.

Deren sat bent over with both palms on his knees, breathing through his teeth. “Is this safer?”

Iven looked around the cistern, took in the old hatch, the barred side channels, the half-rotted catwalk overhead, and the root masses threaded through all of it.

“No,” he said. “But it’s new, which buys morale.”

Mara pushed wet hair out of her face and checked her thigh on instinct.

The blood-thread held.

The wound line was ugly as sin—torn cloth stuck to skin, black-red branching visible beneath the surface for a second before the root-light changed and hid it again—but the worst of the bleeding had slowed to a sluggish seep.

Good.

Her upper arm, on the other hand, had gone from “bitten” to “professionally mauled.” Blood ran down to her elbow in thin dark trails, diluted by the channel water and then renewed from beneath the torn sleeve.

The text flickered.

LOCAL DAMAGE: MODERATE
BLOOD MEND AVAILABLE
HOST BIOMASS: DECLINING

“Everything’s declining,” Mara muttered.

Iven tilted his head. “What?”

“Nothing helpful.”

He accepted that with the same weary practicality he seemed to apply to all her private moments of chest-born nonsense.

The cistern room held still for a beat too long.

Then a sound echoed from beyond the lower arch.

Boots.

Not hounds. Not roots. Human boots on wet stone, careless with the sound because whoever wore them assumed the lower works were theirs by right or brute habit.

Iven froze.

Mara saw the exact moment the calculation landed in him. Not shrine searchers. Different cadence. Heavier men. More than one. Moving with the easy, unpleasant swagger of people who expected whatever they found to be weaker than themselves.

Deren heard it too and looked up, panic climbing back into his face. “More of them?”

Iven listened harder and his mouth flattened.

“Worse.”

That got Mara’s attention.

“How?”

He looked at her and for once the sarcasm had dropped clean out of him.

“I know those boots.”

The voices came next, bouncing off the cistern walls before the men themselves emerged.

“—told you the lower cuts run here—”

“Brack said alive, not pretty.”

“Alive counts more if she’s walking.”

A third voice laughed.

Mara’s hands clenched around the baton until her knuckles whitened.

She knew that laugh.

Dockhook Scar.

The bastard from Brack’s cart. The one who had taken her boots and joked about fingers. The one who had dragged her to the trench like spoiled meat.

Well.

There was a nasty little symmetry to the world after all.

Iven swore once, under his breath and with feeling. “Debt men.”

Mara looked at him. “You know them?”

“I know everyone I can’t outrun.”

The boots splashed closer through the side passage. There were three of them by the sound. Dockhook Scar, definitely. Mustache maybe. Another heavier man she didn’t know.

Brack’s kennel bastards had joined the hunt.

Because of course they had.

Sered wanted her for the relic. Brack wanted her because the man would auction his own mother if the price line looked good. Between them, Mara had become the sort of asset every ugly hand in the district wanted to clutch.

Wonderful.

The cistern offered no good cover. The ledge they occupied sat half-exposed at water level. The upper catwalk might work, but getting to it meant taking the rusted ladder in plain view with Deren and Lysa moving at half pace.

Iven’s eyes were already moving, counting exits.

The lower barred spillway to the left—too narrow for Deren.
The hatch above—too slow.
The water itself—possible, terrible.

Dockhook Scar’s voice rolled through the arch mouth, closer now and deeply smug.

“—told the Abbot his dogs were a waste of prayer. Give me a scent and a ditch road, I’ll bring the bitch in.”

Mara smiled without warmth.

“Would you?”

Lysa looked at her. “You know him.”

“Oh yes.”

Deren’s breathing went shallow again. “Can we not fight?”

“Depends,” Iven said. “Can you become decorative stone?”

“No.”

“Then maybe.”

Mara pointed upward with the baton. “Ladder.”

Iven shook his head immediately. “Too noisy. Too slow. And the first one through that arch sees us on the rungs.”

“Water then.”

He looked at the catch pool with plain dislike. “Down-channel current goes into the old grates. There’s a wash gate somewhere beyond. Might be passable if the bars are gone.”

“Might.”

“Might.”

Dockhook Scar laughed again.

The men were at the arch now. Just beyond it, visible in splinters through the root-dark water and stone.

Iven drew his knife.

Mara reached for the snapped predator-thorn at her belt with the other hand.

Deren looked from one to the other, swallowed, then quietly picked up a loose brick from the ledge with both hands.

Lysa hefted the rusted grate bar and gave Mara a look half apology, half challenge.

“All right,” she said. “If this is how it goes.”

Mara bared her teeth.

“This is how it goes.”

The first debt man came through the arch.

Not Dockhook Scar. The heavy one. Balding, broad in the shoulders, carrying a cudgel and a lantern hook with the lazy confidence of a man who had spent years breaking weaker people in narrow spaces.

He saw Mara instantly.

His face lit with ugly delight.

“Well, look at—”

Mara shot him.

Not with the crossbow—gone with the slide. With the broken hound-thorn.

She whipped it underhand from a crouch. Pure pit reflex. Dirty distance. The thorn took him in the cheek just left of the mouth and buried itself to the base.

The man screamed and clapped a hand over it.

Dockhook Scar shoved past him at once.

There he was. Same broken nose. Same hook scar across the throat. Same expression of mean amusement he wore whenever someone else’s life got cheaper.

For one excellent second, he just stared at Mara in open disbelief.

Then he grinned.

“Well, I’ll be damned. Pit dog learned roots.”

Mara rose to her feet in the black water with blood still running down her arm and baton in hand.

“Still ugly, I see.”

His grin widened.

“Brack’s going to pay double.”

“Tell him to queue.”

The third debt man entered behind Dockhook, shorter and younger, knife already out. Not shrine-trained. Dock-trained. One of the ones who learned violence in alleys and carried it like bad perfume.

Three of them.

Four of Mara’s group if one counted Deren’s brick as a policy.

The cistern hummed around them, root-channels brightening with interest.

Iven moved first.

Not at Dockhook. At the lantern.

He snatched a loose stone from the ledge and flung it with ugly precision. The rock smashed the lantern glass in the heavy man’s hand. Flame guttered and died in a burst of stink and black oil. The chamber dropped into dim root-light only, all edges and shadows.

“Rude!” Iven called, and then he was no longer where he had been.

The younger debt man lunged toward the voice.

Mara hit Dockhook Scar with the baton.

Not in the face. He expected that. She went low, across the knee. The iron cap cracked against the joint and he grunted, more shocked than hurt, but it slowed him enough for her to step in and ram the butt end into his throat scar.

He staggered back coughing.

The heavy man with the thorn in his cheek roared and charged blind through the dimness, cudgel swinging.

Lysa met him.

She brought the rusted grate bar around two-handed and smashed it into his wrist hard enough to fling the cudgel into the catch pool. The man swung with the lantern hook instead. Lysa ducked too slow and took the iron point across the shoulder, cloth tearing.

Deren hit him with the brick.

Not expertly. Not well. Just with the panicked force of a man tired of being treated like inventory. The brick struck temple with a wet crack. The heavy man sagged sideways into the wall.

Good for Deren.

The younger debt man found Iven in the dark and then abruptly didn’t, because Iven slipped the first knife thrust by all of an inch and cut the bastard across the back of the hand in passing.

The man snarled and kicked. Iven was already gone again, splashing through black water and making himself impossible to line up cleanly.

Mara liked him better when he was someone else’s problem.

Dockhook Scar recovered faster than she wanted.

He came in hard, no showmanship now, one hand still at his throat and the other swinging a short iron sap from somewhere under his coat. It caught Mara high on the shoulder before she could turn fully. Pain flashed like lightning. The seed seized on it with filthy enthusiasm.

Charge surged down her good arm.

Dockhook saw something change in her face and for the first time uncertainty flickered in his eyes.

Too late.

Mara stepped into him.

Let him expect the baton.

Then drove her forehead into his broken nose.

The crunch was glorious.

Dockhook reeled, swearing blood.

Mara hit him in the ribs. Once. Twice. Then across the mouth with the baton when he tried to bull through her guard. He was stronger than Harl? No. Tougher in some alley bastard way, yes, but not built for a straight exchange against someone who had spent years losing politely for sport.

Still, he knew how to fight dirty.

He caught the baton on the third swing, trapped it under one arm, and slammed the sap into Mara’s wounded thigh.

White agony exploded.

The blood-thread in the torn vessel pulled like hot wire under the skin. Mara nearly screamed.

Instead she laughed.

Not because it was funny.

Because the class harvested pain like a starving thing and the surge that came back into her body was so vicious and immediate it felt almost holy.

The text flashed in the edge of her vision.

PAIN HARVEST — ACTIVE
CHARGE GENERATED

Dockhook’s eyes widened.

Mara ripped the baton free from his arm lock and drove the iron cap straight into the fresh blood she’d just seen on his split lip.

Teeth cracked.

He went back into the wall hard enough to shake root dust down from the mortar.

The cistern answered.

That was the part nobody had counted on.

Her blood was on the water. His blood was on the stone. The room had been pulsing with interest since the first shout. Now one of the root channels along the wall beside Dockhook flared bright red-green and split.

Thin black tendrils spilled out.

Dockhook felt them on his wrist and jerked back with a curse.

Mara saw the movement and understood at once. Not in words. In pressure and instinct. Blood plus intrusion plus active chamber equals response.

The Briars were not on her side.

They were, however, extremely interested in all this sudden fresh input.

The tendrils snapped toward Dockhook again.

He swore, stumbled sideways, and for one priceless second looked exactly like any other man discovering the local infrastructure had ideas.

“Back!” he barked to his men.

Too late.

The heavy bastard at the wall groaned and tried to push upright. A tendril whipped around his bleeding wrist where the thorn had punctured the cheek and dragged him half off balance. He screamed and tore free, leaving skin in the roots.

The younger debt man heard that and looked over just in time for Iven to kick the back of his knee and drive him face-first into the catch pool.

Iven straightened, hair plastered wet and eyes bright with entirely the wrong kind of delight.

“Well,” he said, knife in one hand and somebody else’s coin purse somehow already in the other, “this has become educational.”

Dockhook Scar looked from Mara to the roots to his men and made the only sensible choice he’d likely made in years.

“Out!”

He backed toward the arch, one hand clamped over his mouth, nose pouring blood.

The heavy man staggered after him. The younger one slipped in the pool, came up cursing, and nearly lost an ankle to another probing tendril before scrambling free.

Mara could have pursued.

Should maybe have pursued.

Instead she stayed where she was and let the room make the retreat expensive.

The root channels on the walls brightened and dimmed in ugly sequence as the debt men splashed back toward the arch. One tendril caught the younger one across the calf and tore a strip out before he escaped. Another struck the arch frame inches from Dockhook’s head and punched splinters out of old mortar.

Then the men were gone.

Their boots retreated fast through the side passage. Dockhook’s voice drifted back one last time, thick with blood and hate.

“Brack was right about you, bitch!”

Mara called after him, “Tell him I said his accounts are shit!”

Silence answered except for the retreating splash of feet and the slow hungry hum of the cistern settling again.

For three breaths no one moved.

Then Deren sat down hard in the black water as if his joints had all reached a private vote.

Lysa leaned both hands on the grate bar and started laughing in short, disbelieving bursts that sounded one bad inch from tears.

Iven wiped his knife on the shirt of the unconscious heavy man—no, not unconscious. Groaning. Wonderful.—and looked at Mara.

“You know some charming people.”

She flexed the thigh that Dockhook had hit and nearly blacked out from the answering pain. The blood-thread held. Miserably.

“They’re Brack’s.”

Iven’s expression sharpened. “Your Brack.”

“Not my anything.”

“Good. I’d have had concerns.”

The heavy debt man made a wet choking sound by the wall. Root tendrils still licked experimentally from the channel seam beside him, not feeding, exactly, but not disinterested either.

Lysa looked at him. Then at Mara.

“What do we do with him?”

Mara met the man’s eyes.

He knew her now. Not as a pit fighter in Brack’s ring. Not as cart meat. As the woman who’d crawled out of a trench, put roots in her blood, and just ruined his morning in a cistern.

He looked terrified.

Good.

She took one limping step toward him and crouched.

“When you see Brack,” she said quietly, “tell him I’m not on the books anymore.”

The man tried to speak through blood and pain and managed only a ragged nod.

Mara stood again, swaying.

The floating text flickered.

HOST THREATS WITHDRAWN
LOCAL SYSTEM AGITATED
MOBILITY RECOMMENDED

Iven snorted. “Your invisible friend and I are becoming alarmingly aligned.”

Mara looked at the arch where Dockhook and the others had vanished.

Then at the lower pool.

Then up to the cracked hatch overhead where no one in their right mind was going next.

The debt men had returned, which meant Brack wasn’t merely waiting back in town for numbers to come in. He was invested enough to send his own kennel bastards into the lower works beside shrine searchers.

That shifted things.

She was no longer just running from the Briars and Sered’s order.

She was now being hunted by every bastard who thought the thing in her chest might turn a profit.

That, more than the pain, made her tired.

“All right,” she said.

To the room. To the others. To the seed. To the day itself.

“New rule.”

Iven raised a brow. “I’m listening warily.”

Mara hefted the baton and pointed toward the lower dark where the outflow channels ran.

“If Brack’s men are in the lower works, we stop running on roads they know.”

Iven smiled thinly. “Now you’re thinking like a thief.”

“No,” Mara said. “I’m thinking like debt.”

Lysa pushed off the grate bar. Deren got to his feet more slowly. The groaning heavy bastard by the wall took that moment to decide consciousness was overrated and slumped properly at last.

Good.

Mara limped toward the lower outflow arch, every stitched hurt in her body singing complaints, and did not look back.

Behind her, the cistern roots hummed low and interested in the fresh blood on stone.

Ahead, the Briars waited with whatever came next.

And somewhere out in the district, Brack Voss had just learned that his ledger line had teeth.


Chapter 18: The Smuggler’s Notch

The lower outflow arch looked like the sort of place decent water would refuse to go through on moral grounds.

Black runoff slid under the stone lip in a thin, fast sheet, carrying root-slime, old grit, and the occasional scrap of something that had once belonged to a cart or a body. The arch itself had been widened long ago by human tools and then narrowed again by the Briars in patient revenge. Stone ribs showed under the living growth. Old iron braces had been swallowed into bark. The whole thing smelled of wet metal, sap, and secrets with poor ventilation.

Iven crouched first at the mouth and listened.

Not theatrically. Not with one finger raised and all that bollocks. He just went still in the useful way—weight balanced, shoulders loose, head slightly turned to catch sound from the water and walls rather than the air alone.

Mara watched him while pretending not to.

It was irritating how good he was at it.

Behind them, the cistern room had gone back to humming over its own interests. The unconscious debt man still lay where they’d left him by the wall, one wrist bloodied where the tendrils had sampled him. Mara had considered a parting blow and decided the roots, the fear, and the message to Brack were enough for now.

Dockhook Scar had run.

That alone bought a certain amount of peace.

Not much. Not long. But enough to be satisfying.

Iven finally stood and jerked his chin toward the arch.

“Clear.”

“Clear how?” Lysa asked. “Clear of men, hounds, or the forest trying something educational?”

He gave her a thoughtful look. “No.”

She stared. “That’s not a category.”

“It is in the Briars.”

Mara almost smiled despite herself.

Deren, who had been using the wall to impersonate a standing person, pushed off with all the enthusiasm of a man volunteering for an autopsy.

“Can we go somewhere dry?”

Iven looked down the outflow and then back at Deren’s face.

“No.”

“Can we go somewhere less murderous?”

“Also no.”

“Can we—”

“Deren,” Mara said, “if you finish that sentence, I throw you in first.”

He shut up. Sensible.

They ducked under the arch one by one, Mara second behind Iven, Lysa and Deren after. The passage beyond was lower than the cistern but broader, a service cut half flood tunnel, half smugglers’ run. Someone had once used it regularly. You could tell by the old lamp hooks set into the walls at shoulder height, the occasional carved notch mark near the floor, and the places where roots had been hacked back, then grown over the scars.

The water ran to mid-calf here. Colder than the cistern. Cleaner, if one defined cleaner as slightly less likely to contain visible bits of a person.

Mara limped through it with the baton in one hand and her other palm occasionally brushing the wall for balance. Every few steps the blood-thread in her thigh gave a nasty little pull, reminding her that she had a vessel in there stitched shut with botanical malice and poor bedside manner. Her upper arm had gone tacky where the hound bite kept trying to seep through half-healed flesh.

The seed in her chest pulsed slow and heavy as a second heart.

Not helping exactly.

Monitoring.

She hated that too.

The outflow tunnel bent twice and began rising. Not by stairs. By the old smugglers’ trick of sloping just enough that loaded feet didn’t notice the climb until their calves were already swearing.

Iven moved ahead with one shoulder nearly brushing the wall, fingers occasionally tapping old cuts in the stone as he passed.

Mara noticed.

“What are those?”

He didn’t look back. “Marks.”

“Thank fuck. I’d taken them for decorative poetry.”

He glanced over one shoulder, one corner of his mouth moving.

“First cut means low route. Second means collapse ahead once, maybe still. Third—”

“Means?”

“Depends who carved it.”

Mara stared at the marks as they passed another set. Three diagonal scratches, one deep, one shallow, one barely there under the root growth.

“You’re telling me smugglers didn’t standardize.”

Iven looked offended by the idea. “Standardize? What are we, shrine accountants?”

Lysa, limping now with one hand pressed to the side of her skull, muttered, “Honestly, you sound like you’ve considered it.”

“That’s because I respect good systems,” Iven said. “I just prefer them criminal.”

Deren made a noise suspiciously close to a laugh.

Good. If he could still laugh, he could probably still walk. Or crawl. One of the two.

The tunnel opened abruptly into a dry pocket where the water fell away through a broken grate and the passage itself widened into a low chamber of tilted stone and root. Once, perhaps, it had been a storage spur or access node for the old verge works. Now it looked like a scavenger’s confession: old barrel hoops, rotten packing straw, half a crate, three rusted hooks, and a pile of broken slate tablets with their markings worn off by seep and time.

Most importantly, it was dry.

Or dry enough not to squelch.

Iven stopped and rolled one shoulder.

“Here.”

Deren looked around the chamber with the gratitude of a man encountering a bed in a church.

“This is beautiful.”

“It’s a hole,” Lysa said.

“It’s a dry hole.”

“Let him have it,” Mara said.

She set the baton down within easy reach and finally let herself sit against the angled wall. The relief was immediate and treacherous. Her body took one taste of stillness and began itemizing complaints with renewed enthusiasm.

Thigh first.
Arm second.
Ribs everywhere at once.
Chest always, now. A deep seeded heat behind the sternum, less pain than pressure. Like a fistful of hot coins lodged under the bone.

The floating text flickered into view.

CLASS: THORNBLOOD INITIATE
STATUS: COMPROMISED / MOBILE
HOST BIOMASS: LOW
MULTIPLE INJURIES STABILIZED
RECOMMENDATION: INTAKE / REST / ADAPT

Mara closed one eye at it.

“Intake,” she muttered. “Such a charming word.”

Iven heard that and looked over.

“The invisible bastard speaking again?”

She stared at him.

He spread both hands a fraction. “You mutter when it happens.”

“Do I.”

“You do.”

“Annoying.”

“For everyone.”

Lysa had sunk down near the broken crate, blanket still wrapped around her shoulders from the stash cache. Deren sat opposite her with his back to the wall and both hands wrapped around the water skin like it might resign if he loosened his grip.

For the first time since the Carrion Road, no one was actively trying to kill them.

The Briars had not signed any peace treaty, obviously. The root pulse still hummed under the walls and floor. But no hounds barked. No shrine whistles echoed. No debt men’s boots splashed in the dark.

Temporary reprieve, then.

Mara took stock of the people in the room because nobody else looked eager to begin and someone had to stop the whole thing from becoming a sack of half-dead strangers.

She pointed at Deren.

“Who had you?”

He blinked. “What?”

“Before the road. Shrines? Brack? Someone else?”

He swallowed. “Dock labor in South Verge. We lost a month’s work after the flood. Took credit against food and room. House clerk sold the ledger to a collector. Collector sold half of us to shrine transport for arrears.”

Mara’s mouth tightened.

Paid in meat came with paperwork, then. Of course it did.

Lysa’s story was uglier and shorter.

“Apothecary assistant,” she said. “Got blamed for diluted stock after the owner’s son started cutting with rainwater and piss. I objected. They objected harder.”

Iven snorted once. “There’s a lesson in local commerce.”

Lysa gave him a flat look. “There’s a lesson in shutting up too.”

“Is there? I keep missing that chapter.”

Mara ignored them and looked at Iven instead.

“What about you?”

He leaned back against the wall like the question amused him.

“What about me?”

“What’s a corpse thief doing with route maps, stash points, and enough lower-works knowledge to make shrine men inconvenient?”

“A thriving little side business.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s several.”

Mara held his gaze.

He lasted longer than most people did, then finally sighed through his nose and relented by degrees.

“My mother kept tally for road crews until they lost a whole gang in a sink cut and blamed her numbers. My uncle ran lamp oil and side goods to crews who were meant not to ask where it came from. I started small. Lifted from workers too drunk to count. Followed carts where they shouldn’t go. Learned which roads carried trade and which carried bodies.” He shrugged one shoulder. “Turns out if you know where the dead are dropped before the crows do, there’s profit in arriving early.”

Deren looked a bit sick.

Lysa just looked unsurprised.

Mara nodded once.

It fit. All of it. The fast hands. The maps. The total absence of moral ornament.

“You knew about Carrion Road,” she said.

“I knew it was ugly.”

“You knew it fed the Briars.”

A small pause.

“I knew enough not to lie under the arches after dark.”

Not a denial.

Mara filed that away.

The room settled for a beat with nothing but the drip of water through the grate and the low pulse in the walls.

Then Iven pointed, very rudely, at Mara’s chest.

“Your turn.”

Deren and Lysa both went still.

Mara looked down automatically even though she knew what he meant. The black-red branching had spread. Not dramatically. Just enough that in the dry light of the chamber, the lines under her throat and collar had become impossible to mistake for bruising. Fine, invasive veins of something not human, disappearing under torn cloth toward the seed wound beneath.

Lysa had been trying not to stare.

Deren had failed more openly.

“What happened to you?” he asked.

Mara rubbed one thumb against the heel of her other palm, feeling where the Blood Mend had sealed and not quite sealed the split there.

“The wrong door,” she said.

Iven’s mouth twitched. “You keep saying that like it’s explanatory.”

“It is if you know the district.”

He did, clearly. He just wanted the detail.

Mara considered the room. The scavenger. The injured woman with a skull like a cracked cup and the half-starved laborer with shrine rope marks on his wrists. All of them were already in deeper than any sane person would prefer. Telling the full truth changed little except the kind of danger attached to her.

Still.

No point pretending this was a bruise and a bad morning.

