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Synopsis
Mick handles unusual cases. He works alongside a four-thousand-year-old demon who has taken up residence inside his head — an arrangement neither fully chosen nor easily undone, but one that has proved, over the years, more useful than not. He is not easy to unsettle. Then a young woman starts appearing in his flat, night after night: silent, desperate, pressing her hands flat against her thighs, trying to say something he cannot hear. She is not dead — which is what makes her unusual. She is displaced: her life force separated from her body, burning slowly through reserves that will not replenish. To reach her, Mick finds a medium: Jade, seventeen years old, blind, and in possession of an ability so precise it changes everything. What the young woman is trying so urgently to communicate turns out to have nothing to do with herself.

Across London, Detective Reeves is looking at bodies. No cause of death. A mark burned into the skin of each victim — old-looking, methodical, absent from every medical record — that her specialist consultant, Dr. Emily Hendricks, recognises from fragments in archive texts she had hoped never to find confirmed in the material world. Two investigations running on separate tracks through the same city, accumulating evidence that neither team yet understands connects them. The Displaced is the story of what happens when they do.
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    Prologue

    


  Under Wraps

The desk officer clocked her on the way in and did the thing they always did: the glance, the assessment, the slight recalibration of whatever category they'd started filing her under. Hendricks had stopped tracking the specific expression years ago and started tracking the duration instead. Two seconds was curiosity. Three was unease. Anything past four usually meant she'd left the building before they'd worked out why they'd wanted to stop her.

This one managed five, then waved her through without comment. She appreciated the professionalism.

She knew the way to Reeves's office without thinking about it, which was how she knew everything she used regularly — from the inside, automatically, without the retrieval delay that marked conscious recall. Third floor, left corridor, past the room that perpetually smelled of someone else's lunch, the office at the end that was technically a storage allocation and was being used anyway because the unit that occupied it was not technically supposed to exist. She'd been finding her way here for four months now. That was long enough for the route to have settled into the part of her that didn't need to think.

Mick Hargraves was already there.

This was not a surprise. In four months, she had never arrived before him, and she had stopped attributing this to punctuality sometime around week three. He was present the way someone was present in a room they'd been in for a while, settled into the chair that wasn't Reeves's chair with a paper cup going cold in his hand and the specific quality of patience that didn't come from having nothing else to do but from having decided that this was the thing that mattered right now.

She took the other chair.

Hello, Dr. Hendricks. The voice was not Mick's, did not come from the direction of Mick's mouth, and was not audible in any frequency a recording device would have caught. It also wasn't exactly a voice in the conventional sense — it was more like pressure organised into the shape of a greeting, which was how she'd always experienced Marchosias when he chose to acknowledge her directly.

She had, the first time this happened, managed not to visibly react. She was proud of this.

She gave Mick a nod, which was also directed at the other inhabitant of the chair, and which both of them received without comment. This was the established protocol: she acknowledged both, Mick pretended not to notice, Marchosias filed it with whatever he filed things under.

The object was on Reeves's desk — wrapped, linen, tied. She looked at it once and looked away. Not because it required caution, but because assessment required patience, and she wasn't alone, and her methodology had a way of making people uncomfortable when they watched it happen.

“You've seen it already,” Mick said. Also not a question.

“I can see it from here.”

A pause. She could feel him deciding whether to ask what she meant by that. He decided against it, which was the correct choice.

Dr. Emily Hendricks was twenty-eight years old and held three doctorates, which was the sort of biographical detail that prompted people to ask the wrong questions. They asked how she'd found time. They asked which university. They asked about her thesis, singular, as though there were one she'd consider primary. What they didn't ask — what they circled around and failed to land on — was where the knowledge came from, the specific intimate familiarity she had with things that should have required centuries of primary research. She knew what was in the package on Reeves's desk the way she knew which streets in a city she'd never visited would turn out to be dead ends. From the inside. Automatically. Without the retrieval delay.

Mick Hargraves found her unsettling. She knew this because Mick Hargraves was a trained investigator with a low tolerance for unexamined data and she was, clearly, unexamined data. She also knew it because demons found her unsettling, and she had spent long enough working adjacent to both categories to know that the response was similar and came from a similar place — the sense of something recognised without being nameable, something that shouldn't be where it was.

She'd stopped being bothered by this some time around the age of fourteen.