“Under the verge ruin by the trench,” she said. “There was a sealed stair. Blood basin. Iron door. Chamber below that. Bigger one under it. A relic in chains.”

No one spoke.

Mara went on because stopping now would be idiotic.

“Sered was using the place. Feeding it, maybe. Draining it too. I touched the thing at the center and it…” She lifted one hand, searching for language and finding only honesty. “It lodged itself in me.”

Deren made the sign against the Briars without thinking.

Lysa stared at Mara’s chest and then at her face.

“Why are you alive?”

Mara barked one hard laugh.

“That is an excellent question.”

Iven was watching her with the sort of keen stillness he usually reserved for routes, locks, and opportunities to make someone else’s day worse.

“What kind of relic?”

“I don’t know.”

“You know enough to call it that.”

“Fine. A root-heart. A seed-core. A living system organ somebody had chained up and was trying to control.”

That landed harder.

Even Deren understood enough of the district’s religion and road law to know that if the shrine order was chaining bits of the Cathedral belowground, whatever theology covered the public face of it had already gone to hell.

Iven’s eyes narrowed.

“And now it’s in you.”

“Yes.”

“And it talks.”

“Not with manners.”

“And it heals.”

Mara looked down at the blood-threaded thigh.

“Heals is a generous word.”

Lysa leaned forward, ignoring the protest that crossed her face.

“I saw your leg close.”

Mara did not answer.

“It can fix people?”

The seed in her chest pulsed at the question—not refusal, not assent, more a nasty little reminder that cost and function were not the same thing.

Mara chose honesty again because lies would only get everyone killed worse.

“It can close me,” she said. “It says others are possible. More expensive.”

“Expensive how?” Deren asked.

“I don’t know yet.”

Iven nodded once, as if that matched a theory he had been quietly building and disliked.

The room went quiet again.

Outside the chamber, water moved.
Roots hummed.
The Briars did whatever they did while pretending not to listen.

Then Lysa said, very calmly, “If the shrine order wants what’s in you, and Brack’s men want to sell you, and the Briars themselves can smell you now…”

Mara looked at her.

Lysa finished flatly, “We are all magnificently fucked.”

Deren groaned. “That was the summary I was trying not to hear.”

Iven pushed himself off the wall and crouched beside the broken slate pile, rifling through it until he found a shard big enough to use as a rough map surface. He set it on the floor between them and began sketching with a bit of charcoal pinched from a dead lamp wick.

“Then we act magnificently,” he said.

Mara watched him draw.

Carrion Road first. The cistern. Their current chamber. A line marking the smuggler’s notch as it rose toward higher verge and then bent inward. Beyond that he marked two routes: one toward the shrine-maintained lanes, one toward blacker, less certain ground.

“What’s that?” Mara asked, pointing to the inward route.

Iven did not look up. “The Notch proper.”

“The current tunnel wasn’t that?”

“No. This is the throat. The notch is farther in where the old sap road broke into the Briars and the smugglers took over after the crews stopped pretending legality mattered.”

“And what’s there?”

He smiled thinly.

“Choices.”

Mara hated that answer instantly.

“Real ones.”

“Fewer than I’d like. More than Brack or Sered would choose for us.”

He tapped the inward route.

“Shrine workers know the outer cuts. Debt men know the roads and some of the lower works if they’ve paid enough drink for it. The Notch is different. Old root shelves. Sink lanes. Smugglers’ marks. Places where the Cathedral’s own system traffic crosses human paths.” He finally looked up. “That means trouble. It also means neither set of bastards owns it fully.”

Mara understood at once why he favored it.

Neutral ground in a place where neutrality still had teeth.

Lysa glanced at the crude route and then at the walls around them.

“And the things in the walls?”

Iven’s grin turned irritating again.

“I told you. Everything has things in the walls.”

Deren rubbed both hands over his face.

“I miss ordinary crime.”

Mara almost said me too, then remembered Brack Voss existed and decided nostalgia was for idiots.

The floating text flickered once more at the edge of her sight.

ADAPTATION EVENT PENDING
MOVEMENT RESPONSE UNLOCK CONDITIONS MET
HOST STRESS HIGH
RECOMMENDATION: CONTINUED SURVIVAL

She stared at the phrase.

Movement response.

That sat in the mind like a stone in the boot.

The class had already given her pain, mend, thread. All ugly. All practical. The next lesson in the outline of her misery, apparently, was movement. Not abstract. Something tied to damage and motion both.

Mara rubbed at the bridge of her nose.

Iven noticed the muttering expression returning and lifted a brow.

“Bad news?”

“Regular news.”

“Ah. The reliable kind.”

She looked at the rough map again.

The route into the Notch.

The route back toward roads she now knew would carry both shrine men and debt collectors in widening circles.

No contest, really.

“All right,” she said.

Deren looked up in bleak resignation. “That tone means I’m not going to like it.”

“No,” Mara said. “But you’ll like the alternative less.”

She tapped the inward line on Iven’s sketch.

“We take the Notch.”

Iven nodded once as if he’d expected nothing else.

Lysa’s jaw tightened. “When?”

Mara stood slowly, feeling every thread and stitch and bruise announce itself.

“Before Brack’s boys learn the lower cuts. Before Sered decides hounds aren’t enough. Before the Briars get any brighter ideas about me.”

Deren groaned again, but he was already pushing himself up.

Good man.

Iven rolled the charcoal between his fingers, then broke it and tucked the useful piece away as if even now wastage offended him personally.

“One thing first,” he said.

Mara gave him a look. “What.”

He nodded at her thigh.

“You’re walking like someone stitched shut with fishing wire.”

“Close enough.”

“You won’t last the next shelf run at that pace.”

“That sounds like a problem for future me.”

“That future begins in about twenty minutes.”

Annoyingly fair.

Lysa looked from Iven to Mara and then at the water skin, the satchel, the little dry chamber, and the map.

“You’ve got a fix?”

Iven shrugged. “Depends how much dignity we want to lose.”

Mara laughed once, rough and tired.

“Packed that in the trench.”

“Excellent,” Iven said, and started rummaging through his satchel for twine, cloth, and whatever criminal approximation of field medicine he had lying around.

Mara leaned back against the dry wall for one final breath before motion claimed them again.

The Briars hummed around the chamber.
The seed in her chest beat in ugly time with it.
Somewhere out beyond roads and roots and lower works, Brack’s men and Sered’s order were still spreading through the verge looking for her.

Let them.

The next ground would be chosen by her.

Even if it was terrible ground.

Especially then.


Chapter 19: Lesson Two: Move Hurt

Iven’s idea of field treatment turned out to be part smuggler pragmatism, part petty vandalism against anatomy.

Mara sat on an overturned barrel hoop in the dry chamber while he cut a strip from one of his less filthy shirts, soaked it in something that smelled like bitter roots and old lamp alcohol, and then looked at her thigh wound with the detached focus of a man considering whether a fence post might hold one more season.

“This will hurt,” he said.

Mara, whose last day had included a trench, a relic impalement, three hounds, one cistern ambush, and internal sewing by hostile plant magic, looked at him flatly.

“Do you rehearse these little jokes.”

“No. Why dilute perfection?”

Then he pressed the soaked cloth hard over the blood-threaded tear in her thigh.

Mara very nearly introduced him to the baton via the side of the head.

The root-thread inside the wound clenched in immediate outrage. Pain flashed hot and acid through the whole leg. Not the clean sharpness of a cut. The deep, ugly, full-body revolt of tissue being handled by someone with criminal levels of confidence and no visible conscience.

Iven held the cloth there one beat longer than kindness allowed.

Then he wrapped the bandage with brutal efficiency—around the thigh, under itself, pulled tight enough to stabilize but not strangle. The man had done this before. Not as a healer, never that. More like someone who wanted expensive people to keep walking until they reached more profitable places to die.

“There,” he said. “You won’t bleed out before the next disaster.”

Mara breathed through her teeth. “Your bedside manner is a fungal disease.”

“Good. Means it spreads.”

Lysa, sitting against the wall while she rewrapped her own head with one of the blanket strips, looked over.

“You can tell he was raised in a loving environment.”

“I was,” Iven said. “It taught me to steal early.”

Deren laughed weakly from his spot by the broken slate pile. Mara took that as a positive sign. A man with enough breath left to hate the jokes was a man not yet fully gone.

Iven moved on to Mara’s upper arm next. The hound bite there had scabbed and reopened and then been sluiced with enough lower-channel filth to qualify as a civic hazard.

He cleaned it with the same root-stink spirit, which earned him another murderous look.

He did not even have the decency to flinch.

“Try not to rip this one open,” he said as he tied the cloth off.

“I’ll schedule my next mauling more thoughtfully.”

“See that you do.”

The floating text flickered at the edge of Mara’s sight.

EXTERNAL STABILIZATION ACCEPTED
HOST VIABILITY IMPROVED

“Oh, now you approve of outside help,” she muttered.

Iven looked up from the knot he’d just tied.

“I really would pay to hear the answers.”

“You’re already paying,” Mara said.

“With what?”

“Exposure.”

He smiled at that, quick and razor-thin.

When he finished binding Deren’s shoulder and bullied Lysa into drinking more water than she wanted, the chamber had gone from accidental refuge to functional staging point. Not safe. Nothing in the Briars was safe. But less immediately catastrophic than when they’d fallen into it.

Which, by current standards, counted as a minor miracle.

Iven knelt over the rough charcoal map again and tapped the inward line.

“The Notch proper starts as a shelf road,” he said. “Old sap-haul route. Narrow. High. Broken in places. Smugglers still use bits of it when they don’t want shrine tariffs or road eyes.”

Mara nodded. “And the bits they don’t use?”

He shrugged. “Those are usually educational.”

Lysa pressed fingers to the side of her skull and frowned. “Anything following us?”

The seed in Mara’s chest pulsed as if on cue.

She put one hand to the wall.

Root pressure. Water flow. A faint expansion of disturbances behind them in the lower cuts. Human movement, yes. Not close. Not yet. But widening. Lantern heat. Iron. Shrines or Brack’s men or both, pushing into spaces they didn’t fully understand because someone had promised them money or absolution at the other end.

“Not here yet,” Mara said. “But coming.”

Iven accepted that with no visible argument now, which told Mara more than the words would have. He had gone from skeptical to professionally concerned in under half a day. Efficient man.

He rolled the map shut and stood.

“Then we move before they get ideas.”

Deren groaned. “I think they already have ideas.”

“Then we move before they refine them.”

They left the dry chamber in single file again, Iven first because none of them were stupid enough to contest it. The route beyond angled upward through a tighter set of service cuts and root corridors where the water thinned to slickness underfoot and the walls narrowed enough to bruise shoulders.

Mara’s bandaged thigh held, but every step tugged at the blood-thread beneath like barbed wire dragged under skin. Her arm ached. Her ribs had decided to resume full, active complaint now that immediate drowning had been postponed. The seed in her chest beat slow and mean, turning pain into that dense waiting charge but not yet spending it.

Motion response, the text had said.

She was not sure she liked the sound of that.

The route steepened.

The smell changed too—less enclosed, more cold air and leaf-rot. They were climbing toward open verge again, but not the old road lanes. This was deeper, narrower country. The Briars here had grown over the old human path almost completely, leaving only a long broken shelf running along the inside of a root wall.

Then they reached it.

The Notch proper.

Mara stopped at the mouth and stared despite herself.

The shelf road had once been carved straight through the inner verge, a narrow causeway hung halfway up a long hollow where roots and black cane now rose and knotted in layered walls. To the right, the root face of the Cathedral lifted sheer and dark, thicker than towers, braided with channels that pulsed faintly under bark. To the left, the ground dropped away into a tangled sink full of hooked canes, stone debris, black moss, and old flood scars. The shelf itself ran no wider than a cart axle in places, broken and repaired by smugglers over the years with planks, rope, and an admirable willingness to trust in theft over engineering.

High above, broken light filtered down in green ribbons through the cane canopy.

No easy retreat. No easy flank. No easy anything.

Iven spread one hand.

“Homey, isn’t it.”

Lysa looked over the drop and swallowed. “You keep saying things like that and one day I’m going to push you.”

“A fair risk.”

Deren eyed the first plank bridge and looked like he regretted every contract he had ever signed.

Mara, meanwhile, felt the place through the bond before she fully understood she was doing it. The shelf road wasn’t dead architecture. The roots behind it carried pressure and pulse. The black moss in the sink below held still in that nasty loaded way that meant it absolutely was not dead either. Farther along, she could feel small moving masses in wall hollows and upper seams—nesting things, maybe. Or things waiting to decide whether a moving line of wounded humans counted as food.

The seed pulsed.

The text flashed faintly.

HOST STRESS HIGH
MOVEMENT RESPONSE CONDITIONS STABLE
ADAPTATION PENDING

“Pending what,” Mara muttered.

Iven glanced back. “What?”

“Nothing.”

That was becoming a theme.

They set out.

Iven first across the planks, testing each with his weight before signaling the others. Mara followed Deren, close enough to catch him if he slipped and also close enough to shove him if he froze. Lysa came behind with the grate bar over one shoulder and the hard, polite expression of a woman who had decided panic was inefficient.

The first hundred yards were all narrow shelf and concentrated hatred.

The old stone gave way under their boots to patched sections where smugglers had laid boards over gaps and pinned them with iron spikes into the living root wall. Some boards were new-ish. Some were grey and warped with age. One flexed visibly under Deren’s foot and made him stop breathing for a full second.

“Forward,” Mara said.

“I’m considering alternatives.”

“There aren’t any.”

He moved.

The shelf bent around a root spur shaped like a hooked knuckle and tightened further. Here the drop on the left opened out enough that Mara could see the sink below clearly: black cane, flooded stone hollows, and little pale scraps caught among the roots that she very much did not want to identify. The Briars had a way of storing old arguments in visible places.

They made another plank section, then a stretch of old stone set with faded haul grooves. Good. Progress.

Then Iven stopped.

Not sudden enough to throw them all. Just enough to tell Mara he’d heard something he didn’t like.

She held Deren’s shoulder and listened.

At first she caught only wind slipping through cane.

Then the sound came.

A soft clicking, irregular but patterned.

Not boots. Not hounds. Not root pulse.

Claws on stone.

Above them.

Iven looked up slowly.

Mara followed his gaze.

The wall to the right, where the root face rose in dark ridges and old stone seams, held a narrow shelf ten feet above the road. On it crouched something lean and black and still enough she would have missed it if it hadn’t moved its head.

Then another shape detached from the wall farther up.

Then a third.

They were not the verge predators she’d killed before. Smaller. Longer-limbed. More climbing thing than ground hunter. Black hide stretched taut over ropey muscle, with root-thorn spurs at elbows and spine and big reflective eyes sunk too shallow in the face. Their claws hooked naturally into the stone and bark. The clicking came from those claws testing holds.

Iven’s voice went very calm.

“Don’t run.”

Deren whispered, “What are they?”

Iven answered without taking his eyes off the wall. “Shelf-rakers.”

“Wonderful name.”

“Accurate name.”

The lead creature on the upper wall tilted its head and sniffed.

Mara felt the exact instant it caught her.

The bond-signature in her blood, the chest-seed, the old damage and new healing and every wrong thing the class had done to her body in the last day—all of it might as well have been a bell rung in a butcher yard.

The shelf-raker’s eyes fixed on her.

Then it moved.

Fast.

Not a full pounce from above. A skittering rush along the upper wall to get ahead of them, claws clicking so quickly it became a rattle. The second mirrored it below on a lower seam hidden half by cane. The third stayed back, watching.

“They’re cutting us,” Iven said. “Backward if you can. Slowly.”

Backward. On a shelf the width of bad luck.

Deren made an admirable attempt.

His boot hit the flexing plank section behind him and he nearly sat down involuntarily.

Lysa caught his elbow from the rear.

Mara did not move at all.

The lead shelf-raker had taken a perch ahead on the road, low and ready. Between her and Iven now. It watched her with that same terrible locked focus the hounds had shown. Not random. Not general prey response. Specific interest.

I’m the scent, Mara thought.

Again.

The text flickered in sharp red-green.

PREDATOR LOCK CONFIRMED
MOBILITY RESPONSE AVAILABLE UPON DAMAGE THRESHOLD

“Oh, you absolute little psycho,” she said.

Iven, still inching sideways to open a line for the others, looked at her sharply. “Mara.”

“Nothing useful.”

“Then stop saying it like that.”

The shelf-raker ahead spread its claws and hissed.

The second moved lower in the cane shadow, preparing to come in from below through the rail break on Mara’s left.

The third remained high, patient.

They were triangulating.

Pack behavior again, but smarter than the hounds. More vertical. More annoying.

Iven slid his knife free. “I can pull the front one left. You take Deren and Lysa back over the planks.”

Mara looked at the flexing section behind them, then at Deren’s face, then at the waiting things on the wall.

No.

No time. No margin. The second creature would have them halfway across the planks and falling into the sink by the time the first feint landed.

She stepped forward instead.

Iven hissed, “What are you doing?”

“Being the scent.”

“That,” he said, “is not a plan.”

“It is if they want me more.”

That much was already obvious.

The lead shelf-raker flowed down from its perch onto the shelf road itself. Low, careful, claws spread for grip. Its mouth opened, showing thin inward-hooked teeth glossy with spit.

Mara raised the baton.

Her thigh hurt.
Her arm hurt.
Everything in her body with a name hurt.

And under all of it, the class waited.

Not to save her.

To use the next lesson.

The second shelf-raker came first after all, bursting up from the left in a whip of black hide and claws through the broken rail gap.

Mara turned too late.

Claws raked across her side from hip to ribs, opening three hot, savage lines under the torn shirt and sending her slamming into the root wall hard enough to shake the shelf.

Pain exploded.

Real pain. Fresh and blinding and ugly.

The seed pounced on it.

Not just harvested this time.

Redirected.

The text flared.

MOVEMENT RESPONSE AVAILABLE
LESSON TWO: MOVE HURT

Mara felt the surge before she understood it. Not a strengthening in place like before. Not a dense charge waiting in the muscles.

This went all at once into motion.

Every hurt in her body—side, thigh, arm, ribs, chest—collapsed into a single white-hot vector under the skin. Her tendons tightened. Her vision narrowed. The world seemed to draw long in front of her.

Then she moved.

Not far. Not magically.

Fast.

Faster than she had any right to be.

One heartbeat she was trapped between wall and claw. The next she had burst three yards down the shelf in a blur, shoulder-checking clean past Iven and hitting the lead shelf-raker before it could adjust. The impact took them both into the outer edge of the road. The creature scrabbled wildly for purchase.

Mara didn’t think.

She drove the baton into its throat and kept driving until the thing went over the side into the cane-choked sink.

It did not fall quietly.

The second shelf-raker twisted in shock and launched again.

This time Iven was there. Knife flashed. Not enough to kill, but enough to make the creature flinch off-line. Lysa brought the rusted grate bar around from the rear and cracked it across one forelimb. Bone snapped with a sound like dry wood breaking.

The third one above finally committed.

It dropped from the wall straight onto Mara.

She saw it coming and hesitated.

That was the mistake.

One instant. One stupid, human beat of uncertainty after the impossible burst.

The creature hit her across the shoulders and drove both of them down onto the shelf boards. Teeth snapped inches from her neck. Claws punched through the wrapped cloth on her arm.

The class punished hesitation instantly.

Pain surged fresh through shoulder and forearm. The seed seized it, and again that white-hot movement charge flooded her body.

Move hurt.

Mara twisted under the creature, not against its weight but through the pain. The burst let her slip in a way that made no physical sense. She wrenched sideways, rolled, and came up half on one knee with the shelf-raker suddenly off balance and overextended.

Iven saw it and shouted, “Again!”

Mara didn’t wait.

She let the next claw score across her already torn side—

horrible choice, deeply regretted—

and the pain gave her the speed burst she needed. She stepped in, impossibly quick, got both hands on the creature’s root-thorned shoulder, and slammed it head-first into the root wall with a crack that shook black dust down from above.

The shelf-raker dropped.

Lysa finished it with the grate bar. Once. Twice.

Silence held for exactly one beat.

Then the half-crippled second creature bolted up the wall and vanished into the root seams rather than die on the shelf with its packmate.

Iven pointed after it with the knife. “That one goes and tells stories.”

“Can it?” Deren asked, still white-faced and clinging to the rail.

“No,” Iven said. “But I can.”

Mara stood in the middle of the shelf road, chest heaving, every fresh cut on her body burning and the movement response still ghosting in her muscles. Not strength. Not endurance. Something nastier and more useful. The class had taken damage and turned it into speed. Not to flee exactly. To reposition. To act before fear or physics caught up.

She hated how well it fit her.

The text hovered.

MOVEMENT RESPONSE CONFIRMED
DAMAGE → BURST MOBILITY
LESSON TWO COMPLETE

Mara wiped blood from her mouth and stared at the words.

“Complete,” she said. “You mark your own homework now.”

Iven was watching her with a look she had not seen from him before.

Not mockery. Not calculation alone.

Respect, maybe. Or the criminal cousin of it.

“You vanished,” he said quietly.

“No.”

“Yes.” Lysa’s voice was flat with exhaustion and certainty. “You were there. Then you weren’t. Then something was over the side and I had no say in it.”

Deren nodded too quickly. “You moved wrong.”

Mara looked from one to the other.

The shelf under her boots still felt real. The cuts in her side still hurt. The motion had not been magic in the storybook sense. Just an impossible compression of action, pain, and intent into one vicious burst.

But wrong, yes.

Very.

She picked up the baton from where it had fallen and looked down over the side at the place where the first shelf-raker had crashed into the cane.

Nothing visible now but disturbed black stems and a slow drip of blood.

The Briars had a talent for tidying.

Iven cleaned his knife on the dead creature’s hide and glanced back the way they had come.

“We should assume the surviving one circles or shadows. Also that whatever heard the noise has now become curious.”

Mara breathed out once.

The bandage on her thigh was soaked through again where the new side wounds had wrenched everything out of alignment. Her upper arm hurt with each pulse. The cuts in her flank felt hot and open. She was not in good shape.

She was, however, mobile.

The seed pulsed once as if preening.

“Don’t,” Mara told it.

Iven arched a brow. “Still talking to your chest?”

“Yes.”

“Any luck?”

“No.”

“Shame. I’ve got questions.”

“Get in line.”

Deren looked at the dead shelf-raker warily. “Are there more?”

Iven answered at once. “Always.”

Lysa sighed. “I hate this forest.”

Mara looked down the Notch ahead.

The shelf road bent out of sight around a massive root spur, then narrowed into deeper shadow. No shrine whistles. No debt men’s boots. Just the Briars, the drop, and whatever else had learned to live where human roads broke apart.

Good.

Awful, but good.

This was theirs again for the moment.

She touched the new slash along her side and felt the class already testing it—counting depth, blood loss, cost.

Pain fed. Blood mended. Thread closed. Move hurt.

Lesson by lesson the thing in her chest was building a language out of suffering and making her fluent whether she liked it or not.

Fine.

She straightened carefully, every fresh wound singing.

“We keep moving,” she said.

Deren looked betrayed. “Immediately?”

Mara gave him a hard look. “Do you want to wait for the one that ran to bring friends?”

“No.”

“Then yes. Immediately.”

Iven’s grin came back, quick and sharp as a stolen blade.

“There she is.”

Lysa adjusted her grip on the grate bar and stepped around the corpse. “I’m starting to understand why people followed you out of a feeding station.”

Mara snorted.

“Bad judgement.”

“Maybe,” Lysa said. “Still better than theirs.”

That bought a brief, ugly little silence.

Then Iven stepped past them and onto the next section of shelf road, knife in one hand, shoulders loose, moving again like the path owed him a favor.

Mara fell in behind him, Deren and Lysa after, and the Notch took them deeper into its dark.

Behind them, somewhere in the wall roots above, something clicked once and went still.

Ahead, the shelf bent inward toward older stone and blacker growth where the smugglers’ road would either save them or educate them again.

Given the day, Mara refused to bet on the kinder option.

Still.

She moved.

And when the pain bit, she let it teach.


Chapter 20: Night Under Briars

By the time the light began to fail, the Notch had stopped feeling like a path and started feeling like something digesting them slowly.

The shelf road ran on through root-shadow and broken stone, bending in and out of old verge cuts where human engineering had once tried to impose straight lines on a place that clearly preferred teeth. Mara followed Iven through all of it with blood drying stiff under her torn shirt, the baton in one hand, and a body that had become a running argument between pain and function.

The burst-movement trick the class had pulled on the shelf had not repeated.

That did not reassure her.

It just meant the thing in her chest had another knife in the drawer now, and was keeping it for later.

The black-red branching under her skin had spread again by fractions she would have loved not to notice. A little more along the collar. A little more down the side where the shelf-raker had opened her. Every time she touched the wall for balance, the pulse in the roots answered back in low thuds and pressure shifts that were beginning to feel less like hallucination and more like pattern.

That was worse.

She could ignore madness.

Pattern expected follow-up.

Iven halted at a break in the shelf where a section of old haul road had collapsed into the sink below and been repaired with three grey planks pinned into the root wall by iron spikes. He tested the first board with one foot, then another, then looked back.

“One at a time.”

Deren stared at the planks. “No.”

Iven’s expression remained calm in the irritating way only thieves and priests ever managed.

“Strong opinion. Useless one.”

Lysa nudged Deren from behind with the end of the grate bar.

“Cross.”

“I’m thinking about the alternatives.”

Mara came up behind them and looked over the drop.

The sink below had deepened into black cane, flood-polished stone, and a slick run of moss that looked hungry in several different ways. Bits of pale bone caught among the roots twenty feet down gave the whole thing a festive touch.

“You don’t have any,” she said.

Deren looked at her over one shoulder. “You are all very unsympathetic.”

“Yes,” Mara said. “Walk.”

He walked.

Badly. But with enough determination and terror to qualify as progress. Lysa followed with far more control. Mara went last because if the shelf decided to peel itself loose, someone had to be in the rear to swear at it properly.

The planks held.

For now.

The Notch widened slightly beyond that into a long broken cut where the old road had once run under overhanging root arches. Dusk pooled there early, green and black and wet around the edges. Sound changed too. During the day the Briars had been all insects, drips, the occasional far-off skitter of something choosing not to be seen. Now the place settled into deeper noises. Structural ones. The creak of roots taking load. The low traveling pulse in the walls. Water moving under stone in channels too old and too buried for daylight to matter to them anymore.

Night under the Briars was beginning.

Mara felt it before she admitted it.

The whole Cathedral seemed to draw inward when the light dropped, as if the forest’s attention shifted from broad irritation to private focus. The root channels behind the shelf wall brightened in irregular rhythms. Black canes overhead turned from vegetation into bars. Even the air smelled different—less rain and leaf, more sap and old blood warmed in bark.

“Tell me there’s shelter ahead,” Lysa said.

Iven did not answer at once, which was answer enough.

Mara looked at him. “Iven.”

He glanced back. “Probably.”

“That is a hateful word.”

“Still a useful one.”

Deren muttered, “I miss hating ordinary roads.”

Nobody disagreed.

They pressed on for another quarter hour through the thickening dark until Iven raised a hand and peeled abruptly off the shelf into what looked at first like a dead root collapse. Mara followed close and discovered, with a flash of relief she refused to dramatize, that it was man-made beneath the growth.

Old walls.

Low. Half-collapsed. But walls.

A sap-burner’s shack, or what was left of one.

The Briars had grown over most of the roof and one whole side, black roots fusing with old timber, but the inner room still held enough dry stone and leaning beam to count as shelter if one was no longer fussy about comfort, dignity, or inhaling the smell of thirty-year-old resin fires.

“Home,” Iven said.

Mara looked around the ruin.

One room.
Half a roof.
A fire pit choked with dead root ash.
A broken rack where sap barrels had once been stored.
One narrow back slit opening into black cane beyond.

She looked at him.

“You have low standards.”

“I have living standards.”

That, unfortunately, was fair.

They got inside in the fast, graceless way of people who had stopped pretending the day could improve and were now just trying to get under cover before the next problem developed legs. Deren lowered himself to the wall with a sound dragged up from the bottom of his boots. Lysa checked the back slit first, then the roof holes, then finally sat beside the old hearth and began unwrapping the blanket from around her shoulders.

Mara stood a second longer in the center of the room, listening.

No shrine whistles.
No hound barks.
No boots.

Just the Briars.

Closer here. All around the shack. The roots in the walls throbbed with that same deep slow rhythm she’d felt in the lower works and the verge trenches, only wider now, distributed across the whole night like pressure under skin. This place was not on the edge of the system. It was in it.

The thought landed and stayed.

Not a forest.

A system.

The words felt too neat and too ugly both. She did not say them aloud yet. She just held still and let the sensation build.

The root wall to the right pulsed.
Something in the roof lattice answered.
A lower channel below the floor shifted pressure and sent a faint warm note up through the stone.

Different lines.
Different functions.
Same body.

Mara rubbed at the center of her chest with the heel of one hand.

The seed there pulsed back.

Iven noticed because he noticed everything worth stealing.

“Problem?”

“Yes,” Mara said. “The whole forest.”

He nodded as if that tracked neatly under ordinary complaints and moved to the old rack by the wall where someone—him, obviously—had long ago wedged a waxed bundle into a crack behind a beam.

Of course he had.

He pulled it free and unwrapped a tiny hoard: two more root biscuits, a pouch of dried mushrooms, a stoppered clay bottle of something clear and mean-smelling, and a folded scrap of oilcloth.

Lysa stared.

“You cache supplies in abandoned death huts.”

Iven looked at her. “What did you imagine I did with my afternoons?”

“Something less organized.”

“That’s slander.”

Deren accepted one of the root biscuits with the reverence of a man receiving sacrament from an unsanitary god. Mara took the mushrooms and chewed them without enthusiasm. Bitter. Earthy. Slightly sweet after the first horrible bite. The seed in her chest responded with a grudging little ease, as if giving the meal passing marks for adequacy.

The text flickered.

HOST BIOMASS: IMPROVING
RECOVERY WINDOW: AVAILABLE

“Well look at that,” Mara murmured. “A compliment.”

Iven was uncorking the clay bottle.

“What was that?”

“Nothing useful.”

He passed the bottle her way first.

Mara sniffed it and recoiled. “What in hells is this.”

“Root spirit.”

“That’s not a category of drink. That’s a threat.”

“It’s both.” He pointed at her side. “Pour.”

The cuts from the shelf-raker along her flank had clotted ugly but shallowly. The hound bite on the upper arm was worse. The thigh wound remained the real concern, though she was beginning to suspect her body had already outsourced that problem to a department she hadn’t approved.

Still, infection was an ordinary enough bastard to deserve attention.

Mara poured the spirit over the hound bite first and bit down on the edge of a curse hard enough to taste blood again.

Iven looked insufferably pleased. “Still hurts, then.”

“I hope your teeth rot symmetrically.”

“Noted.”

Lysa cleaned her scalp wound with the same stuff and nearly threw the bottle into the wall. Deren only smelled it once and declined altogether, which was weak but understandable.

When the worst of the cleaning and wrapping was done, the shack settled into that ugly little camp rhythm desperate people built in bad places without discussing it. Gear close. Water counted. Weapons placed where hands could find them in the dark. One person near the door. One person near the back slit. Everyone pretending the roof would hold if anything larger than a rat looked at it sideways.

Iven took the front by default, sitting on an overturned sap bucket with the knife loose in one hand and his shoulder against the wall as if he’d been born in exactly that pose.

Mara sat near the side root wall where she could see both exits and the rest of them.

Lysa leaned against the hearth stones, awake through sheer bloody-mindedness.

Deren was asleep almost immediately, head tipped against the wall, biscuit half-finished in one hand. Mara envied him with real malice.

For a while none of them spoke.

Outside, the Briars made night noises.

Not animal calls, not all of them. Structural sounds. The huge dark body of the Cathedral doing whatever it did when human roads went dim. Once something moved over the roof with a whisper of claw on bark and then was gone. Once the back slit darkened as a shape passed beyond it low and silent. The roots in the shack walls pulsed every few minutes in staggered sequence, as if handing off information through the wood and stone.

Mara watched that and finally said what had been needling her since the lower chambers.

“It isn’t a forest.”

Iven’s gaze slid to her without the rest of him moving.

Lysa frowned. “What.”

Mara gestured at the walls, the floor, the pulse running through both.

“This. All of it. The roads, the trench roots, the lower works, the channels in the walls. The shrine fed bodies into something with collection points and control lines. The lower chambers reacted like organs, not groves. And this—” She slapped one hand against the root-grown wall beside her. “This isn’t just growth. It’s traffic.”

Silence answered for a beat.

Then Iven said, very carefully, “Go on.”

Mara almost told him to get bent on principle.

Instead she listened to the pulse under her palm and let the ugly understanding line itself up.

“It routes things. Water. Sap. Pressure. Maybe heat. Maybe scent. The shrine put their own cuts and gates into it, but they didn’t build it. They found it and started pretending they owned the accounts.” She looked at the floorboards where roots had grown through old human seams. “Cathedrals aren’t forests. They’re systems with bark on top.”

Lysa stared at her.

Deren, from half-sleep, muttered, “That sounds worse.”

“It is,” Mara said.

Iven rubbed a thumb over the hilt of his knife and looked at the wall as if trying to see through it.

“I’ve known the roads were wrong for years,” he said quietly. “Too regular in places they shouldn’t be. Drainage lines that lead nowhere you can explain. Old route cuts opening and closing season to season without landslip enough to justify it.” He looked back at Mara. “I thought the shrines were just lying about how much they controlled.”

“They are,” Mara said. “They’re just lying about something bigger.”

Lysa let out a long breath.

“So what’s inside you, exactly?”

Mara laughed once, tired and humorless.

“If I get a useful answer before I die, I’ll put it in writing.”

That almost got a smile out of Iven.

Almost.

The seed in her chest pulsed hard then, enough to make her wince. A burst of not-quite words followed—less clear than the floating text, more like a pressure package forced up from the bond.

Flow.
Boundaries.
Intrusions.
Night cycle.

Mara sat straighter.

The root pulse in the shack walls changed.

The sequence shortened.
Deepened.
Spread.

Outside, somewhere beyond the front opening, came three low clicks in a row from the cane. Not animal this time. Root shift. Mechanical almost.

Iven rose soundlessly from the bucket.

Lysa’s grate bar came up in both hands.

Mara was already on her feet before she knew she’d moved.

The night cycle, whatever that meant, had just shifted.

The floating text appeared in thin red-green script across the edge of her vision.

LOCAL SYSTEM MODE CHANGE
NOCTURNAL PATROLS ACTIVE

Mara stared at the words.

Then at the dark front opening of the shack.

Outside, something passed between the cane trunks at shoulder height, too smooth and steady to be an animal on four legs. Another shape crossed behind it farther out, moving with the same measured glide. No sound but the soft click of contact points on root and stone.

Patrols.

Not shrine men. Not debt men.

The Briars had their own.

Iven leaned just enough to see through the gap and then very carefully leaned back.

His voice when it came was barely a breath.

“We are,” he said, “having a truly exceptional day.”

“What is it?” Lysa whispered.

Iven looked at Mara, not Lysa.

Because of course he did.

Because whatever was out there now, he had decided she was the expert by default, which was flattering in the same way being handed a bomb was flattering.

Mara went to the front slit and looked.

The thing crossing the outer root path was man-shaped only from a distance and in the least comforting interpretation possible. Tall. Narrow. Built of layered black cane, root-fiber, and wet bark around a moving core of faint red-green light. Not a person in growth. Not a tree in motion. A construct. A system response walking a patrol line with silent, impossible economy.

Another followed ten yards behind.

Then a third.

Mara felt the seed in her chest react, not with fear but with recognition.

Not kin.
Not exactly.

Authorized traffic.

She stepped back from the slit.

Lysa saw her face and swore softly. “What.”

Mara looked at the root wall. Then at the room full of exhausted half-strangers who had become, by sheer survival and bad timing, her responsibility for the night.

“The forest,” she said quietly, “just started doing rounds.”

No one answered that.

There wasn’t much to say.

Outside, the patrol shapes moved past in the dark, root-light pulsing under bark.
Inside, the shack held its breath.
And Mara, sitting under the Briars with a living seed in her chest and a whole system beginning to notice her properly, understood that sleep was now an optimistic fiction for other people.

She tightened her grip on the baton and settled in for the watch.

Night under the Briars had begun for real.

And it was not going to be kind.


Chapter 21: Sap Burners

No one slept.

Deren came closest, which was either bravery, exhaustion, or a laborer’s lifelong commitment to collapsing whenever walls happened to be nearby. But even he drifted in short, ugly snatches, waking each time one of the patrol things passed outside the shack with that same soft click of root on stone.

Mara kept the first watch because the seed in her chest had already made it clear that “rest” was a recommendation, not a promise, and because there was no point pretending the thing out there wasn’t mostly interested in her.

The patrols moved past at intervals that were too regular to be random and too slow to be comforting.

Three shapes the first pass.
Two the next.
Then one alone, taller than the rest, gliding down the old root path like it had every right in the world to be there.

None of them came to the door.

None of them needed to.

They were not searching. Not exactly. They were circulating. Checking routes. Reading changes. The pulse in the walls shifted every time one passed, the root channels in the shack brightening in little hand-off sequences that made Mara think of valves and relays and systems that had once been elegant before human bastards with ledgers and spikes got involved.

At some point around what ought to have been midnight, Iven crouched beside her near the front slit and peered out through the cane without moving more than the edge of his face into view.

“Still there?” he whispered.

Mara nodded.

“How many now?”

“Two on this line. Maybe more farther out.” She kept her eyes on the path. “They’re not circling us directly.”

“That,” Iven said, “is the sort of comfort sold by men with poor morals.”

Mara snorted softly.

A patrol shape passed then, close enough for the root-light under its bark to paint the black cane in red-green ribs. Up close it looked less like a walking thing and more like a process given limbs. Wet bark sheath. Root-fiber joints. Hooked contact points where hands ought to be. Its core pulsed faintly in the chest cavity, lighting through slits in the growth.

It did not turn its head toward the shack.

It still knew they were there.

Mara was certain of it in the same ugly way she had become certain of too many things lately—through pressure, pulse, and the bad manners of the bond in her chest.

When it had passed, Iven leaned back from the slit.

“Those weren’t here last season.”

Mara glanced at him. “You’ve seen this place before?”

“Not this shack. The route.” He wiped one thumb slowly against the knife hilt resting across his knee. “The Notch was never safe, but it used to be ordinary dangerous. Sinkholes. Shelf-rakers. Smugglers with short tempers. These…” He flicked two fingers toward the path outside. “These are new.”

“Maybe not new,” Mara said. “Maybe awake.”

Iven’s expression went very still.

That landed.

He looked out through the slit again, but this time he was not studying the patrol thing itself. He was looking at the walls, the root channels, the whole moving dark around them.

“The shrines didn’t wake the whole Cathedral,” he said softly. “Did they?”

Mara thought of the chained relic. Of black sap and iron spikes hammered into living tissue. Of Sered telling her the chamber’s restraints were necessary with the voice of a man who had never once questioned the rightness of a knife so long as the handle fit his hand.

“No,” she said. “I think they woke part of it wrong.”

That bought them silence.

Not peace. The Briars had no use for peace. But silence enough to let the weight of the thought settle.

Iven stood eventually and ceded the slit back to her with a muttered, “Wake me if the forest learns to knock.”

Lysa took the second watch without being asked. Deren, when she kicked his boot lightly and hissed his name for the third, mumbled that if anything came through the front he preferred to be killed asleep and rolled over again.

Reasonable man.

Mara drifted against the side wall for a while, not sleeping, just floating in that ugly shallow place between pain and awareness where every throb in her body seemed louder because the world outside had gone so precisely still.

The seed under her sternum pulsed.
The roots in the shack answered.
The patrols passed.

Toward dawn, the cadence changed.

The night pulse in the walls loosened first. Slowed. Spread. The patrols outside thinned to single passes and then stopped altogether. The root-light under the black canes dimmed from red-green to a duller, deeper glow before sinking back under bark.

The floating text appeared just once.

NOCTURNAL PATROL CYCLE ENDED
LOCAL SYSTEM ACTIVITY REDUCED

“Well,” Mara murmured into the half-light, “that’s almost cheerful.”

Iven, who had apparently not been fully asleep at any point because thieves were apparently grown under poor stars, opened one eye from where he lay rolled in his coat by the hearth.

“If that little bastard ever gives good news, I’ll want a witness.”

“Don’t hold your breath.”

By full grey morning, they were moving again.

The shack looked even less like shelter in daylight. Just another old work ruin strangled by roots, half-swallowed and tolerated only because the Briars had not yet finished deciding whether it counted as infrastructure or compost. The front path still held the marks of the patrols—not footprints, not exactly. More little pressure dents in moss, shallow grooves where contact points had clicked on stone, and once a faint resin smear on a root trunk at shoulder height.

Mara touched that last one and got a brief pulse of recognition through the bond.

Route confirmed.
Boundary checked.
No threat response.

She withdrew her hand at once.

Iven saw her face and asked, “Useful?”

Mara looked at the smear.

“Offensively.”

He nodded as if that qualified as a category.

Breakfast was root biscuit, stale water, and whatever pride hadn’t dissolved overnight.

Deren took the too-small spare boots from Iven’s cache because bare feet on the Notch had finally become less appealing than blisters. Lysa wrapped fresh strips from the blanket around her palms where the grate bar had raised friction burns. Iven checked the route marks on his little oilcloth scrap and said three times that daylight didn’t mean safe, which only proved he thought the rest of them idiots.

Mara did not disagree loudly enough for him to enjoy it.

They left the shack under a pale washed sky barely visible through the cane canopy and followed the shelf road deeper into the Notch.

Morning changed the place again.

Without the night patrols moving through it, the Briars seemed less immediately poised and more coldly observant. Water dripped from root tips into old haul grooves. Black moss on the sink walls held still under the dim light, looking almost harmless right up until one noticed the little bone fragments trapped in it. Shelf-raker claw marks scored one stone seam where the one that had escaped had clearly gone to report her existence to anyone interested in bloody miracles.

The route bent inward and downward after an hour of hard, careful travel. Old human work began to show more clearly beneath the growth—cut stone retaining walls, iron rings in the shelf edge where guide ropes had once run, rotted bollards sunk into the roadbed, and once a rusted wheel bracket fused into a root mass thick as a horse’s torso.

Iven touched the bracket in passing.

“Haul line.”

Mara glanced at it. “For sap?”

“Mostly. Sometimes resin. Sometimes things somebody didn’t want counted on the public roads.”

Deren, breathing hard behind them, said, “This district gets less charming every hour.”

Lysa, whose patience for understatement was clearly recovering faster than the rest of her, said, “You just noticed.”

The first real sign of the burners came as smell.

Not fresh fire. Not close.

But old burned sweetness baked into stone and wood until it never fully left. Cooked sap. Resin smoke. A bitter medicinal note under it where someone had once boiled and filtered and reduced Cathedral matter into something tradable.

The smell reached Mara and the seed in her chest reacted instantly.

Not pain.
Not hunger.

Recognition twisted with revulsion.

She stopped in the road.

Iven glanced back. “What.”

Mara looked ahead into the root-dark where the shelf widened and the smell thickened.

“This place,” she said, “hurt the Briars.”

That quieted all of them.

Not because it was poetic.
Because she said it like a fact.

And it was.

She could feel it now in the walls. Old cut channels under the bark. Scars in flow lines. Dead patches where live routes had once run and been severed or tapped dry. The whole system around this section of road felt wrong in a different register from the shrine chambers below—less acute violation, more a long-healed injury that had never stopped aching.

Iven’s eyes narrowed.

“You can feel that.”

“Yes.”

“Do I want details?”

“No.”

“Good.”

They moved on.

The shelf opened around one last root spur and the old sap-burner station came into view.

It sprawled across a broad stone shelf cut directly into the inner verge, part workshop, part loading yard, part industrial blasphemy. Or what remained of it did. Time and roots had done their work well.

Blackened kilns sagged under collapsed roofs.
Copper pans lay split and green with corrosion.
A line of heavy press frames stood half-embedded in root growth like dead gallows.
Stone troughs ran from the wall-side root face into collection vats, most cracked or overturned now.
An overhead haul beam stretched across the yard, broken in the middle and held up on one side only because the Briars had grown around it rather than let it fall.

And everywhere, through everything, roots.

Not incidental growth. Not reclaiming wilderness.

Deliberate overrun.

The Briars had grown back through the machinery like bone knitting around shrapnel.

Mara stood at the edge of the yard and stared.

The whole place hummed with a dull old pain.

Human cuts in the root face had sealed over partially, but the lines still showed—tap wounds bored into living channels, drainage notches, iron bands once tightened around root columns to force flow into the troughs. Every extraction point the old burners had used remained legible to the bond in her chest, little dead stars in the living map.

The forest remembered every one.

Lysa came up beside her slowly.

“What is this.”

“Burn station,” Iven said, but even he sounded quieter now. Less glib. “Old one. Before the shrines centralized output. Verge crews used to tap sap this far in and boil it down on-site so they weren’t carting half their load in water weight.”

Deren looked over the collapsed kilns and troughs with plain unease. “You say that like it’s normal.”

“It was profitable,” Iven said.

“Same thing,” Mara muttered.

The seed pulsed again, hard enough to make her flinch.

A whole diagram of the yard seemed to light under her skin in response—root channels feeding the troughs, extraction points, old pressure lines, dead zones where the flow had been cut off. Not a vision exactly. A system memory overlaid on the ruin.

She walked into the yard before anyone could tell her not to.

Broken boards crunched under her feet. The old stone shelf held greasy black stains where sap had boiled over or blood had mixed into the work and no one had cared enough to scrub either properly. A copper reduction pan lay on its side near the first kiln. Roots had punched clean through the base and curled out the crack like fingers.

The nearest trough still held a dark skin of hardened residue.

Mara touched it with two fingers.

The bond answered with a savage little pulse of disgust.

Drain.
Boil.
Reduce.
Injury repeated as process.

She jerked her hand away.

Iven had followed her only far enough to keep her in reach if the yard proved lively. Good instinct. Better than hers at the moment.

“What is it?” he asked.

Mara looked at the root face beyond the troughs.

At the old tap bores sealed over with scar growth.

At the haul beam where iron braces still bit into dead wood and living bark alike.

“This wasn’t harvesting,” she said. “It was surgery without anesthesia.”

Deren blinked. “What.”

She pointed at the root wall. “Those channels carried live flow. Pressure, sap, something like blood.” Then at the troughs. “They bored into it and bled it into pans. Repeatedly. Same cuts. Same lanes. The whole yard was built to make the injury efficient.”

Lysa let out a slow breath.

Iven looked from the yard to Mara and back again.

“Can the Briars tell the difference between that and us just walking through?”

Mara considered the question.

The pulse in the walls around the burn station was different from the rest of the Notch. Tighter. Warier. The same way flesh tightened around an old scar before weather changed.

“Yes,” she said. Then, after a beat: “I think.”

Iven stared at her.

“That might be the least reassuring phrase you’ve used all day.”

“Again,” Mara said, “get in line.”

She moved deeper into the burners’ yard because of course she did.

Something was wrong here beyond old pain. She could feel it under the root pulse. A deadness under one section of the shelf road where a pressure line should have run. A missing piece. A cut route.

There.

At the far end of the yard behind the split reduction pans, half hidden by root overgrowth and the fallen arm of the haul beam, stood a pump frame.

Or had been one.

The frame itself remained bolted into the stone, but the main pressure assembly was gone—ripped out or removed long ago. In its place a thick root mass had grown through the bolt holes and over the platform, sealing the wound in rough bark knots.

Mara climbed the platform carefully and crouched.

At the center of the seal, under the bark, something metallic gleamed.

Iven came up on her left. “Trap?”

“No.”

“Worse?”

“Probably.”

He accepted that.

Mara scraped away dead bark with the point of her knife. The roots beneath did not react. Not living here. Scar tissue only. Embedded in it she found a disc of blackened iron stamped with the old briar sigil used on the lower chamber spikes.

Her mouth tightened.

Shrine metal.

Not the ancient burner crews, then. Later work. Somebody had come back after the station fell and done something deliberate at the pump seal.

Iven saw the disc.

“That’s not smuggler gear.”

“No.”

“Can you remove it?”

Mara looked at the scarred root mass around the iron.

She could feel the tension in the old wound line even now. Not live enough to scream. Live enough to remember.

“Maybe,” she said.

“Do we want to?”

Lysa had reached the platform by then, Deren a few paces behind and looking about ready to mutiny at the concept of stairs.

Mara turned the iron disc over with the knife point. The stamp on the underside was newer than the old road marks—cleaner edges, shrine work, meant as a plug or cap over whatever had once run through this line.

A shut valve.

The pulse in the wall beside the pump frame fluttered once as she held it.

Not random.

Responsive.

Mara looked up sharply at the root face beyond the yard.

The old cut channels along that section had started brightening.

One after another.

Not fully live. Not active flow. More like a limb waking after a long sleep and remembering where the bones ought to sit.

The floating text flashed red-green across the edge of her sight.

DORMANT SYSTEM NODE DETECTED
LOCAL FLOW INTERRUPTION PRESENT
RECOMMENDATION: DO NOT DAMAGE FURTHER

“Ah,” Mara said. “That seems useful.”

Iven’s brow lifted. “Useful how.”

She held up the shrine iron cap.

“This thing’s blocking something old.”

Lysa folded both arms, clearly bracing for whichever answer followed to be terrible.

“And if you take it out?”

Mara looked at the brightening channels in the wall and let the bond do what it clearly wanted to do.

Pressure.
Old route.
Possible reactivation.
Pain memory.

The yard itself had not forgotten what had been done to it. The Briars had grown back through the machinery, yes, but somebody from the shrine had come after and capped the line rather than let it heal open.

Why?

Because it was dangerous?
Because it was valuable?
Because a reactivated pressure route in the middle of an abandoned burn station would do something inconvenient to roads and lies?

All good options.

Mara slid the knife under the rim of the iron cap.

Iven inhaled through his teeth. “That’s the face you make before I regret not stealing your boots and leaving.”

“I didn’t have boots,” Mara said.

“Don’t spoil the romance.”

She levered the cap.

For one second nothing happened.

Then the shrine iron plug tore free of the scar tissue with a wet crack and a burst of black-red sap.

The entire burners’ yard lurched.

Not metaphorically.

The root wall behind the troughs shuddered.
The old channels along the stone face lit in a rushing sequence.
One of the split kilns collapsed inward with a boom.
And somewhere under the shelf road, deep in the old pressure lines, something woke and started moving.

Deren swore.
Lysa grabbed for the platform rail.
Iven, to his credit, did not say I told you so, though the sentiment radiated off him so hard it might as well have been carved into the air.

Black-red sap pumped once from the opened port and then slowed to a thick pulse.

The old trough nearest the wall cracked in half.

A root beneath it surged upward through the stone.

Mara stared at the wake she had just kicked through the system and said, with all appropriate dignity, “That may have been a poor impulse decision.”

Iven looked at the brightening channels racing away from the yard deeper into the Briars and then back at her.

“You think?”

The pulse rolled outward.

Not just through the burners.

Through the Notch.

Through the roots behind the wall and the old haul road under their feet and whatever larger network tied this ruined place to the rest of the Cathedral.

The Briars remembered the injury.

And now, thanks to Mara Vey and another magnificent lapse in caution, they had also remembered the route.


Chapter 22: Pulse

The Briars answered the opened line with a pulse big enough to feel in the teeth.

It hit the burners’ yard in a red-green surge through every old channel at once. Root-light flashed under bark and stone. The blackened troughs along the wall spat thick ropes of sap from cracks that had not seen live pressure in years. One of the dead press frames shuddered and then split clean down the middle as a root swelled through its spine.

Mara still held the shrine cap in one hand.

It was warm.

Not from her. From the thing she had just uncorked.

Iven snatched the cap from her fingers and flung it off the platform like it had insulted his mother.

“Move,” he snapped.

That was fair.

The platform under them lurched again. Not collapse—worse. The old pump frame was being pushed from below as the reactivated pressure route tried to remember its original shape and found human masonry in the way. Bolts screamed. One sheared free and shot across the yard hard enough to bury itself in a kiln wall.

Deren swore himself off platforms forever and stumbled backward down the steps. Lysa was already moving, one hand on the rail, eyes on the root face.

Mara looked up at the wall because the bond in her chest was doing something alarming and useful.

The old extraction cuts glowed now, not fully open channels but hot scars carrying pressure again. She could feel the route threading away from the yard through deeper roots, along a line that paralleled the old haul road before veering sharply inward. Flow restored. Node waking. The whole area had the sensation of a limb gone numb suddenly flooding with blood.

The floating text flashed.

DORMANT NODE REACTIVATING
PRESSURE ROUTE RESTORED
LOCAL TOPOLOGY SHIFT POSSIBLE

“Topology,” Mara said. “Oh, that can fuck off.”

Iven looked back over his shoulder while kicking a loose board out of his path. “What now?”

“Routes may move.”

“Marvelous. The road itself is offended.”

A crack like gunfire split the yard.

One of the stone troughs blew apart from internal pressure, fragments spraying across the shelf. Black-red sap sheeted out over the yard floor in a sudden wave. Wherever it touched old root growth, the roots flexed and brightened at once, waking in little violent spasms.

Mara jumped down from the platform just as the pump frame behind her gave way and folded inward under a rising knot of root and bark.

The yard had become active infrastructure again.

Which would have been academically interesting in any other life.

“Out!” Lysa shouted.

No one argued.

They ran.

Or, in Deren’s case, limped fast with conviction.

The shelf road beyond the burners’ yard was already changing. Fine black rootlets were pushing up through the old haul grooves in the stone, not fast enough to snare an ankle, but fast enough to make the surface feel alive underfoot. The wall-side channels glowed brighter than before, each pulse arriving a little stronger, a little more regular, as if the route Mara had uncapped were syncing to some larger rhythm deeper in the Cathedral.

Iven took the lead because he had the good sense to do so and the bad sense to look delighted by it.

“This is new,” he called back.

“That’s not helping,” Deren yelled.

“It wasn’t meant to.”

The shelf bent around the root face and narrowed sharply where an old retaining edge had fallen away into the sink. Mara hit that section just as a root burst through the outer lip and lifted one of the support planks straight out of its sockets.

The plank spun into the black cane below.

Everyone stopped at once.

The gap left behind was only four feet across.

Under normal circumstances, not a dramatic engineering challenge.

Under current circumstances, with Deren limping, Lysa half concussed, and the shelf itself flexing under reactivated pressure, it looked like a deeply personal insult.

Iven was already across. Of course he was. He hopped the gap, turned, and held out a hand mostly for moral support because no one here trusted gravity enough to rely on another person’s wrist.

“Jump,” he said.

Deren stared at the drop. “No.”

Mara grabbed him by the back of the coat and shoved.

He yelped, jumped on pure survival outrage, and hit the far side hard enough to go to both knees. Iven hauled him up before the shelf could decide to become an abstract concept.

Lysa crossed cleaner.

Mara went last.

The blood-thread in her thigh bit hard on the takeoff, hot wire under flesh, and she almost lost the landing as the seed flared in answer. For one ugly heartbeat the class dumped a little movement burst into her calves and she hit the far side going faster than intended, shoulder-checking Iven half a step.

He grunted. “Graceful.”

“I’m adaptable.”

“Loosely.”

Behind them the old burners’ yard boomed again. A lower wall section collapsed inward under root pressure, and a ribbon of glowing sap ran down the shelf road like a spill of lit blood.

The Briars were not simply waking a line.

They were reclaiming it.

Mara felt that in the bond before she could put words to it. The restored flow route was not content to sit politely in a capped wound. It was redistributing. Pressurizing old channels. Reopening shut paths. Testing the whole local network for continuity.

Which meant every old human intervention in this section of the Notch had just become vulnerable to review.

Bad news for roads.

Potentially worse news for anyone standing on them.

The shelf ahead dove under a low arch of intertwined root columns and opened into a broader section where old haul posts stood at intervals on the outer edge. Most had rotted to black stumps. One remained upright enough to hold a rusted pulley wheel overhead.

And now that pulley was turning.

Not by itself, not magically. A root had grown through the axle and swelled with the returning pressure until the wheel spun in slow, sticky circles, shedding flakes of rust and bark into the drop.

Iven stopped dead.

“Did that do that before?”

“No,” Mara said.

“Thought not.”

The pulse in the wall changed again.

Three hard beats in quick succession.

The text flashed red.


SECONDARY RESPONSES ACTIVE

Then the wall ahead opened.

Not wide. Not dramatically.

Just a seam splitting in the bark beside the old haul post, leaking light. A root bundle curled back from it like fingers unhooking. Inside, beyond the seam, Mara saw old black stone and a narrow dry passage running parallel to the shelf road.

Iven stared. “That was not there.”

Mara felt the bond answering from inside the new-opened passage. Not welcoming. More like a utility hatch coming online because a pressure route somewhere else in the system had been restored.

“Now it is,” she said.

The shelf under their boots shuddered again.

Choice time, then.

Road that was actively being reassembled by a grudge-bearing forest.
Or new hole in the wall opened by the same process.

Deren looked from one to the other with the face of a man who had lost all faith in categories.

Lysa made the practical call first.

“Inside.”

Iven nodded instantly. Mara would have been irritated if she hadn’t agreed.

They ducked into the seam one by one just as the outer shelf dropped another inch under a groan of old stone and new roots.

The passage beyond was low but dry and entirely too smooth to be accidental. Black stone walls. Narrow floor. Fine root channels inset in the sides like veinwork. No old lamp hooks here, no smugglers’ cuts, no human repair. This was older infrastructure than the roads outside and had not, until a minute ago, been interested in being found.

The seam closed behind Lysa with a wet bark-on-stone sound.

Deren spun at once. “No.”

Iven pressed a hand to the now-solid wall and then looked at Mara.

“Useful?”

Mara put her own palm to the stone.

Pressure moved behind it.
Flow stabilized.
Outer route deprioritized.

The certainty slid into her like a blade finding the old cut.

“It’s rerouting,” she said.

Iven’s brows rose. “The wall?”

“The system.”

Deren looked affronted by systems as a category.

Lysa rubbed both hands over her face. “Can it reroute us somewhere less terrible.”

“No,” Mara said. “That would violate tradition.”

The passage stretched ahead in a straight line before bending sharply right around some deeper structural heart of the route. The root-light in the walls was stronger here, enough to cast everything in a sick interior glow. It pulsed in time with the seed in Mara’s chest strongly enough now that she could not tell which was leading and which was following.

She hated that most of all.

Iven moved first, knife out again.

The rest followed.

As they walked, the bond gave Mara more than pulses. Not full knowledge—nothing so merciful. But scraps of context tied to the active route. Relief line. Pressure bypass. Burn station feed recovery. Node restoration. Things she did not know the words for until the system forced the shape into her body and made her think them anyway.

This passage had not been for people.

It had been for flow.

Human hands had cut roads along it later because humans, as a species, loved to piggyback on bigger structures and call that mastery.

The route bent right and widened into a chamber no larger than the burners’ dry room, only cleaner. At the center stood a thick root column enclosed in old black stone braces. Four channels fed into it from different directions. One now glowed brighter than the rest—the line from the uncapped burn station.

A junction.

Mara stopped again.

The others, catching the shift in her posture, stopped with her.

“What,” Iven asked.

She stared at the junction root.

The scars in it were old. Not human extraction scars this time. Internal system damage. Collapse or rupture. The reactivated line had restored one input, but the column still held three dead routes that ought to have been carrying pressure and were not.

Something had broken here long before the shrine started capping wounds.

The seed in her chest pulsed with almost painful recognition.

The floating text appeared.

FLOW JUNCTION PARTIAL
CATHEDRAL INTEGRITY DEGRADED
LOCAL REPAIR OPPORTUNITIES EXIST

Mara read that and laughed once in disbelief.

Iven did not ask what this time. He had learned enough to watch her face first and decide if translation was worth the damage.

“It wants fixing,” she said.

Lysa stared at the root column. “You’re kidding.”

“No.”

Deren made a weak sweeping gesture at the room, the world, and perhaps his whole miserable life.

“We are not mechanics.”

Mara looked at him. Then at the junction.

Then at the line from the burners’ yard beating live into the old root brace.

Repair opportunities.

The phrasing alone made her want to set fire to language.

But she could feel it. The old damage. The imbalance in pressure. The restored route pushing into a broken junction that now had nowhere correct to send the load. If left alone, maybe the system compensated. Maybe it blew routes outward until the whole section of the Notch became aggressively educational.

Possibly sooner rather than later.

Iven caught some of that from her expression.

“This is one of those moments,” he said, “where I ask whether touching the thing will make our day better or worse and you answer with a face I don’t enjoy.”

“Correct.”

“Excellent.”

Lysa looked from Mara to the glowing line in the column and then back at the sealed wall behind them.

“If the road’s shifting outside and this passage only opened because you woke the old route,” she said slowly, “then if this junction fails…”

Mara nodded.

“The passage may close worse.”

Deren groaned. “You all speak disaster like it’s a dialect.”

“It’s a local accent,” Iven said.

Mara stepped to the root column and laid her palm against the black stone brace.

The pulse hit her full.

Not pain this time. Weight. Pressure. Route logic. The system showing her, in brute ugly lines, where the restored flow wanted to go and where the dead lines refused to carry it. One damaged branch in particular pulled at the bond like an old tendon begging to be set before the rest of the leg gave way.

She saw, or felt, what needed doing.

Not a repair in the grand sense.

A bypass.
A temporary ugly thing.
Human enough to work. System enough to take.

She opened her eyes.

Iven was watching her like a man observing a lock that had begun muttering.

“Well?” he said.

Mara looked at the dead route seam halfway up the column where a section of bark had sealed over a collapsed channel.

Then at the knife in Iven’s hand.

Then at the cloth wraps around her own blood-threaded palm.

“We need to cut it.”

Deren made the sort of sound usually reserved for funerals and poor debts.

Iven, however, only sighed.

“Of course we do.”

Mara pointed at the dead seam. “There. Not deep. Just enough to reopen the route mouth and let the pressure bleed sideways instead of into the brace.”

Lysa squinted at it. “You’re sure.”

“No.”

“That is not—”

“It’s what you’ve got.”

Iven walked up beside her and held the knife hilt-first.

“For the record,” he said quietly, “I object in principle.”

“Noted.”

She took the knife.

The seam in the root column looked dead enough to cut, but the bond in her chest told a harsher truth. Not dead. Scarred over. Numb tissue around a collapsed flow line. Opening it would hurt the system. The question was whether the hurt was lesser than letting pressure build until the whole junction broke harder.

Pain as repair.

The class was going to make a philosopher out of her if she lived long enough, and she deeply resented that.

Mara set the knife point to the seam.

The root-light in the chamber deepened.

“Back,” she said.

They backed.

She cut.

The bark split under the blade with more resistance than wood and less than flesh. Dark sap welled immediately—not pumped, just rising thick and slow. Mara deepened the cut by an inch, then levered sideways.

The sealed seam gave.

The chamber screamed.

Not loud enough to deafen.
Loud enough to vibrate in the bones and root channels and the seed under Mara’s sternum all at once.

The dead route opened in a burst of black-red sap and pressure.

A side channel lit.
Then a second.
The brace around the junction root shuddered and settled as the load redistributed.
The too-bright main line from the burners’ yard dimmed by half, no longer forcing everything into one blocked throat.

Mara jerked the knife free and stepped back with sap across her hand.

The floating text flared.

TEMPORARY BYPASS ACCEPTED
LOCAL STABILITY IMPROVED
HOST INTERVENTION LOGGED

She stared at the last line.

“Logged where,” she said.

Iven took the knife back from her before she could decide to stab the room.

“Did we survive that?”

Lysa looked around.

The chamber pulse had steadied. The walls no longer groaned. Somewhere behind them, beyond the sealed seam, a lower pressure route bled off with a long sighing noise instead of the hammering stress from before.

Deren wiped both hands over his face.

“I hate that the answer seems to be yes.”

Iven looked at Mara.

“What exactly did you just do.”

Mara wiped the black-red sap on the side of her trousers and grimaced.

“I think,” she said, “I stopped the Notch from tearing one of its own arteries.”

No one had anything useful to say to that.

So, naturally, the wall behind the junction opened.

A second seam split in the stone beyond the column, narrower than the first passage and lit with the same root-glow. Air breathed through it—cold, dry, carrying none of the wet rot of the outer shelf roads.

Iven laughed once, unbelieving.

“Well,” he said. “That appears to be a thank you.”

Mara looked at the new opening.

Or a reroute.

Or a new test.

Or all of them, because the Briars had the social graces of a tax collector with knives.

Still.

The route ahead was open.
The pressure behind them had eased.
And whatever system she had just annoyed or assisted had logged the intervention somewhere she did not care to imagine.

Mara picked up her baton and looked at the others.

“Next problem.”

Iven grinned despite himself.

“See,” he said, “now you sound like you live here.”

“Don’t curse me.”

Then she ducked into the new passage, and the Notch shifted again behind them like a body settling around a reset bone.


Chapter 23: Not a Forest

The new passage felt nothing like the shelf roads.

No wet leaf rot.
No black moss waiting to make moral points.
No smugglers’ patchwork of planks and lies.

This was older, cleaner, and in its own way far more offensive.

The walls were black stone grown through with fine root channels so regular they might as well have been laid by a mason with a god complex. The floor held shallow grooves that ran perfectly straight until they vanished under the bend ahead. Even the air felt processed—cool, dry, and faintly bitter with old sap and mineral dust rather than the rank, living damp of the outer Briars.

Iven stopped two steps in and looked back over his shoulder.

“Well,” he said, “that’s horrible.”

Mara, limping behind him with the baton in one hand and the taste of black-red sap still in her mouth from the junction room, had to agree.

The passage behind them sealed again once they were all through. Not with drama. Just a quiet flex of root and stone and a wet, final click from somewhere inside the wall. The sort of sound that reminded a person they were now exactly where the system meant them to be.

Deren looked back at the smooth black seam and swallowed.

“I hate that.”

“Reasonable,” Mara said.

Lysa rubbed one hand over the wall nearest her, then snatched it back.

“It’s warm.”

Mara touched the stone beside her.

Warm, yes. And pulsing in the same deep slow measure as the seed under her sternum. Not identical. Harmonized. Like two parts of one machine running on slightly different cycles and choosing, for now, not to fight about it.

The floating text flickered once.

BYPASS STABLE
ROUTE ACCESS EXTENDED
HOST INTERVENTION RECORDED

“There it is again,” Mara muttered.

Iven glanced sideways. “The little bastard is keeping minutes?”

“Apparently.”

“Useful. I hate it.”

“Get in line.”

They moved on.

The corridor ran straight for twenty yards, then bent sharply left around a thick central root column bound in stone rings. Past that, the space widened into something that had once clearly been a maintenance line. Not human maintenance, Mara thought at once. Human beings had used it later, yes—there were scrape marks on the lower wall, a broken hook bolt, old boot scuffs in the dust—but the underlying design belonged to the Cathedral itself.

Three parallel channels ran along the floor, each under a skin of dark crystal-like growth. In two, fluid moved. Not water exactly. Too thick. Too luminous from within. A slow black-red flow carrying pale green sparks through it like blood with bad ideas.

Deren stopped dead.

“That,” he said, pointing, “is not natural.”

“No,” Mara said. “It isn’t.”

Iven crouched beside one of the floor channels and peered into it without touching. One good instinct among many bad ones.

“It’s routed,” he said quietly.

Lysa looked down the line where the channels disappeared through the far wall. “Like pipes.”

Mara nodded.

The word was crude for it. Insultingly small. But yes.

Pipes.

Veins.

Conduits.

Whatever language people preferred when they wanted not to admit the forest had better internal architecture than most towns.

The seed in Mara’s chest pulsed with sharp, unpleasant interest, and another packet of understanding slammed through her hard enough to make her grip the baton tighter.

Flow lane.
Pressure branch.
Waste return.
Heat exchange.

Mara sucked in a breath.

Iven saw it at once. “What.”

She pointed at the channels one by one.

“That one carries live sap pressure.” Left channel. “That one’s runoff or damaged return.” Middle. “And that one—” she pointed at the faintest line, where the dark fluid ran almost clear beneath the crystal skin “—temperature or something like it. Not heat exactly. Balance.”

Deren stared at her.

“How do you know that.”

Mara’s mouth flattened.

“Because the thing in me is a rude teacher.”

That sat with all of them for a beat.

Then Lysa said, “Say it again.”

Mara looked at her. “What.”

“The thing you said before. In the shack.”

Iven’s eyes narrowed, already ahead.

Mara looked from the channels to the warm walls to the root column wrapped in stone braces and then further down the passage where old human scratches crossed over cleaner, older lines in the black surface.

“It isn’t a forest,” she said.

No one interrupted this time.

Mara kept going because once the shape of the thought locked in, she could not unsee it.

“It wears forest on top. But underneath—roads, channels, patrols, junctions, pressure routes, utility passages—this place is built. Or grown with purpose. The Briars aren’t random growth. They’re structure.” She tapped the wall with the baton. “This is infrastructure.”

Deren made a weak disbelieving noise.

“You’re saying the whole Cathedral is… what? A machine?”

Mara considered that, because machine implied dead parts and external intent and clean lines, and there was nothing dead or clean about the Briars.

“No,” she said. “A body with systems. Same difference if you’re standing in the wrong place.”

Iven rose slowly from the floor channel, hands loose at his sides, expression thinner now around the edges.

“That would explain the roads that move.”

“Yes.”

“The shrines tapping routes instead of building them.”

“Yes.”

“The patrol things.”

“Yes.”

“The fact that every bad decision we’ve survived in the last day feels like it touched the same set of nerves.”

Mara gave him a humorless smile.

“Welcome to the lecture.”

“Put me down as opposed in principle.”

They moved again, slower now, because the passage deserved watching.

Halfway down the line they came to a wall section where the black stone had been scored with old incisions. Not graffiti. Not route marks.

Diagrams.

Iven saw them first and called Mara over with a short hiss.

The carvings were shallow and partly obscured by root overgrowth, but enough remained visible to show branching lines, circular nodes, and small inset symbols repeating at intervals. Human-made additions crossed some sections in thicker cruder cuts, but the underlying pattern was older and finer.

Mara put her hand against the wall and nearly swore aloud.

The bond did the rest.

The carvings bloomed into meaning not because she suddenly knew the language, but because the system behind her hand recognized the pattern and forced the context into her.

Flow map.
Node lattice.
Burn extraction overlays.
Route permissions.
Custodian marks.

Iven watched her face.

“Well?”

Mara traced one of the branching lines with her finger.

“That’s the Notch.” She moved to a circle below it. “That’s the burner station.” Another fork, larger. “And this—this is the lower works under the verge. The trench routes. The collection cuts.”

Deren looked ill. “Collection.”

“Paid in meat,” Mara said softly.

Lysa pointed higher on the diagram where three larger branches converged into a central dark core.

“What’s that.”

Mara touched it.

The whole wall pulsed once in answer.

She jerked her hand back and the word came anyway, shoved into the base of her skull with all the gentleness of a thrown brick.


Cathedral Heart.

Mara looked at the others.

“The center,” she said. “Or one of them. Main pressure core.”

Iven stared at the carved wall, then at the channels under the floor, then back at her.

“The shrines know this.”

It wasn’t a question.

Mara looked at the cruder human incisions scored over the original map—little plugs, diversions, tally marks, bleed points. Shrine meddling written right over the old route logic.

“Yes,” she said. “Or enough of it.”

Deren ran a hand over his face. “So they worship a thing they’re also draining and cutting apart.”

Iven snorted once. “That sounds exactly like organized religion.”

Lysa said, “And trade.”

Nobody had a rebuttal for that.

Farther down the corridor, something clicked.

All four of them went still.

Not patrol-click this time. Lighter. Mechanical. More like old braces under tension shifting load from one support to another.

The restored route from the burners’ yard, Mara thought at once.

Pressure was still redistributing through the Notch.

The text flickered faintly.

SECONDARY ROUTES STABILIZING
CAUTION: ACTIVE MAINTENANCE ZONE

“Well that sounds promising,” Mara muttered.

Iven did not ask. He simply raised his knife slightly and moved ahead around the next bend, body low and careful now that the architecture itself had started making announcements.

The corridor opened into a tall narrow shaft.

Not vertical all the way. More a split service atrium running up and down through the root mass with walkways at intervals and channels on both walls. The nearest catwalk crossed directly in front of them, old black stone on one side, living root growth on the other, no rail worth the name between.

Below, maybe thirty feet down, Mara could see larger pressure lines moving through the dark—thick trunk-sized channels under crystal skin, carrying the same black-red fluid in powerful measured surges.

Above, far up near a slit of green daylight, a pulley cradle hung dead and half overgrown, still enough to suggest it might move again any second and would object to criticism if it did.

Deren took one look down and made a sound of pure fatigue.

“Does every route here have a drop.”

“Yes,” Iven said. “That’s what makes it scenic.”

Lysa ignored both of them and pointed across the shaft.

On the opposite wall of the atrium, set into a recess just above the catwalk, stood a stone alcove with a shelf inside. On the shelf rested a stack of sealed tablets wrapped in blackened waxed cloth.

Iven saw them too and went quiet in that very specific way thieves did when the world put value on a pedestal and asked whether they were feeling spiritual.

Mara caught his sleeve before he moved.

“No.”

He looked at her, offended in principle. “You don’t know what they are.”

“I know exactly what you are.”

“A man with curiosity.”

“A magpie with criminal planning.”

He smiled. “Both can be true.”

Lysa stepped closer to the edge of the catwalk and squinted at the alcove.

“If those are records—”

“Then they were left there for a reason,” Mara said.

Iven sighed. “There’s no pleasing you.”

“Pleasure is for people without patrol forests.”

They crossed the catwalk anyway because the route forward required it.

The stone underfoot was dry and old-worn smooth. On the wall side the root mass throbbed with each pulse from the channels below, the whole shaft carrying pressure in great slow breaths. Mara kept her eyes mostly ahead and not on the drop because the seed in her chest had enough dramatic tendencies without feeding it a height.

At midpoint, the whole shaft hummed and a pressure surge ran through the lower lines below them.

The catwalk vibrated once.

Deren froze.

Mara looked back. “No.”

His eyes were on the drop. “Yes.”

“No.”

“I am considering every life decision that led here.”

“Do it walking.”

Iven had already reached the far side and turned back with his hand extended in dry contempt for physics. “Come on, Deren. The floor isn’t going to improve if you charm it.”

Deren gave him a look of heartfelt loathing and continued moving.

Good man.

Once they were all across, Iven immediately went for the alcove because of course he did.

Mara let him this time because the route ahead was a sealed wall and because curiosity was contagious in bad places.

He lifted the top tablet bundle down carefully and set it on the floor. The waxed wrapping had gone brittle with age but still held. Mara crouched beside him and helped peel it back.

Inside lay six thin black slates etched in the same old route script as the wall diagrams. Not shrine tally work. Older. Cleaner. Each slate carried branching patterns with small symbols inserted beside the nodes.

The bond in Mara’s chest reacted so sharply to the first one that she hissed.

Iven paused. “Useful?”

“Very.”

She touched the top slate.

Not words. Never kind enough for words. But function and designation came through in rough brutal clarity.

Route steward.
Pressure ward.
Custodian access.
Emergency isolation.

Lysa had crouched on Mara’s other side by now.

“You can read them.”

“No,” Mara said. “I can be bullied by them.”

Iven pointed at one of the repeated symbols. “That one.”

Mara touched it.

The system answer slammed through her.


Wardens.

She sat back on her heels.

“What.”

She looked at the others slowly.

“These are maintenance records. Or route permissions. Somebody was assigned to these paths before the shrines. Not workers exactly.” She tapped the repeating symbol again. “Wardens.”

Deren frowned. “Like guards.”

“No,” Mara said. “Like custodians. People the system recognized.”

Iven leaned back against the alcove wall, expression gone very still.

“People,” he repeated.

“Yes.”

“And you think the shrines replaced them.”

“Or killed them. Or cut themselves into the job later.” Mara looked at the old slates and the route map wall beyond the shaft and felt the shape of it settling into place. “The Cathedral expected human interfaces. Just not… these ones.”

That sat in the room with them.

Lysa reached out and touched one slate carefully, not enough to activate anything, just enough to feel the etched surface under her fingertips.

“So there used to be another way.”

Mara thought of the chained relic. Of Sered’s rings. Of the shrine caps hammered into old wounds. Of the way the seed in her chest kept recognizing pathways and permissions no one had meant for Brack’s men or road clergy.

“Yes,” she said. “I think there was.”

A loud crack echoed up through the shaft.

Not nearby. Deeper below. Then another, followed by a long grinding sound of stone under pressure.

The restored route was still moving the Notch around itself.

The text flashed sharp red-green again.

ACCESS WINDOW LIMITED
PROCEED

Iven was already rewrapping the slates.

“Can we take these.”

Mara looked at him.

“What.”

“No. That was too quick.”

His face went innocent in a way that on him should have been fined.

“They seem educational.”

“They also seem like exactly the sort of thing every bastard in the district would kill for.”

“So definitely educational.”

Lysa pinched the bridge of her nose.

“You two flirt like escaped tax knives.”

Mara took the top slate from Iven’s hands and slid it into her satchel behind the water skin.

“Just one,” she said.

Iven looked almost wounded. “Selective theft. Very elitist.”

“Survive first. Loot later.”

He thought about that and then, annoyingly, nodded.

The route ahead opened when Mara put her hand to the sealed wall and the bond in her chest did its rude little handshake with whatever old system still governed this stretch of the Cathedral. The black seam split. Cold dry air breathed through.

They went single file again into another passage, smaller than the last.

Deren, now sufficiently exhausted to lose his sense of awe, muttered as he walked, “If this place really is a system, what are the patrol things.”

Iven answered first. “Bad.”

Mara said, “Maintenance.”

That silenced him for several steps.

Lysa glanced back. “Maintenance.”

Mara nodded.

“Not guards. Not exactly. They’re route responses. Traffic checkers. Pressure patrols. Whatever language the Cathedral uses when something moves through live paths that doesn’t belong.”

Iven looked over his shoulder at her.

“And we belong?”

“No,” Mara said.

That made him smile thinly.

“Good. I was worried this was becoming personal.”

“It’s been personal for some time.”

The passage curved and opened out at last onto a ledge overlooking a new section of the Notch far below.

Here the old shelf road ran through a grove-like chamber where trees had grown indoors—not truly indoors, perhaps, but under a broken roof of root arches and old retaining spans. Pale light filtered down in shafts. The ground below was uneven with black soil, old stone beds, and rows of trunks grown around bent iron hoops and cracked marker posts.

An orchard.

Except every tree bore old wounds. Tapped scars. Cut channels. Iron bite marks grown over and around.

Wound Orchard, Mara thought before the phrase fully formed.

Not the next chapter title maybe, but the place had named itself.

Deren stared down.

“People did this.”

“Yes,” Mara said.

Iven scanned the lower route and the side shelves beyond it with quick practical eyes.

“There’ll be paths through.”

Lysa looked at the scarred trunks, then at the slate now hidden in Mara’s satchel.

“Wardens,” she said. “Custodians.”

Mara looked down into the old wounded grove and felt the bond in her chest answer with a low hard pulse.

Not a forest.

Not even close.

A living system.
A body.
A set of routes and nodes and maintenance lines grown through earth and bark and stone.

And somewhere in that body, people had once moved with permission instead of theft.

Mara shifted the baton in her hand and glanced at the others.

“We go down,” she said.

Iven grinned like the line itself had paid him a compliment.

“Of course we do.”

Then they started down toward the wounded trees while the Briars pulsed around them, quieter now but no less aware, and the truth Mara had spoken in the corridor kept widening inside her like a door that should never have been left unlocked.

It wasn’t a forest.

And now she had proof.


Chapter 24: Wound Orchard

The path down into the orchard had once been respectable.

You could tell by the bones of it.

Stone steps still showed under the root growth in places, wide enough for workers carrying buckets or tools or whatever else people once brought into a living system and called industry. Low retaining walls bordered the descent, each one now split by black roots that had grown through mortar and out the other side as if the Cathedral had swallowed the argument and was still digesting it. Iron rings had been set at intervals into the wall face, likely for guide ropes or haul lines. Every third ring had a tree root grown through it.

The Briars had a style, and it leaned heavily toward fuck your infrastructure.

Iven led them down.

Less because he knew the orchard than because he was constitutionally incapable of following anyone else into trouble if he could help it. Mara let him. She wanted the higher angle behind him anyway. Better sight over his shoulder, better chance to clock if he spotted something worth stealing and decided not to mention it.

Lysa followed Mara now, Deren behind her, the order shifted almost naturally after the last few fights. Deren was still the most fragile piece in the line. Lysa, for all the cracked-head misery, moved with more balance every hour. Whether that was actual recovery or just stubbornness setting into the bones, Mara couldn’t say.

Maybe same thing.

The orchard floor spread below them in rows.

Not neat rows anymore. Time and roots had seen to that. But the original design still held if you knew what to look for—long beds separated by old drainage cuts, work lanes between the trees, collection stones sunk beside certain trunks, each one worn smooth by feet and buckets and the kind of repeated labor that made cruelty look normal if you did it enough times.

The trees themselves were wrong in the most specific, damning way.

They had not grown wild and later been tapped. They had been trained.

Bent. Spaced. Pruned into yield shapes. Black branches drawn low and outward. Trunks thick at the base and fluted higher up where old channels had been cut and recut to drain into waiting troughs or containers. Some still carried the bite marks of old iron collars embedded deep in the bark and grown around. Others had healed over dozens of narrow slashes in layer after layer, scar tissue stacked like years.

Mara stopped three steps from the bottom.

The pulse in the seed under her sternum went hard enough to make her breath catch.

Not pain this time.

Recognition mixed with something uglier.

A body memory not hers.

Repeated cuts.
Pressure loss.
Forced flow.
Yield compliance.

She stood there in the old work lane with one hand braced on the low wall and looked at the scarred trees and knew, with the same cold certainty that had been stalking her ever since the lower chambers, that the Cathedral remembered this place exactly as an animal remembered a trap.

Lysa saw her stop.

“What.”

Mara looked at the nearest tree.

Its trunk was split by a healed seam shaped like a mouth forced open too many times. Black-red resin had once flowed there. A collection groove in the stone below still held a skin of dark lacquer where years of boiled sap had built up and hardened.

“They farmed pain,” Mara said quietly.

No one spoke for a beat.

Then Iven, too practical to stay solemn longer than profit demanded, crouched beside the collection stone and scraped a thumbnail through the dark residue.

“Not recently,” he said. “Old.”

“Still happened,” Lysa said.

“Yes,” Iven said, not looking up. “Old and still happened.”

That was about as close to reverence as Mara had heard from him.

Deren came down the last few steps slowly and stared across the rows with the particular expression of a man whose world had already been ugly enough before someone added horticultural horror.

“You called it surgery before,” he said to Mara. “This is worse.”

“Yes.”

“Why.”

Mara walked to the nearest tree and laid her palm carefully against the bark.

Warm.

Not living the same way the active root channels had been living. More dormant. Slow. The pulse here was diffuse, spread through the orchard floor and old drainage lines beneath it. Resting tissue around old scars.

The bond in her chest reached through her touch and the orchard answered just enough to be informative and profoundly unwelcome.

Cultivation bed.
Pressure orchard.
Yield line.
Wound maintenance.

Mara closed her eyes for a second.

“Because this wasn’t just tapping a route,” she said. “This was training the trees to hurt in useful places.”

Lysa muttered a curse under her breath.

Iven straightened from the collection stone and looked across the orchard with new attention. Not moral attention, exactly. More like the kind of interest he brought to locks that had suddenly been explained as parts of larger doors.

“If the burners were the boil point,” he said, “this was the feed.”

Mara nodded.

“Yes.”

Deren rubbed at the back of his neck and winced when he found the bruises still there.

“So what do we do with that.”

“Nothing,” Iven said. “Preferably from a distance.”

Mara might have agreed if the orchard had not chosen that moment to react.

The old drain lines under the nearest row brightened.

Not fully. Not like the live pressure routes in the Notch. More a low passing glow that ran from tree to tree under the black soil and lit the old collection grooves in the stones for one heartbeat before fading.

All four of them froze.

The glow had started under Mara’s hand.

She took it away at once.

The floating text flickered faint and mean at the edge of her sight.

HOST SIGNATURE REGISTERED
LOCAL BIORESPONSES MINOR
CAUTION: MEMORY DENSE ZONE

Mara stared at the words.

“Memory dense zone,” she said.

Iven looked at her. “That sounds bad.”

“It sounds like the class is mocking me with technical language.”

“Also bad.”

Lysa had gone very still beside the second row.

“What’s that.”

She was pointing not at a tree, but at the work lane between two rows where the black soil had slumped around something buried. A shape. Long. Pale under dirt and root fiber.

Mara already knew.

Of course she knew.

They walked over anyway because human beings were idiots with eyes.

It was a body.

Or what was left of one.

Not recent. Long gone to bone and old leather scraps and one rust-blackened hand tool still trapped under the ribs where the roots had grown through and over it. The skeleton lay half-curled in the work lane between two scarred trunks, one leg pinned under a collapsed wooden yoke frame. Not dumped like road stock. Fallen where it had worked and stayed where the orchard had kept it.

Deren looked away first.

Lysa crouched, jaw tight.

There was a tag on the skeleton’s wrist. Lead, same basic make as the road marks, but older. Stamped with a symbol Mara now recognized from the slates.

Wardens.

Iven saw it too and said nothing for once.

Mara crouched by the bones and brushed the dirt away with the back of her fingers. The lead tag was bent but legible enough. Beneath it, the old wrist bones were wrapped in a bracelet of blackened root fibers grown through tiny copper loops.

Custodian hardware.
Access tether.
Permission mark.

The seed in Mara’s chest gave a low hard pulse that made her stomach turn.

Not just workers, then.

They had died here too.

Whoever the Wardens had been, at least one of them had ended in the orchard with a yoke on the ground and a tree at his back and a tool still under the ribs.

Lysa looked at Mara without rising.

“This wasn’t only shrines, was it.”

The question landed badly because the honest answer was messier than anyone wanted.

“No,” Mara said. “The shrines inherited this and made it filthier. But parts of it…” She looked at the tag, the copper-root bracelet, the disciplined layout of the rows. “Parts of it are older than them.”

Deren swallowed.

“So the people before also hurt the Cathedral.”

Mara looked out over the scarred trees and thought of maintenance records and emergency isolation slates and route permissions and systems built to include humans without losing themselves.

“Yes,” she said. “But maybe they called it tending while they did it.”

Iven let out a soft breath through his nose.

“Which is just a nicer lie.”

“Usually.”

No one argued with that.

The orchard seemed to listen while they stood among its old injuries. The pulse in the root lines below the soil had gone still again, but Mara could feel the weight of the place around them—stored route memory, old pressure scars, a thousand repeated acts layered into wood and stone until the whole grove had become a ledger of hurt.

Memory dense zone.

She hated that the class was right.

It occurred to her then, not as a thought exactly but as a shape in the bond: this place was not only where pain had been taken from the Cathedral.

It was also where the system had learned to expect it.

The implication made her skin crawl.

“Move,” Iven said quietly.

Mara looked up.

He had gone half-turned toward the far side of the orchard, knife in hand, the useful calm back in his face.

“What.”

“Not men. Not hounds.” He nodded toward the eastern rows. “But something’s changing.”

Mara stood and listened.

At first, nothing.

Then the orchard itself made a sound.

Not wind. No breeze touched the canopy. Not branch rub either. This came from lower down, trunk-height and beneath—small repeated cracks moving through the rows in sequence.

Click.
Crack.
Click-click.
Crack.

The old drain lines under the soil glowed again, farther out this time, traveling between the trees in branching pulses that made the collection stones shine wetly for a heartbeat and go dark again.

Iven backed one step toward the center lane.

“Please tell me we haven’t woken the orchard.”

Mara looked at the nearest trees and felt the bond answer before the words did.

Residual pressure.
Route flicker.
Protective reactivity.

“Yes,” she said.

Lysa was already on her feet, grate bar up.

“Protective against what.”

Mara turned slowly, taking in the rows, the old work lanes, the low drain cuts and scarred trunks.

Against intrusions.
Against cuts.
Against repeated harm.

Against them? Maybe not exactly.
Against the patterns they represented? Much more likely.

The first tree moved.

Not the whole trunk. No great dramatic forest lunge. Just one low scarred branch on the third row to the left, a heavy black limb with old tap scars along its underside. It shifted downward half an inch and then back up, as if testing an old range of motion.

Then the tree opposite it flexed a root above the soil line and split the earth around its base.

Deren made a horrified little noise. “No.”

Iven looked at Mara. “This is where I note that a road would have been preferable.”

“Duly noted.”

The old work lanes between the rows were suddenly a tactical problem instead of a path. Too straight. Too exposed. The moving branches weren’t random, and the drain pulses under the soil looked less and less like memory flickers and more like active routing.

The orchard was organizing.

Not quickly. Not in the immediate murderous way of hounds or shelf-rakers.

In the slow, eerie way of a place deciding where people should and should not stand.

The floating text flashed.

LOCAL BIORESPONSES ESCALATING
AVOID PRIMARY CUT LANES
SECONDARY PATHS RECOMMENDED

“Well, that’s clear as sewage,” Mara muttered.

Iven, to his credit, was already reading the same truth from the motion patterns without needing the little system commentary.

He pointed with the knife.

“Not the center lanes. Side drains. Move between the beds, not down them.”

Mara nodded once.

Lysa shoved Deren lightly toward the right-hand rows. “Go.”

They went.

The side paths were worse footing and better odds. Narrow drainage cuts choked with root tangles and old stones instead of the clean old work lanes that now looked like trap corridors designed by people with very specific gripes. Mara led this time, baton out, picking her way between the rows while the orchard around them woke old reflexes.

Low branches shifted.
Roots humped the soil where the drain pulses passed.
One collection stone on the left cracked clean through and spat a fan of hardened resin into the lane like shrapnel.

Deren ducked too late and took one piece across the cheek. Not deep, but enough to make him swear and bleed.

The nearest tree branch dipped sharply toward the scent.

Mara saw it and stepped into the lane between, bringing the baton up hard against the descending limb. The impact jarred her shoulder to the teeth. The branch held for one awful second, heavy as a striking arm, then recoiled with a shower of black bark flakes.

“Faster,” she snapped.

Lysa shoved Deren ahead.

Iven had cut left through a gap between two root mounds and was now angling them not toward the center of the orchard but toward the far retaining wall where an old maintenance berm rose between the last beds and the next stretch of Notch road.

Good line.

Bad approach.

The drain pulses were converging toward it.

The orchard understood the same thing.

Mara felt the movement response stirring under her skin before she consciously reached for it. Her side still burned from the shelf-raker cuts. The thigh still ached under the blood-thread and Iven’s bandage. Fresh bruises from the junction room and the burners’ yard had settled into the deeper tissue.

Plenty to harvest.

The first root came at ankle height.

Not a dramatic snare. A quick upward hook from the soil edge of the drain cut as they crossed between the last two rows. It snagged Deren’s borrowed boot and yanked. He went down with a curse.

The tree above him responded instantly—two low branches shifting toward the disturbance, their old tap scars split slightly open as if the bark itself had teeth hidden in the memory.

Mara moved.

Pain in thigh. Side. Arm.

The seed caught it all.

The class dumped the charge straight into motion.

Move hurt.

She crossed the gap in one impossible burst, grabbed Deren by the back of the coat, and ripped him sideways clear of the lane just as the first branch slammed down where his torso had been.

The impact split the soil and snapped the root hook free.

Deren stared up at her from the mud, stunned.

Mara hauled him to his feet one-handed. “Forward.”

He did not argue.

Iven saw the burst this time cleanly and nearly missed his own footing for watching. “You’re doing it again.”

“Busy.”

The retaining berm loomed five yards ahead now, a low wall of old stone and root spoil piled waist high. Beyond it Mara could see the dark strip of the next shelf road running under the Notch wall.

Almost there.

The orchard objected.

The pulses under the drain cuts flared together and three trees along the last row flexed in sequence, their low limbs sweeping toward the side path like a gate trying to close.

Lysa brought the grate bar up and caught the first branch with a crack that split the old scar tissue along its underside. Black sap splashed across her sleeve.

Iven slashed through a root lash reaching from the soil at his ankles and shouted, “Over!”

Mara hit the berm first, planted one bootless foot in a crack, and used the stored charge from her latest hurts to vault the top with far more speed than grace. She landed on the road side, turned at once, and grabbed for Lysa.

Lysa came over in a scramble of knees and swearing, grate bar first.

Deren hit the berm chest-high and stalled.

The nearest branch descended toward the back of his head.

Mara didn’t think. She just seized the root-brace of the berm with one hand, let the pain from the side wounds and shoulder pull tight, and called the movement response again through sheer furious need.

The burst hit.

She lunged up and forward, half climbing the wall from the wrong side, caught Deren under both arms, and dragged him bodily over the berm as the branch slammed into stone behind them hard enough to shake the whole old retaining line.

Iven came over last, knife in one hand, coat torn at the hem where some smaller root or branch or past sin had tried to keep a souvenir.

They hit the road side in a heap of breath and bruises and black orchard dirt.

Then lay there for one second too long because bodies were foolish like that.

The orchard did not pursue beyond the berm.

The shifting branches settled.
The drain pulses dimmed.
The trees held still again among their old wounds as if none of it had happened and they had always been innocent.

Mara rolled onto one elbow and looked back over the wall.

The scarred trunks stood in pale shafts of light under the broken roof arches, old work lanes running between them like surgical cuts, the dead Warden still under one row, and the whole grove breathing with slow old resentment.

Not random.
Not wild.
Conditioned.

“It learned,” she said before she meant to.

Iven, still catching his breath beside her, turned his head. “What.”

Mara looked at the rows.

“The orchard learned the pattern of harm.” She pushed herself upright, every stitched and bruised thing in her body filing protests. “The cuts, the lanes, the collection points. It remembers where the hurt came from and how it moved.”

Lysa, wiping black sap off her sleeve, looked back over the berm too.

“That’s not memory,” she said softly.

“No,” Mara answered. “It’s training.”

Deren made a weak sign against the Briars and, for once, Mara didn’t mock him for it.

Iven sat up, ran one hand through his wet hair, and looked from the orchard to Mara and back again.

“So. Not a forest.”

Mara met his eyes.

“No.”

He nodded once.

“Right,” he said, getting to his feet. “Just checking we’re all having the same nightmare.”

The road beyond the orchard bent north into deeper Notch again, narrower now and flanked by the old inner verge wall on one side and a root-dark drop on the other. No patrols visible. No hounds. No debt men.

Just them, the road, and a Cathedral that had once been tended, then farmed, then lied about until the lies started walking.

Mara rose more slowly and picked up the baton from where she’d dropped it in the scramble. The floating text flickered one last time at the edge of her vision.

PRIMARY CUT LANES AVOIDED
HOST ADAPTATION IMPROVED

She looked at the words and then at the orchard behind them.

“You are a deeply unpleasant teacher,” she murmured.

Iven raised a brow. “Good news?”

“No.”

“That’s my girl.”

Mara looked at him flatly.

“Try that again and I beat you to death with the educational stick.”

He smiled, sharp and unrepentant.

“See? Spirits are up already.”

Lysa made a tired disgusted sound and started down the road. Deren followed, still glancing back once too often at the trees.

Mara gave the orchard one final look.

The rows had gone still.
The scarred trunks watched in their own slow way.
The old collection stones sat where they always had, waiting for work that had ended and somehow never really stopped.

Then she turned and followed the others into the deeper Notch, with the road curving ahead and the Briars pulsing all around them like a body beginning, at last, to remember its own shape.


Chapter 25: Thorn Response

The road beyond the orchard felt personally offended by their existence.

Not in the abstract way the whole Cathedral had begun to feel offended—no, this stretch had detail to it. Spite in the angles. A habit of narrowing just when Deren needed room for his wounded shoulder. A fondness for loose shale under the root skin where Lysa’s already abused balance would be tested. The Notch had gone from wounded infrastructure to active inconvenience, and Mara suspected the distinction mattered mainly to scholars and corpses.

They walked anyway.

Because what else was there to do.

The old shelf road ran tight against the inner verge wall now, the root face to their right thick and black and faintly veined with pulse-light under the bark. To the left the ground dropped into a long split ravine full of cane, sink pools, and old broken stone from previous versions of human confidence. The sky above had narrowed to a strip of white-grey daylight caught between overgrown retaining spans.

No shrine whistles.
No hounds.
No debt men.

That was the first reason Mara didn’t trust it.

The second was the birds.

There weren’t any.

Not crows, not verge scavengers, not even the little black needle-beaks she’d seen flickering through the cane earlier in the day. The whole stretch ahead had gone silent in the small way living places did when something else had taken over the schedule.

Iven noticed too.

He slowed by a cracked marker stone and tilted his head, listening to the silence like a man checking a lock.

“Something’s wrong,” Deren said behind him.

“Insightful,” Iven replied.

Lysa, walking with one hand occasionally skimming the wall for balance, said, “Do you ever answer normally.”

“Not if I can help it.”

Mara didn’t join in. She was watching the wall.

The pulse there had changed again.

Not danger, exactly. More like anticipation. The root channels under the bark were carrying a faster little rhythm now, small branching signals running ahead of them through the wall and into the shelf supports underfoot.

Traffic notices, her bond whispered in pressure and half-context.
Cross-line adjustments.
Load checks.

Something ahead was making the road pay attention.

“Iven,” she said quietly.

He glanced back at once. Less skepticism now, more the practical wariness of a man who’d stopped enjoying coincidence around her.

“What.”

She pointed with the baton toward the road bend where the shelf vanished under an overhang of interlocked roots.

“Something live in the supports.”

That got all three of them still.

Deren squinted. “That’s not a sentence I enjoy.”

“It wasn’t written for your pleasure,” Mara said.

They approached the bend carefully.

The road hooked around the root overhang and opened onto a crossing where an older section of shelf had fallen away entirely and been replaced—badly, beautifully, and with criminal optimism—by a suspended mesh of living roots grown between the two surviving road edges.

Mara stopped dead.

The crossing stretched maybe twenty feet across the gap, a sagging weave of thick root cables and finer thorn-runner strands braided into something that might once have been reinforced by human work. Iron pins still showed here and there where old crews had anchored the mesh to the stone lips, but the living growth had long since overgrown those supports and made its own decisions. Under the mesh the ravine dropped away into black cane and flood-polished stone deep enough that Mara had no interest in measuring it honestly.

“Absolutely not,” Deren said.

Iven crouched at the near lip and pressed one hand lightly to the root mesh.

It flexed under his fingers.
Then steadied.

“Used recently,” he said.

“How can you tell,” Lysa asked.

He looked at her. “It didn’t dump me out of principle.”

Mara stared at the lattice.

The bond in her chest answered before she touched it. The crossing wasn’t dead structure. The thick support roots carried slow pressure. The finer strands twitched with small signal traffic. A live bypass route, then. Not primary. Not elegant. But maintained.

By the Cathedral?
By smugglers?
By both, because nothing in this district knew how to stay in one category?

The floating text flickered.

LIVE MESH ROUTE
LOAD LIMIT VARIABLE
CROSS QUICKLY

“Well, that’s clear enough for once.”

Iven glanced at her. “Good?”

“No. Brief.”

He rose and looked at the others.

“One at a time. No heroics. No stopping in the middle to negotiate with your gods.”

Deren looked at the drop and then at Mara. “Can I volunteer not to.”

“No,” Mara said.

Lysa went first this time.

Good choice. She moved carefully but without Deren’s fatal need to consider all possible humiliations before picking one. The mesh dipped under her weight, root strands tightening and redistributing load in little visible twitches. Halfway across, the whole weave shivered once and then settled.

Lysa reached the far side and turned, pale but upright.

“Fine.”

“Your standards are broken,” Deren said.

“Cross.”

He looked at the ravine again.

Then at Mara.

Then, sensing correctly that sympathy was not being issued today, stepped onto the mesh with the grim concentration of a man crossing a ledger line into hell.

It held.

Barely.

The root weave tightened under his heavier awkward tread, small thorn-runner strands wriggling inward around the load path as if knitting support where needed. Mara watched that with fresh unease. The crossing was not just grown. It was responding.

Deren made it to the far side and immediately leaned against the road wall like the stone had personally saved him.

Iven looked at Mara. “You next or me.”

“You.”

He smiled thinly. “Thought so.”

Of course he crossed fast and light and irritatingly well. The mesh barely seemed to notice him. He reached the far side, turned, and lifted one hand for her.

Mara stepped onto the living roots.

The response was immediate.

The crossing tightened under her weight in a way it had not for the others. The thick support cables flexed. Fine rootlets rose between the larger strands and brushed the soles of her feet through the torn remains of her wrappings, warm as breath. The seed in her chest pulsed hard enough to sting, and the whole lattice answered in one low vibration that ran from the near lip to the far.

Iven saw her face change.

“Mara.”

“Moving,” she said.

She did.

Fast enough not to think about the drop, not fast enough to count as panic. Halfway across she felt the pressure in the wall routes spike.

Not from the crossing.

From behind.

A whistle cut through the silence of the Notch.

Then another.

Mara looked back over her shoulder.

Three shrine workers had come around the bend at the orchard road, two on foot and one with a hooked pole and short bow. Not Sered’s polished little inner attendants. Verge searchers. Mud to the knee. Grey waxed cloaks. Hard men who’d been told to keep looking until the answer became yes.

One of them saw her on the mesh and shouted.

“Well there!”

Iven swore from the far side.

“Keep moving!”

The bowman already had the short bow up.

Mara turned fully and felt the mesh shift under her, uncertain whether load meant road use or fight. Bad place to linger. Worse place to dodge.

The first arrow missed.
Close enough to hear.

It snapped through a hanging root-runner above her shoulder and vanished into the ravine.

The second worker splashed onto the near lip of the crossing with the hooked pole while the third stayed back to cover.

Deren had his brick in hand again because apparently that was just part of him now. Lysa raised the grate bar and looked like she wanted the whole crossing to simplify into a solid floor and one target.

Mara moved again.

The bowman loosed a second arrow.

This one caught her.

Not center mass. Not a dramatic through-the-shoulder nonsense. It grazed across her side just above the shelf-raker cuts from yesterday, opening the half-healed lines in a savage hot rip that sent pain flashing through every old injury around it.

She hissed and almost lost her footing.

The seed bit down on the pain at once, harvesting the surge, but before she could use the motion burst the blood was already falling.

Drops hit the root mesh.

The lattice lit.

Not metaphor.
Not mood.

Actual red-green light surged through the strands under Mara’s feet where her blood struck, racing along the finer root-runners in branching lines. The whole crossing shuddered. The thick support roots to either side swelled visibly against their iron pins.

The shrine worker with the hooked pole froze one step onto the mesh.

“Back!” shouted the bowman.

Too late.

The root lattice answered Mara’s blood like a struck nerve.

Fine thorn-vines burst upward from the weave between the shrine worker’s boots, wrapping his ankle and the shaft of the hooked pole in the same motion. He shouted and hacked at them with a short knife. More strands rose. Not from all over the bridge. Only from the section he had stepped onto after her blood hit.

Iven saw it and looked at Mara like a man abruptly revising a theory upward.

“Mara!”

“I know!”

She didn’t know, of course. Not fully. But she knew enough.

Her blood had keyed the mesh.
The Briars had responded.
Not to her exactly.
To the disturbance touching the route after her blood made it legible in some new way.

The bowman loosed a third arrow into the crossing in panic.

It struck one of the thick support roots near Mara’s knee and sank half deep.

The crossing reacted like a living thing finally done being polite.

Every support strand on the shrine side snapped tight at once.
The mesh dipped violently under the worker’s feet and then surged upward in a whipping wave. He lost the hooked pole, windmilled, and went hard to one knee as thorn-runners climbed his legs. The bowman swore and backed off the near lip just as a thicker root cable tore free of the wall and slammed across the entry like a barred gate.

For three whole heartbeats, the Briars protected Mara.

Not with tenderness.
Not with loyalty.
With systems violence.

The mesh between her and the shrine men became a live snarl of tightening roots, thorn-runners, and convulsive support lines that made pursuit impossible unless a man wanted to be pulped or stitched into the bridge as reinforcement.

Mara used the gift.

Pain in her side still burned.
The seed harvested it.
Move hurt.

She burst the last ten feet in a blur and hit the far lip hard enough to go to one knee. Iven caught her by the shoulder and hauled. Lysa dragged from the other side. Deren, bless his frightened little laborer heart, added a brick-supported tug on her coat that did nothing useful but felt sincere.

They got her clear just as the crossing fully lost patience.

The shrine worker trapped in the mesh screamed. Not because he fell. Because he didn’t. The roots held him half-suspended, wrapped up one leg and across the ribs where he’d tried to brace. The bowman hacked at the outer strands from shore, but the living support cables only tightened around the burden and the route entry both.

The third worker backed away entirely.

Sensibly.

Mara lay on the far shelf breathing hard and clutching her reopened side while the crossing writhed in the ravine gap behind her like a wound deciding who counted as debris.

The floating text flashed bright.

THORN RESPONSE — OBSERVED
LOCAL ROUTE ASSIST TEMPORARY
HOST BLOOD-KEY INTERACTION CONFIRMED

Mara stared at the words.

“Oh, that is deeply bad news.”

Iven heard the tone if not the content. “How bad.”

She looked up at him. Then at the crossing. Then at the blood on her hand.

“My blood keyed the route.”

Deren blinked. “Keyed.”

“Yes.”

Lysa looked back across the gap where the trapped shrine worker was still struggling under a growing mess of thorn-lines.

“Did you do that.”

Mara laughed once, raw and almost offended.

“No. The road did.”

Iven’s gaze moved from the writhing mesh to the dark branching under Mara’s throat and collar. He understood enough now not to ask whether that was better.

“Can they follow?” he asked.

Mara looked at the crossing.

The support roots on the shrine side had fully overgrown the entry point now, weaving across the lip in a thick black tangle. The bowman and his companion were already backing away, one dragging the trapped man’s dropped pole, both looking like they’d just been told the floor had opinions. They might cut through eventually. Or find another route. Or decide some assets weren’t worth becoming bridge decoration over.

Not immediate pursuit, at any rate.

“Not now,” she said.

“Good.” Iven stood and offered her a hand up. “Then we become someone else’s problem farther away.”

Mara took the hand and let him haul her to her feet. Her side screamed. The fresh graze had reopened two of the shelf-raker lines and probably made a nasty mess of the bandaging. Blood seeped warm under her palm.

The seed in her chest pulsed once, then again, not yet mending, just counting. Measuring. Logging. The whole private little bureaucracy of it.

She looked down at the red on her fingers.

Thorn response, the text had called it.

Not control.
Not command.
Just proof that some part of the Cathedral now reacted to her blood differently than it did to anyone else’s.

Useful.
Terrible.
Exactly the sort of gift people built cults and ledgers around.

Iven read enough of that from her face to get unpleasantly gentle for half a breath.

“We move,” he said.

There. That was better. Practical cruelty. Much safer.

They went.

The road beyond the crossing climbed sharply through a root choke and into higher Notch where the air turned colder and drier. Mara kept one hand clamped over her side and the other on the baton, walking through the hurt because stopping now would let the class settle too nicely around the new data and she had no interest in what conclusions it might draw when comfortable.

Behind them, faint through the root walls and the distance, came the last angry shout of the shrine men on the far lip of the mesh.

Then nothing.

The silence that followed felt different now.

Not empty.
Listening.

The Briars had seen her bleed on the route and answer had come back in structure, movement, and temporary reprieve. Even if it had been automatic, even if it had been nothing more than a blood-keyed maintenance spasm in a live bypass, it changed the shape of things.

Lysa said it first, because she was becoming good at saying the terrible bit plainly.

“They’re not just hunting you anymore.”

Mara glanced sideways. “Who.”

Lysa gave her a look. “Everyone.”

That sat.

Deren, limping gamely and still clutching the brick as if he expected masonry to be a life philosophy now, said, “If your blood makes the roads do that, Brack will never stop.”

“No,” Mara said. “He won’t.”

Iven snorted softly. “Brack never needed an excuse to be awful. This just makes the arithmetic sexier.”

Mara hated how true that was.

The road bent around another inner wall spur and widened at last into a half-ruined rest shelf under a spill of black cane. Just enough room to stop without immediately dying. Iven made the decision with a lifted hand and dropped to one knee near the wall to listen back down the route.

Clear enough, apparently.

Lysa sank onto the shelf edge.
Deren sat flat where he stood and decided dignity was an upper-class hobby.
Mara leaned against the root wall and looked at her hand.

Blood.

Her blood.

The seed under her sternum pulsed once, smug in the way only silent things could be.

The text flickered one final time for the chapter.

HOST BLOOD-KEY INTERACTION LOGGED
LOCAL BRIAR RESPONSES MAY RECUR
CAUTION: NOT CONTROL

Mara read it, barked a tired laugh, and tipped her head back against the wall.

“Thanks,” she murmured. “Would’ve hated to become optimistic.”

Iven looked over from his listening crouch.

“What now.”

Mara met his eyes in the dim root-light and held up her bloodied hand.

“Now,” she said, “we find out how many other parts of this bloody forest think I’m a key.”

And somewhere back along the Notch, under the roots and the old roads and the still-writhing memory of the mesh bridge, the Briars pulsed as if the question had already entered the system.


Chapter 26: Heart Road

The route out of the orchard ran straight for all of twenty yards before the Briars decided straight lines were an insult and corrected the problem.

Mara came around the first bend with blood drying on her side, baton in one hand, and the taste of old resin still at the back of her throat from the wound orchard’s half-woken memory, and nearly walked into a wall that hadn’t been there ten breaths earlier.

Not a real wall.

A shut.

The Notch shelf ahead had pinched closed under a sudden surge of root growth, black canes and thick bark plates knitting together across the road in a rough living barricade. The old stone lip beneath it still showed in places, but the path itself was gone—sealed by a fresh-grown lattice of roots still wet with black-red sap.

Iven stopped so fast Mara almost rammed him with the baton.

“That,” he said, “is new.”

Lysa came up behind them and stared. “Does the road usually do that.”

Iven glanced at her. “No. I’d have charged extra.”

Deren, limping three paces back and carrying the brick out of habit now more than intent, looked at the sealed route and then at Mara.

This was becoming a theme.

Mara sighed and pressed one hand to the wall beside the shut.

The pulse there answered instantly.

Not random.
Not hostile exactly.
Responsive.

Pressure flowed into the new closure from the same reactivated route she’d uncapped in the burners’ yard. She could feel it in the bark, in the fine root channels behind the black skin, in the ugly familiar tug from the seed under her sternum. The whole closure had not grown to kill them. It had grown to redirect.

The floating text flickered.

PRIMARY ROUTE CLOSED
ALTERNATE ACCESS AVAILABLE
WARDEN LINE PRIORITIZED

“Well,” Mara muttered. “That sounds appalling.”

Iven looked at her sharply. “What.”

She pointed left.

Not because she had seen an opening. Because the bond had already drawn the line inside her like a thorn under skin. There. Through the wall root. Along the sealed route seam. Behind the stone. An old pressure lane now carrying active signal.

“There’s another path.”

Deren stared at the shut. “Through that?”

“No,” Mara said. “Around it. Or under it. Same bastard, different grin.”

Iven’s eyes narrowed.

He had stopped arguing with the you can feel things part of this mess sometime around the living bridge and the orchard trying to train them to death. That did not mean he liked it.

“Show me.”

Mara followed the pull along the shut wall until it ended at what looked like nothing more than a thicker knot of black roots grown over a collapsed marker stone. She crouched, brushed old bark flakes aside with the baton tip, and found a shallow depression in the stone beneath—a hand-sized cup worn smooth under the growth.

Another blood basin.

Of course it bloody was.

Iven saw it and swore softly. “You are joking.”

Mara looked up at him. “Does this day feel like it has jokes left.”

“No. Fair.”

Lysa folded both arms. “Please tell me the answer isn’t always your blood.”

Mara looked at the basin.
At the thorn-dark branching under her own skin.
At the shut road ahead.

Then at Lysa.

“No,” she said. “Just often enough to become deeply irritating.”

She pressed her thumb against the old spine-thorn she still kept tucked at her belt and let the point bite.

A bead of blood welled bright.

The seed in her chest pulsed once, hard enough to sting.

Mara smeared the blood into the basin.

The shut wall breathed.

Not metaphor.
Not imagination.
The roots over the marker stone flexed inward with a slow wet drag, and a line of red-green light ran sideways through the bark plates sealing the road. Three feet to the left, where the root wall looked solid, a seam opened in a quick curling motion, black canes peeling back from a narrow dry passage barely wide enough for shoulders.

Iven stared at it.

Then at Mara.

Then back.

“Well,” he said, “I hate your blood.”

“Get in line.”

They slipped into the opening one by one, Mara last, and the seam closed behind them with the same soft bark-on-stone click as the lower access routes had used before. The new passage rose immediately, tighter and cleaner than the broken smugglers’ lines of the Notch. No patched planks. No human salvage. No old road stink.

This was something else.

Something the Cathedral had kept under the roads rather than with them.

The walls here were black stone ribbed with living root channels, each one carrying a low red-green current that pulsed in a sequence too regular for growth and too organic for machinery. The floor sloped upward in shallow curves. Inset along one wall at intervals sat flat black stones carved with the same old Warden symbol they’d seen on the slates and dead tag in the orchard.

Iven trailed fingers just above one without touching.

“I am developing a grievance with this route.”

Mara looked at the carved symbol and felt the bond answer with a sour little surge of recognition.

Authorized line.
Custodian path.
Priority access.

Not for shrine clerks.
Not for road men.
Not for smugglers.

For someone the system expected.

Lysa noticed Mara’s expression tighten.

“What.”

Mara looked down the route ahead and then at the blood smear still drying on her thumb.

“It knows me.”

Deren made a weary little sound. “That’s not better.”

“No,” Mara said. “It isn’t.”

The Heart Road—though she did not call it that aloud yet—ran straighter than anything else they’d found in the Briars. The very directness of it made it unnerving. No scenic loops. No old work camps. No smugglers’ detours. It cut inward through the Cathedral like a spinal line.

And the deeper they went, the more the Briars responded to Mara personally.

Not dramatically at first.

A side seam opening a fraction before she reached it, allowing easier passage through a narrow shoulder squeeze.
A low branch-root retracting from the path wall just enough for Deren’s borrowed boot not to catch.
A pressure route brightening under the floor whenever her blood damped through the bandage at her side, then dimming again once they moved on.

Minor things.

Minor enough that Iven, being Iven, noticed on the third repetition and stopped dead in the middle of the line.

“No.”

Mara looked back. “What now.”

He pointed at the wall just behind her shoulder.

A section of thick root growth there had curled aside from the passage edge as she passed, exposing an old stone brace under it. The moment she stopped and the line behind her settled, the root growth eased back into place and covered the brace again.

Lysa saw it too.

“It’s reading her.”

No one answered that because it was true and therefore rude.

Iven looked at Mara with the kind of expression he usually reserved for routes that suddenly started charging interest.

“You’re not just surviving this place anymore.”

Mara smiled without humor. “Been trying to tell people.”

“No,” he said quietly. “I mean it’s not reacting to you like prey or intrusion. It’s… checking.”

That landed harder than she liked.

Because yes.

That was exactly the sensation.

Not welcome.
Not safe.
Not accepted.

But read.

The route was not simply opening for blood-key access. It was assessing the thing carrying the key. Her pulse. Her damage. Her movement. The seed’s integration state. Every old system line they crossed seemed to send some small notice up the wall and onward into deeper channels.

A body registering pressure.
A system logging changes.
A Heart preparing to meet the thing coming down its road.

The floating text flickered.

HOST SIGNATURE ESCALATING
DEEPER NODES AWARE

Mara pressed two fingers to the bridge of her nose.

“That,” she said, “is none of my favourite words.”

Deren, who was rapidly becoming better at reading tone if not text, looked bleakly between them.

“We’re not turning around, are we.”

Iven answered first. “Can’t.”

“Can’t or won’t.”

“Yes.”

Fair.

The passage widened after another hundred yards into a relay chamber no bigger than the junction room she’d bypassed earlier. An old black stone table stood at the center, grown half through by a braided root cord. Unlike the other infrastructure nodes, this one showed more obvious human use. Dust disturbed more recently. A cracked lamp left on the floor. A satchel long rotted but once deliberately placed against the wall.

And on the table lay a metal case.

Flat. Blackened. Edge-stamped with old Warden sigils overcut by later shrine marks.

Iven saw it and did not pretend not to care.

“Now that,” he said, “has excellent criminal potential.”

Mara reached it first.

The case had no handle, only a thumb-sized basin set in the lid.

Of course.

She bled into it on sheer reflex now, which was a depressing development in itself.

The case clicked open.

Inside sat three thin slate leaves wrapped in wax cloth and one folded strip of treated hide bound with root thread. No coins. No gems. No blessed relic baubles for idiots to fight over.

Records.

Iven’s disappointment lasted all of one heartbeat before curiosity replaced it. Good man. Appalling morals. Useful.

Mara lifted the hide strip first and unrolled it across the root-grown table.

A map.

Not of roads in the human sense. Of Cathedrals.

The bond in her chest recognized the shape before her mind did. Large branching structures marked by symbols at their cores. Route webs radiating outward. Pressure lines. Interlinks. Twelve major nodes.

Twelve known Cathedrals.

Her breath caught.

Several had been marked over.

Not casually. Not as travel notes. Thick black cross-lines cut clean across the original script with later annotations scored beside them in a sharper uglier hand. One symbol repeated four times.

Severed.
Harvested.
Inactive.

Mara stared at the marks until the edges of the room seemed to go thin.

Lysa came to her shoulder first.

“What is that.”

Mara tapped the first crossed-out Cathedral.

The bond shoved the answer into her like ice.

Pressure core lost.
Flow collapse.
Harvest event.

Not dead from blight.
Not storm-destroyed.
Not naturally gone.

Taken apart.

Iven had leaned over from the other side of the table by then, close enough that Mara could smell the stale root spirit still on his clothes.

“How many.”

“Four,” Mara said.

Deren swallowed audibly. “What does that mean.”

Mara looked up at him.

“It means somebody didn’t just hurt the Briars here.”

No one spoke.

She went through the slate leaves next, fingers trembling just slightly from exhaustion and something much colder. Maintenance notes. Route warnings. Old Warden access permissions overcut by later shrine route comments. Not full readable text—not for her—but enough to extract the shape:

Burn routes shut after core stress.
Peripheral wards lost in southern lattice.
Unauthorized extractions noted.
Containment failures localized.
Harvest teams… something. The last line broke apart before she could catch it, but the word teams hit clear enough to make her stomach turn.

Teams.

Not one Abbot in one district getting creative with a knife.

Systematic.

Organized.

Someone had been doing this on purpose.

Iven saw the line of her mouth change.

“What.”

Mara tapped the hide map again. “This isn’t local.”

He went very still. That was how you knew fear had arrived. Iven wasn’t a man for wide eyes or dropped jaws. He just became more precise around the edges.

“Show me.”

She pointed at the marked Cathedrals one by one.

“The same notation. Same cut marks. Same status overlay. Someone’s not just taking sap and bodies off the verge roads. Someone’s opening Cathedrals and taking the core systems apart.”

Deren made the sign against the Briars again, this time with both hands and no irony at all.

Lysa read the map as if it had become a knife laid between them.

“So the shrine knows.”

“Yes,” Mara said.

“Sered knows.”

“Yes.”

Iven touched one of the four crossed-out nodes with one fingertip.

“Brack?”

Mara thought of Dockhook Scar’s face in the cistern. Of Brack’s smile over the pit. Of how quickly greed scaled when it found a new unit of value.

“Brack knows enough to sell anything put in his hand,” she said. “Whether he knows what it is is a different question.”

That was answer enough.

Then the route pulse changed.

The chamber brightened around them, wall channels flaring in a sequence that ran not deeper inward but back the way they had come. Alarm traffic. Load shift. Response propagation.

Mara’s head snapped up.

“Iven.”

He had heard it too. “Company?”

“Not close.”

“Wonderful. The long version.”

She put one hand to the wall.

The Heart Road fed her pressure and movement and ugly certainty.

Something was pushing into the outer access lines behind them.
Not hounds.
Not patrol constructs.

Human.
Iron.
Ring-keyed.

Sered.

Not at their backs yet. Not in the room. But on the route. He had either found one of the older access points or forced a lower line hard enough that the system had decided to account for him.

The floating text confirmed it with all the tact of a brick through a window.

UNAUTHORIZED DEEP ACCESS DETECTED
RING-KEY INTERFERENCE PRESENT

Mara swore softly.

Iven looked at her. “How bad.”

“He’s on the road.”

“Sered.”

“Yes.”

Deren went white in a whole new register. “Can he reach us here?”

Mara looked at the map.
At the four harvested Cathedrals.
At the route ahead pulsing stronger than ever.
At the line behind carrying Sered inward on stolen permissions and iron.

Yes, he could keep coming.
Eventually.

That was not the real problem.

The real problem was that the route ahead was becoming more direct and more active by the minute, and every step deeper made the system react more strongly to her. The Briars opened to her and closed behind. Blood-key access, route reads, support responses. The Heart would not stop noticing. The whole Cathedral wouldn’t. And if Sered caught all four of them on the line between there and the core, the others would become leverage at best and meat at worst.

Mara looked at Iven.

He already knew.

That was the worst of it.

His face had gone carefully neutral, which on him meant he had seen the shape of the sacrifice and was deciding whether to make her say it first.

Lysa stepped in before either of them could play stupid.

“No.”

Mara looked at her.

Lysa folded both arms, blanket slipping off one shoulder, pale and furious and much more steady than she had any right to be after a feeding station and a cracked skull.

“No,” she said again. “Whatever you’re both thinking.”

Deren looked between them. “What.”

Iven spoke this time, quietly enough that it almost sounded respectful.

“If the road is reading Mara and Sered is keying in behind us, then the deepest route is going to react hardest to her. Fastest too. We stay in a line with her, and when he closes the distance, he gets all of us tangled in the same choice.”

Deren stared.

“That’s not a sentence.”

“It’s the one we have.”

Mara rolled the map halfway closed, then stopped. The seed in her chest pulsed so hard it hurt, and the route ahead answered in a straight line of brightening wall channels that seemed to point inward like an accusation.

She understood then with a clarity that made the room colder.

The Briars would not stop doing this.

Not the reads.
Not the route openings.
Not the responses.

The system had recognized a broken key, an unresolved graft, something half-Warden and half-intrusion moving on a live access line toward the Heart. Every route she touched would keep escalating until the question at the center was answered.

Accepted.
Rejected.
Bound.
Severed.

Whatever the outcome, it had to happen there.

Not on a shelf with Deren trying not to die and Lysa swinging a grate bar through structural theology.
Not with Iven improvising cynicism in the background while Sered closed from behind.

At the Heart.

Only there.

Mara looked at the others one by one.

Deren already frightened.
Lysa already angry.
Iven already resigned in the way men got when they saw the road before anyone named it.

“I go ahead,” Mara said.

Lysa shook her head at once. “No.”

Iven closed his eyes once, briefly.

Deren said, “Absolutely not,” with the tone of a man who had only recently met her and was still reasonable enough to object to obvious idiocy.

Mara rolled the map properly and shoved it at Iven.

He took it on reflex.

“What.”

“You keep them on the secondary routes.”

“I don’t accept assignments.”

“You do when they’re survival.”

Lysa stepped forward. “Mara—”

Mara turned on her, not cruelly, just with the full force of certainty she’d been fighting since the wrong door.

“Listen.”

That stopped all of them.

The route pulse in the chamber deepened.
Sered’s interference ran closer behind in ugly ring-key cuts.
The Heart road ahead glowed live and direct.

“This place will keep reacting to me until I get to the center of it,” Mara said. “Every road, every crossing, every live route. It won’t stop. If we stay together, I drag all of you into that reaction when he catches the line.”

Iven’s hand tightened around the map.

“He may catch you alone.”

“Yes.”

“He definitely catches us less slowly split.”

“Yes.”

Lysa’s jaw worked. “So your answer is to run toward the thing trying to read you.”

“No,” Mara said. “My answer is to stop pretending the reading ends anywhere else.”

Deren looked stricken. “That’s not the same as smart.”

“Didn’t say it was.”

The seed under her sternum pulsed once, hard enough to fold the room around it for a heartbeat.

The Heart Road answered from ahead like a struck bell.

Iven looked at the glowing route mouth deeper in the passage and then back at Mara with a face gone sharper than any grin of his ever managed.

“You’re certain.”

Mara thought of the orchard.
The bridge.
The patrols.
The lower works.
The chained relic.
The map with four harvested Cathedrals marked like butcher’s accounts.

“Yes.”

That was the moment the choice became real.

Not noble.
Not clean.
Just necessary.

Lysa swore softly and looked away first because she knew if she kept staring at Mara she’d try to break the whole route with her bare hands out of spite.

Deren sat down abruptly on the root-grown bench by the wall like his legs had resigned.

Iven said nothing for several heartbeats.

Then he tucked the map into his coat and looked at the side channels branching from the chamber in slower, less active lines.

“There’s a return maintenance route off the western wall,” he said. “Secondary pressure lane. Ugly going. Not direct enough for Sered to prioritize if he’s scenting the live line after you.”

Mara nodded once. “Take it.”

“I know.”

She almost smiled at that.

Almost.

The floating text pulsed faintly at the edge of her vision.

PRIMARY ACCESS AHEAD
HOST RESOLUTION REQUIRED

Mara looked at the words and then past them into the brightening route ahead.

The Heart Road.

Too direct to be safe.
Exactly why it would work.

She turned back to the others and spoke before any of them could start another argument, because she had already chosen and she was too tired to fight the same grief twice.

“I go alone from here.”

And somewhere deeper in the Cathedral, beyond old routes and wounded orchards and the lies layered over them by men with ledgers, the Briar Heart pulsed once in answer as if it had heard her make up her mind.


Chapter 27: The Briar Heart

No one argued well.

That was the worst part.

Lysa tried first, because anger was the shape her fear preferred. She stepped into Mara’s space with both hands balled at her sides and said, “No,” in the tone of a woman who had spent half her life being ignored by men with softer hands and had no intention of starting with a root-haunted lunatic.

Mara respected it.

Didn’t change anything.

Deren argued second, because Deren still thought bad plans might collapse under the weight of saying them aloud. He listed the useful facts: Mara was wounded, Sered was behind them, the Cathedral wanted things from her that nobody fully understood, and going alone toward the center of an active living system sounded less like courage and more like volunteering for surgery.

Also fair.

Still not useful.

Iven didn’t argue at all for a long while. He stood with the map hidden under his coat and his knife hanging loose in one hand, looking at the routes branching off the chamber as if one of them might very kindly become a different answer if he stared long enough.

They didn’t.

At last he looked at Mara.

“If you do this,” he said, “you don’t get to die stupid.”

Mara barked one laugh. “That’s a wonderfully specific blessing.”

“It’s a threat.”

“That makes more sense.”

Lysa swore and looked away. Deren sank his head into both hands. Nobody said goodbye because that would have made the whole thing sentimental and therefore unbearable.

Instead Mara handed Iven the rest.

The slate. The map. The damned proof of harvested Cathedrals.
The satchel, minus the water skin and the knife.
The burden of getting two wounded people through secondary routes in a living system that now knew their names in all the wrong ways.

Iven took it all without flourish.

“You come back with an answer,” he said quietly.

Mara looked at the route ahead, brightening one pulse at a time through the wall channels like a spinal line waking.

“Or with a worse question.”

“Preferably both.”

That, for him, counted as faith.

Lysa pulled Mara into a hard brief embrace before either of them could object to the impulse. It hurt every wound Mara had and half the ones she’d only recently acquired, but she returned it anyway because some things were worth the damage.

Deren gave her the brick.

Mara looked down at it.

“You’re not serious.”

“I am, unfortunately.”

“It’s a brick.”

“It’s gotten me this far.”

That was so offensively reasonable Mara almost kissed his forehead.

Instead she took the brick, weighed it once, then shoved it into the crook of her arm with the baton.

“Terrible gift,” she said.

“Excellent luck charm.”

Iven already had the western route open by then, a narrow maintenance seam pulsing low and dull in the chamber wall. Not dead. Not important. A secondary line, just as he’d said. The sort of route Sered would ignore while chasing the brightest problem on the board.

Mara watched the three of them gather at the seam.

Iven first.
Lysa next.
Deren last, because someone had to make a face at the darkness on behalf of civilization.

Then Iven looked back over one shoulder.

“You’ve still got blood on your thumb.”

Mara glanced down.

A little dark smear from the basin and the map case, dried into the skin along the edge of her nail.

He nodded toward it.

“Try not to open any more doors unless you mean it.”

Mara smiled despite herself.

“No promises.”

“Of course not.”

Then they were gone.

The seam closed after them with a soft wet click, and Mara stood alone in the chamber with the live line ahead and Sered cutting the route behind.

The silence hit differently without the others in it.

Bigger.
Meaner.
More honest.

No one left to reassure.
No one to drag or be dragged.
Just her, the baton, Deren’s ridiculous brick, one knife, one water skin, and the thing under her sternum beating in time with something very large and very old that had already decided she was its problem.

Wonderful.

The floating text appeared at the edge of her sight, spare and offensively calm.

PRIMARY ACCESS OPEN
HOST RESOLUTION REQUIRED
PROCEED

“Well,” Mara said into the chamber, “when you put it like that.”

She went.

The Heart Road narrowed after the chamber and then began to descend.

Not sharply. Not enough to make her feet slide. Just a constant steady downward grade that gave the unpleasant impression of entering a body through the proper route rather than falling into it by accident.

The walls here were smoother than any she had seen yet. Black stone overgrown with fine root channels so delicate they looked etched rather than grown. Every dozen yards a Warden symbol had been set into the wall at shoulder height and overgrown half through with bark, as if the route still recognized the idea of them but no longer quite trusted the shape.

Sered’s interference pulsed behind her in ugly ring-key cuts.

Still distant.
Still coming.

She could feel it now with miserable clarity. Not where he stood exactly, but what he was doing to the line. Forcing old permissions. Leaning stolen authority into channels that didn’t want him but knew enough of the old language to hesitate.

A man with the right accent and all the wrong intentions.

Mara pressed onward.

The route opened next into a long gallery with no obvious ceiling, only a black upward shaft full of hanging roots and faint red-green light breathing down from somewhere higher than the Notch road should have allowed. Stone ribs arched over the floor in regular intervals. Between them ran narrow trenches full of slow-moving black sap that steamed faintly in the cool air.

The smell of the place hit her like a hand over the mouth.

Not rot.
Not orchard sap.
Not burned resin.

Living blood made vegetable and strange.

The seed in her chest pulsed so hard she staggered once against the wall.

Then the memories came.

Not hers.

Never hers.

Pressure images. Pain flashes. The route itself feeding her old traffic because she had touched the live line deeply enough to become part of its current.

A Warden walking this road with hands pressed to the wall and a brace of living copper loops around both wrists.
Another kneeling in a lower chamber, blood offered into a basin not as tribute but as key.
A line of workers farther back under the orchard canopy, cutting trees in disciplined sequence while a robed woman with the Warden mark—not shrine, something older—stood by and watched the pressure flows like a physician reading pulse.

Then another image, later and fouler.

The same route.
Iron added.
Wardens gone.
Shrine rings in the channels.
A chained root-heart below and the old path rewritten around the knife.

Mara slammed her palm against the wall and forced herself to keep moving.

“No,” she said through her teeth. “You do not get to pour your whole miserable history into my head at once.”

The route did not apologize.

Of course it didn’t.

At the end of the gallery stood a door.

Not like the iron-banded thing under the ruin. Not a human door at all. This was a seam in a wall of intergrown root and crystal-dark stone, taller than any person and ribbed with channels leading inward. At its center sat no basin, no lock plate, no handle.

Only a black-red crystal bud grown half out of the seam at chest height.

Mara stopped before it.

The seed in her sternum pulled toward the bud hard enough to make her breathe shallow.

She reached out.

No blood this time.

The moment her hand touched the crystal bud, the seam opened.

The chamber beyond made everything before it look like scaffolding.

The Briar Heart lay in a vast hollow under the Cathedral, not tree and not machine, not room and not body, but some impossible bastard union of all four. Root columns thicker than towers rose into darkness above. The walls breathed with slow red-green pulse beneath crystal skin. Great black channels ran through the floor and vanished into deeper masses of bark and living stone. And at the center, suspended in a nest of braided roots and dark sap-lit crystal, hung the Heart itself.

Not the wounded relic she had found below the verge ruin.

Bigger.
Older.
Complete.

A core the size of a chapel, faceted and alive, black-red at the center and glowing outward through layers of translucent growth. Roots fed into it from all directions. Pressure lines radiated out from it into the surrounding chamber and the deeper dark beyond. It pulsed once every few breaths, and each pulse rolled through the whole hollow like a continent taking its time.

Mara stood at the threshold and felt very small indeed.

The Heart noticed her at once.

Not because it turned.
Not because it had eyes.

Because every route in the chamber changed key around her.

The wall channels brightened.
The floor pulse slowed.
The root columns nearest the threshold tightened one fraction inward as if the room itself had drawn breath.

Then the Heart spoke.

Not in words.
Not at first.

In pressure.
In image.
In a slow terrible intimacy that stripped meaning right through bone.

She felt the chain wound below the verge and understood it as insult.
Felt the burn station and orchard and knew them as repeated injuries catalogued under necessity until necessity itself became suspect.
Felt the Wardens—the early ones—as moving interfaces, tolerated because they helped routes hold and pressure balance and living systems survive winter, flood, blight.
Then felt the later ones: compromised, thinned, overruled, replaced by men with iron and numbers and rituals that mimicked access while draining the things they named holy.

The Cathedral had not trusted humans for a long time.

Fair enough.

Then came the map.

Not the hide strip in her satchel—gone now with Iven—but the deeper truth behind it. Twelve major nodes across a wider lattice. Pressure cores. Interlinked Cathedrals. Four of them gone not dark but opened, their root hearts broken apart and their routes cut for salvage.

Harvested.

The word came through with such cold precision Mara nearly vomited.

Someone had not just killed these places.
Someone had taken them apart like butchered animals and recorded the yield.

The Heart showed her one cut clear enough to understand.

A core breached.
Flow lines capped.
Secondary routes collapsed.
Human teams in layered protections moving through the opened chamber with iron rigs and carrying braces while a surviving pressure route screamed itself empty.

Mara made a sound halfway between a curse and a choke.

The Heart did not stop.

It turned the vision and showed her itself.
Now.
This chamber.
This route.
This direct line.

Unresolved graft.
Intrusion host.
Potential interface.
Potential breach.

At last the pressure coalesced into something like language.

Not heard. Understood.


You carry a broken key.

Mara swallowed and found her own voice surprisingly steady.

“Sounds accurate.”

The chamber pulse deepened.


You crossed where you were not called.

“Also accurate.”


You carry a seed torn from a wounded node.

“Yes.”

The root columns around the chamber flexed.


Choose.

The word landed with weight enough to make her knees threaten.

Then the Heart showed her the options in images brutal enough not to need explanation.

Subservience:
Mara on old Warden lines with the seed rooted deeper, her blood and body fully bound into the route logic, access granted under Cathedral terms, self narrowed to function and tolerated violence. Not dead. Worse in some ways. No longer fully hers.

Exile:
The seed drawn back out. The bond severed. Her routes closed. Her body surviving if it could with what remained. Cast out of live paths, unrecognized, probably still hunted by every bastard who had seen enough to know she mattered.

One knee to the Cathedral.
Or one hand cut off and shown the door.

Mara looked up at the Heart suspended in its dark nest and laughed once, quietly and without joy.

“That’s a shit choice.”

The chamber did not disagree.

The pressure shifted.


Subservience restores order.

Mara bared her teeth.

“To who.”

To route. To balance. To continuity.

“And to me?”

A pause.

Not silence.
Assessment.


You would continue.

“What a pitch.”

The Heart pulsed again, less patient now.


Exile contains breach.

Mara’s anger arrived then. Not hot. Not wild. The colder kind. The kind Brack had always hated because it made her stupid in the direction of dignity.

“Right,” she said. “So those are the terms. Kneel and become useful, or lose what’s in me and let the shrines and harvesters keep carving the rest of you up while I limp off properly severed.”

The root columns tightened.

The pressure in the chamber sharpened.


You are not in position to bargain.

Mara took one step into the chamber proper.

Then another.

The floor beneath her brightened in a path of red-green root-light.

“Funny,” she said. “People keep saying that to me right before I make their day worse.”

The Heart answered with a pulse that hit her like a thrown wall.

Her ribs locked.
The seed in her sternum flared white-hot.
Every old wound lit at once.

Mara dropped to one knee.

The chamber waited.

Not cruelly. Not kindly. Just with the intolerable patience of systems built to outlast every complaint a human body might make inside them.

Subservience.
Exile.

No third line offered.

Of course not.

Mara breathed through the pain and looked down at the root-lit floor under her palm. Warden line. Custodian path. Authorized access. Old routes built to include people who had been useful and then, apparently, insufficiently in charge.

She thought of the dead Warden in the orchard.
Of shrine rings.
Of harvested Cathedrals.
Of Sered forcing access behind her with stolen permissions.
Of Brack selling anything he could count.
Of Lysa, Deren, and Iven walking secondary lines because she’d finally had the sense to stop dragging them through every reaction the Briars threw at her.

Then she looked back up at the Heart.

“No.”

The chamber went still.

The word echoed more violently in this place than any shout would have.

Mara rose, slowly, one hand pressed over the seed in her chest.

“I don’t kneel to systems,” she said. “And I don’t let bastards cut parts out of me because they can’t think past the simplest answer.”

The pressure in the chamber spiked.

The root columns around the perimeter shifted inward a fraction.


Refusal destabilizes.

“Yes,” Mara said. “Welcome to me.”


Choose.

“I did.”

The Heart pulsed so hard the whole chamber shook.

Roots rose from the floor around the threshold behind her, sealing the route by which she had come. Not trapping her exactly. Not yet. More a reminder that the room was bigger and older and had every right to be done negotiating with one bloody woman from a pit.

Mara lifted her chin.

“If your only answers are obedience or amputation, then your problem isn’t me.”

The response that followed was not anger.

That would have been easy.

It was something worse: the Heart letting the weight of itself settle onto her in full for one long unbearable moment. Every route. Every wound. Every harvested node. Every remaining pressure line straining under old injuries and new cuts. A whole Cathedral and more behind it, all carrying damage and continuity and function at once.

Then, inside that impossible pressure, one cold truth:


You are unresolved.

Mara’s breath caught.

The seed under her sternum answered the Heart with a deep hot pulse all its own.

Not agreement.
Not defiance.

Recognition.

The chamber brightened.
The floor routes lit.
The root columns flexed outward instead of in.

The Heart had reached a conclusion.

Not subservience.
Not exile.

Something meaner. Messier. More like a system allowing a dangerous error state to persist because deleting it might break a more valuable route.

The floating text flared across Mara’s vision in jagged red-green script:

CLASS INTEGRITY STABILIZING
SEED STATE: RESOLVED TO HOST
THORNBLOOD INITIATE → THORNBLOOD SAINT
STATUS: MARKED / UNBOUND

Mara stared through the pain and light as the words burned themselves into understanding.

The Heart marked her.

Not as Warden.
Not as exile.

As something unfinished and dangerous enough to be allowed through.

The crystal-black core at the center of the chamber pulsed once, and a thorn-red line of light shot from it into Mara’s chest.

She screamed.

No way around it.

The seed under her sternum cracked outward—not in injury, but in growth. Black-red branching spread under her skin in a rapid hot lattice down the ribs, across the spine, under the jaw, along both arms. Not invasive now. Anchoring. Stabilizing. Every old wound on her body flared at once and then settled, held in place by a deeper internal architecture.

Pain, yes.
But not collapse.

A second pulse followed.

This one came with knowledge.

Not enough to be merciful.
Enough to be useful.

The blood-key.
The route responses.
The movement bursts.
The thread.
The mend.

All still hers.
Stronger now.
Cleaner in their horrible purpose.

Mara dropped to both hands on the floor and rode the surge until it passed.

When she looked up again, the Heart had gone dimmer by a fraction.
The chamber pulse had steadied.
The route behind her remained sealed.

And somewhere far down the line by which she had entered, she felt Sered hit the outer threshold of the Heart Road.

Still coming.

Too late for the choice.
Right on time for the consequences.

Mara got to her feet slowly, trembling hard and very much still herself.

At least she hoped so.

The floating text remained a moment longer.

THORNBLOOD SAINT
MARKED / UNBOUND
EXIT PATHWAY AVAILABLE

Then it vanished.

The sealed route behind her opened.

Not fully. Just enough.

An answer.
A dismissal.
A shove.

Mara looked once more at the Briar Heart in its vast root nest and touched the hot branching under her throat.

“You could have just said that,” she said.

The Heart pulsed once.

If there was humor in it, it had all the warmth of a grave in winter.

Mara took the opening.

Behind her the chamber began to close, the root-lit seam narrowing around the road back out into the Cathedral. Ahead lay Sered, the others, and whatever fresh misery passed for escape in the Briars.

But she had her answer now.

Not accepted.
Not severed.
Not obedient.

Marked.

Unbound.

And somewhere out in the wider lattice of twelve known Cathedrals, four dead and butchered and accounted for, the system had just logged a new thing moving on its roads.

That felt like the sort of mistake people killed for.

Which, Mara thought as she started back up the route with the Heart’s mark burning alive under her skin, meant tomorrow was going to be absolute hell.


Chapter 28: Harvested

The road out of the Heart did not feel like the road in.

Going in, the Briars had read her.

Coming back, they knew her.

Every wall channel on the return route brightened before she reached it. Seams opened ahead of her without blood, without basins, without the humiliating little rituals that had marked the lower roads. The path pulled itself clear in a straight red-green line under her feet while the old black stone hummed around her like a throat holding a note.

Marked.
Unbound.

Mara touched the branching under her throat once and felt the answer there in the heat under her skin. Not a second heartbeat. Worse than that. A structural fact. The seed had settled into her body with the ugly permanence of shrapnel the surgeons gave up trying to remove.

And behind her, in the old permissions Sered had forced open, she felt the wrongness of him hitting the route like grit in a gear train.

Closer now.

Not close enough.

The Heart Road carried her fast.

Not the movement burst from pain this time. Something cleaner. The line itself choosing efficiency because the thing moving through it had been logged and did not, for the moment, count as debris.

Mara hated how useful that was.

The passage bent, dropped through the long sap gallery, and opened into the relay chamber where they had split.

Sered stood there.

Or rather, he was just stepping through the outer route seam as Mara entered from the deeper line, and for one glorious heartbeat both of them stopped to take in exactly what the other had become.

He looked worse.

Good.

The lower route had not loved his ring-key access. One side of his robe was torn where roots had clearly tried to educate him on boundaries. Two of his fingers on the ring hand were strapped stiff with black cloth and resin. His mouth still held the bruise-shadow of Mara’s fist from the lower chambers.

He was also not alone.

Two shrine attendants flanked him, one carrying an iron casket on both hands, the other with a hooked pole and a loop of blackened spikes at his belt.

Those spikes made Mara’s shoulders go tight at once.

Sered’s eyes found the branching under her throat and collar, the changed rhythm in the wall routes around her, and the fact that she stood on the Heart line upright, breathing, and very much still in possession of the thing he wanted.

For the first time since she had met him, he looked openly startled.

Then hungry.

“Mara Vey,” he said softly.

Mara adjusted the baton in her hand.

“Abbot.”

The chamber brightened around them.

Not a neutral reaction.

Every channel in the walls ran brighter on Mara’s side of the room and duller where Sered stood. The old route seam behind him tightened like a muscle clenching around a thorn.

Sered noticed that too.

“I told you,” he said, voice recovering its usual practiced calm, “that the bond would kill you.”

Mara looked at the wall pulse on his side.

Then at the one on hers.

“Still room in that prediction.”

His gaze sharpened.

“What did it grant.”

There it was. Not what did it say. Not what is it. Not even are you hurt.

What did it grant.

Men like Sered really did make themselves easy to hate.

Mara smiled without warmth.

“A lower opinion of priests.”

The attendant with the spikes shifted impatiently. The one with the iron casket did not look at Mara at all, which made him somehow more honest than the rest.

Sered took one measured step forward into the relay chamber’s center.

The routes under his feet dimmed.

“You are out of time,” he said. “The Cathedral cannot hold an unresolved graft indefinitely. Give me the seed while the extraction can still be done cleanly.”

Mara barked a laugh.

“Cleanly.”

Sered’s eyes narrowed.

“It is still possible to salvage both host and node.”

“Funny,” Mara said, “the Heart had a different sales pitch.”

That struck him.

Not visibly to anyone else, perhaps. But Mara saw the tiny hitch around the eyes, the stillness in his mouth.

He had not reached the Heart.

He had forced old permissions, bullied lower lines, ring-keyed and spiked his way inward—but the true route had stopped him here.

Too late.

Good.

“Step aside,” Sered said.

The chamber answered him by flexing the wall seam behind Mara wider.

Exit pathway available, the text had said.

It was still there now, just beyond her left shoulder, brightening in invitation.

Sered saw it and his calm frayed at the edges.

“Stop her.”

The attendant with the hooked pole moved first, driving in low with the iron-shod tip leveled at Mara’s ribs.

Bad choice.

Mara let him come.

The route under her feet flashed. The mark under her skin answered. She moved—not the pain burst this time, but the cleaner route-speed the Heart line had given her—and the pole thrust found empty air where her body had been a blink before. She stepped inside the man’s reach, smashed the baton up under his chin, and felt teeth crack through the wood.

He folded.

The second attendant with the casket was already setting it down, hands going to the lid clasps.

Mara saw the blackened iron hooks built into its frame and understood immediately: containment box. Extraction rig. Human-made, route-adapted, probably disgusting.

“No,” she said.

She moved for him.

Sered got there first.

Not physically. With the ring.

He drove his marked hand down and one of the old wall channels beside Mara flared green with stolen authority. Pain struck through the mark under her sternum like a hot chain cinching around the seed. Not enough to drop her. Enough to make her stumble.

Sered stepped in on it, quick now, all priestly grace stripped down to the practical violence beneath.

“Yield,” he hissed.

Mara looked at him through the pain.

Then at the channel he had forced open with the ring.

Then at the black stone relay wall behind him where old route carvings had been overcut by shrine marks one generation, maybe ten, after the Wardens had gone.

He was doing here what the shrines had done everywhere.

Leaning stolen permissions into wounded systems and calling it order.

The anger that came over Mara then was cold and clean enough to cut with.

The pain under her sternum flared again. The class harvested it on instinct. The mark held the route. Move hurt answered.

She burst sideways out of the ring-lock and slammed both hands flat against the overcut relay wall.

Not because she had a plan.

Because she was done with him touching the line.

The bond under her skin answered her before thought could.

Blood-key.
Heart mark.
Unauthorized interference.

The relay chamber woke.

Every wall channel turned red-green at once.
The route seam behind Sered clenched shut.
The floor under the iron casket split open along old root lines.

The casket dropped one corner and tipped. Its lid burst half open, spilling a nest of blackened hooks, iron loops, and one long extraction needle onto the floor in a clatter that sounded, to Mara, exactly like the world naming itself honestly for once.

Sered reeled back.

“What did you—”

The wall finished the sentence for him.

Thin root-whips burst through the overcut shrine marks in the relay stone and lashed around his ring hand, pinning it to the wall with a crack that broke one finger backward. He shouted—not dignified now, not priestly, just a man whose theft had finally met inventory.

The attendant by the casket lunged for Mara with one of the dropped hooks.

Mara kicked the casket into him.

It hit his knee and folded him sideways. He went down in a tangle of iron and bad choices.

The first attendant was still trying to remember his own name through broken teeth.

Mara looked at Sered pinned to the wall by the routes he had spent years cutting and taming and pretending to own.

“Still think extraction’s clean?” she asked.

Blood ran between his teeth.

“You do not understand what you carry.”

“Join the choir.”

She turned for the open seam.

Behind her Sered slammed the ring hand against the wall in a desperate, ugly twist. Old permissions flared one last time. The root-whips holding him charred black and recoiled just enough for him to tear loose skin and all.

Mara heard him coming.

He caught her not by the shoulder, not by the arm, but by the hot branching under her throat where it disappeared into her shirt.

His hand closed there and the mark under her skin reacted like a live wire.

For one insane second, man and route and Heart were all in the same circuit.

Mara saw through him.

Not memory. Intention.

She saw the orchard ledgers.
The lower collection trenches.
The extraction chambers deeper in shrine territory she had not yet found.
The numbers beside yield lines.
The pressure maps cut down and sold in parts.
And beyond even Sered’s ambition, beyond his district and his little rings and his stolen route tricks, she saw correspondence marks she did not understand fully but understood enough:

other sites
other buyers
teams

Harvest teams.

The same phrase from the slates.

Then the mark struck back.

Sered screamed and snatched his hand away smoking at the palm. Mara stumbled through the seam just as it began to close. It caught the hem of her shirt, tore cloth and black-red threads of sap-light out through the gap, and then sealed with a final wet click that cut off his voice.

Silence.

Not true silence. Route pulse. Mara’s breath. The hammering of blood and not-blood under her skin.

But Sered was on the other side of the wall now.

Too late.

Mara leaned against the black stone of the new passage and laughed once, breathless and mean.

“Fucking try it again,” she said to the wall.

The wall, wisely, did not.

The route beyond ran only a short distance before opening into a low chamber lit by the pale spill of daylight through a crack overhead. Not a major node. More like an old route hold—a place where traffic could pause while priorities sorted themselves.

And there, exactly where she should have known they’d be because they were too stubborn to do the sensible thing and keep walking, stood Iven, Lysa, and Deren.

Deren saw her first and almost dropped the brick.

Lysa was already moving by the time Iven finished saying, “Well, hell.”

Mara made it three steps into the chamber before Lysa caught her and dragged her fully inside. Iven slammed some kind of old route lever or root-lock beside the seam. The wall behind Mara sealed, this time with a deeper pulse that spread out and away like a chain of doors locking in sequence.

Deren looked at her. Then at the fresh tears in her shirt. Then at the branching black-red under her skin that had spread bright and hard under the route light.

“Good news?” he asked.

Mara leaned against the chamber wall and took inventory.

Alive.
Still herself, probably.
Sered behind stone and very angry.
The Heart’s mark burning steady under the sternum.
And in her head, sharp as a fresh cut, the image of those correspondence marks riding over pressure maps and yield notes in Sered’s intent like rot under varnish.

“No,” she said. “Excellent bad news.”

Iven handed her the water skin first and the map second.

“Drink. Then explain while I decide whether to start panicking professionally.”

Mara drank.

The water tasted like iron and damp cloth and relief.

Then she took the rolled hide map from him and spread it across the low route bench in the middle of the chamber while the others crowded close.

The twelve Cathedrals marked there seemed worse now under what she had just seen through Sered’s hand.

Not abstract.
Not archival.
Operational.

Four crossed out.
Four annotated.
The same butcher’s marks.
The same cold efficient symbols of loss recorded as process.

Lysa touched one of the black-crossed nodes with one finger.

“Harvested,” she said softly.

Mara nodded.

“That’s the word.”

Deren looked sick. “He knew.”

“Yes.”

Iven’s face had gone very still again.

“Not just knew. Planned.”

Mara looked at him.

“Yes.”

He tapped one of the margins where later marks crossed old route lines at odd angles.

“These aren’t shrine records alone.”

“No.”

“What, then.”

Mara thought of Sered’s hand on her throat. Of the intention that had flashed through the mark in that one brutal contact. Of the way the correspondence symbols had not been local script, not exactly, but something more like trade notation layered over route maps.

“Teams,” she said. “Buyers. Not one district. Not one Abbot. There are organized harvest teams moving on Cathedral routes.”

Deren sank onto the bench like the word itself had weight.

Lysa swore softly and thoroughly.

Iven looked at the four crossed-out Cathedrals and then at Mara.

“How many know.”

“Enough.”

“How big.”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s unhelpful.”

“I’m aware.”

The chamber held the truth with them for a long ugly moment.

Then the seed under Mara’s sternum pulsed.

Hard.

So hard she bent over the map table and braced one hand on the wood.

Lysa reached for her at once. “Mara.”

Mara held up one hand blindly.

Not pain exactly.
Not the route read.
Something else.

The map under her palm had changed.

Or rather, one node on it had.

She stared.

There—fifth from the left on the lower line, a Cathedral not crossed out, not black-marked as harvested, but ringed by a faint red-green glow that had not been there before. The mark pulsed in time with the seed in her chest.

Iven saw it a heartbeat later.

“What in hell.”

Deren leaned in.

The glowing node shuddered once on the hide map, the old route lines around it lighting in a dim, unstable pattern like something trying to breathe through a severed throat.

Then Mara heard it.

Not in the room.
Not in the route chamber.
In the seed.

A pressure-scream from very far away moving along old lattice lines and broken interlinks, weak enough to be nearly memory and strong enough to make her teeth ache.

A Cathedral on the map.

Alive.
Damaged.
Calling.

Mara lifted her head slowly.

“Twelve known Cathedrals,” she said, voice gone rough as gravel.

No one answered.

The fifth mark on the map pulsed again, brighter this time, while the four black-crossed nodes around it sat dead and butchered and done.

Mara touched the glowing one with two fingers.

The scream in the seed sharpened.

Iven looked from the map to her face and understood enough to go pale around the mouth.

“What is it.”

Mara looked at the four crossed-out Cathedrals.

Then at the fifth.

Then up at the three people in the chamber with her, the only witnesses she had and the only ones she trusted not to sell the world’s corpse by the pound.

“Not all of them are dead,” she said.

The glowing node pulsed once more under her hand.

Far away, along a lattice of wounded living routes, something was still screaming.

And somewhere out beyond the Briars, beyond Sered, beyond Brack Voss and his petty ledgers, the teams that had harvested four Cathedrals had already reached for a fifth.


Epilogue: Sered

Abbot Sered locked the chamber door himself.

Not because he trusted privacy.

Because he trusted everyone else even less.

The room was small, stone-walled, and cut below the public shrine offices where the air still smelled faintly of lamp ash and old paper. His private desk sat under a narrow slit window black with night beyond it. Account books lined one wall. Relic trays lined the other. On the desk burned one oil lamp, one basin of clean water, and one square of black cloth darkening steadily under the blood from his hand.

Three fingers broken.
Palm burned.
Route rash up the wrist where the Heart line had thrown him back like a bad oath.

Sered sat without taking off his robe and opened the hidden drawer under the desk.

Inside lay no scripture.

Just the sending box.

Black wood, iron-bound, fitted with a speaking plate no bigger than his hand. Expensive. Restricted. Not district issue.

He pressed the plate with his uninjured hand and waited.

For a moment, nothing.

Then the iron lines in the wood brightened.

A voice filled the room, distorted slightly by distance and the sort of money that preferred not to leave witnesses.

“Report.”

Sered kept his own voice level by force.

“Briar Heart has reactivated independently.”

A pause.

“How.”

“Unknown.”

Another pause.

Then: “Losses.”

“Lower works compromised. Collection routes exposed. One relay line reclaimed. Burn pressure restored locally.” Sered looked at the blood soaking through the black cloth over his palm. “And the seed host survived integration.”

This time the silence on the line lasted long enough to become insulting.

At last the voice said, “That was not the agreed outcome.”

“No.”

“Can you retrieve her.”

Sered thought of Mara in the relay chamber, route-lit and marked, his hand on her throat for one glorious instant before the Heart line bit back through stolen permissions and burned him to the bone. He thought of the look on her face when she said no to the Heart and meant it.

Not obedient.
Not severed.
Something worse.

“She is no longer a simple host,” he said carefully.

The voice on the other end did not rise. It did not need to.

“Nothing about this project was simple.”

Sered let that pass.

“The mark stabilized,” he said. “She is recognized by active route systems. At least locally. Possibly more.”

The oil lamp crackled.

In the silence that followed, Sered became aware of his own heartbeat and hated that too.

Then the voice asked, “Did she see the ledgers.”

Sered looked at the locked drawer under the desk where the duplicate route tallies remained hidden under the public shrine accounts.

“Yes.”

“Did she understand them.”

A beat.

“Yes.”

Another silence.

When the voice returned, it had gone colder.

“Then district containment is no longer sufficient.”

Sered’s jaw tightened. “I can still correct—”

“No,” said the voice. “You can still serve.”

That landed exactly where intended.

The speaking plate dimmed for a fraction, then brightened again.

“Stand by for a harvest team.”

Sered went still.

Even with all he knew, even with all he had sanctioned, that phrase still had the power to turn the room colder.

The voice continued.

“Do not engage the host directly unless route capture is guaranteed. Do not damage the mark. Do not let local debt interests touch her.” A pause. “And Abbot?”

Sered said nothing.

“If the fifth Cathedral wakes before our arrival,” said the voice, “you will wish Briar Heart had killed you.”

The line went dead.

The room fell silent again except for the tiny hiss of the lamp and the slow drip of blood from Sered’s hand into the basin water.

He sat there for a long time after that, staring at the blackened reflection of his own face in the dark surface, while somewhere out beyond the district, along routes that should have stayed buried and quiet, a fifth Cathedral began to scream.

*********************** 


Dear Reader,

First off, thank you.

Honestly.

You could have been doing anything with your time. Productive things. Sensible things. Things involving daylight and emotional stability. Instead, you chose to follow Mara Vey into a very bad forest full of pain-powered magic, hostile roots, corpse roads, appalling institutions, and a number of people who really ought to be hit with furniture.

That means a lot.

I’m deeply grateful you came along for the ride.

Thornborn was always meant to be sharp-edged, messy, and alive in the teeth. I wanted a story where healing wasn’t clean, power wasn’t polite, and the world itself felt like it was breathing just slightly too close to your face. Mara, naturally, responded to that by kicking several doors open, refusing every reasonable instruction she was given, and making everybody’s life significantly more difficult — especially her own.

So, really, if you made it to the end, you’ve survived something too.

Well done.

I also want to thank you for taking a chance on a new world, new monsters, and a heroine whose primary coping strategy is stubbornness weaponized into a personality. These books live or die on readers willing to jump into the dark with me, and I never take that for granted.

Not for a second.

And if you’re now muttering, Right, but what the hell is a harvest team and why is the forest apparently keeping receipts, then good news: that means the book did exactly what it was supposed to do.

There’s more coming.

Much more.

Mara is only just getting started, the Briars have plenty left to say, and the wider world is, as you may have noticed, not exactly run by balanced and trustworthy people.

So thank you again — for reading, for caring, and for walking into the roots with me.

You’re an absolute legend.


Craig Zerf
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