What she found interesting about Mick was the partnership, not the man — though the man was not uninteresting, had a detective's habit of accumulating observations and sitting with them until they resolved into something useful, and had survived the kind of case history that would have destroyed most people and several other categories of being. But the partnership. Two consciousnesses in one body, four months into her observation of them, and still she hadn't fully categorised it. Not possession, not merger, not any of the eight formal configurations her taxonomy covered. Something she was still building vocabulary for.

You're doing it again, Marchosias observed. The pressure-shape of his attention had a quality that none of the others she'd spoken to matched — deep and patient and genuinely interested in the specific way that very old things were interested, which was carefully and without illusions about outcomes.

She had not told anyone about the direct channel. It was between her and him and whatever it said about both of them, and she was still deciding how to categorise that as well.

Reeves arrived eight minutes after Hendricks, which meant Reeves had set the meeting for ten minutes after she'd known Mick would arrive, which meant Reeves ran her operational rhythms on a precision most people reserved for surgical procedures. She put three files on the desk, a tea for herself, and a coffee for Mick that she'd already put milk in without asking, because she knew how he took it, and looked at Hendricks with the expression that served as Reeves's version of a social preamble.

“Right,” she said. “The wrapped thing first.”

Detective Inspector Diana Reeves was, in Hendricks's professional assessment, the most impressive person she had worked with. This assessment included Marchosias, which was not a comparison she made casually.

What Reeves had was precision of a different order — not the occult familiarity Hendricks had been born with or the demonic authority Marchosias carried, but the specific grace of a person operating at the outer edge of human capacity without supernatural assistance and declining to be diminished by what she couldn't access. She could not hear Marchosias. She could not detect the resonance of infernal presence or feel the edge-pressure of something operating outside the standard parameters of material reality. Everything that Hendricks perceived automatically, Reeves encountered as secondhand information delivered through Mick's translation, and she integrated it into her investigative framework with the same methodical exactness she brought to forensic evidence.

This was, in Hendricks's assessment, harder than what either of them did. And Reeves had never once asked for credit for it, which was the most impressive part of all.

“The wrapped thing,” Reeves repeated, when Hendricks realised she'd been quiet for a moment too long.

She reached for it. The linen came away to reveal a mirror — hand-sized, old silver frame, glass darkened with age, the kind of object that looked like it belonged in a market stall except that it didn't quite sit right with the light in the room. Objects like this often didn't. They accumulated resonance from proximity to things that had used them, and they retained it the way soft stone retained pressure — no consciousness, no agency, just the persistent shape of something that had passed through.

She held it and let her perception settle into it. This was the part Mick always watched with that specific expression, the one that sat between professional interest and something he wouldn't name. She was used to it. She did what she did, and other people reacted to watching her do it, and she had learned to let that happen at the periphery of her attention without letting it interfere with the centre.

The mirror was quiet. Residue — significant residue, the kind that built up over decades of proximity to genuine practise, not deliberate working but accumulated contact. The practitioner who'd owned this had been the real thing and had never known it. The resonance had the texture of the 1970s, which she could identify the way a sommelier identified a vintage: by characteristics she couldn't fully articulate but didn't need to.

“Inert,” she said. “Residue from a practitioner who died without knowing they were one. Probably 1972, give or take two or three years. Nothing active, nothing that needs containment. Safe to archive or destroy.”

Reeves wrote this down. She wrote down everything Hendricks assessed with the same notation she used for everything else — in the structured format of an investigative log, which Hendricks found privately wonderful. Dr. Hendricks assesses: inert. Residue, 1972 approx, non-practising source. No active elements. Filed. Cross-referenced. Stored.

“Marchosias?” Reeves said, the name delivered with the ease of four months of practise.

The quality of attention in the room shifted. Mick's focus redistributed in the way she'd come to recognise, the lag that wasn't hesitation but consultation, and when he spoke the register was slightly different from his own.

“Consistent,” he said, in the cadence that wasn't Mick's. “The practitioner in question was a woman named Eileen Walsh. She died in 1987 and was not significant. The object is as Dr. Hendricks describes.”

There was a pause. Hendricks was aware that Marchosias had looked at her in the interval. Not with Mick's eyes — the looking was elsewhere, in the pressure-register she received him in. An assessment, returned to her as it often was, patient and genuinely curious and held at exactly the distance appropriate to something still building its own vocabulary for what she was.

She didn't look up from the mirror.

“Right,” Reeves said, and made a note.

The other two items took twenty minutes between them. A name, which Marchosias dismissed in four words and Mick relayed without editorial adjustment. A location in Walthamstow that Hendricks confirmed as residue only — older than the mirror, probably Victorian, the impression of something that had happened once in a house that was no longer standing. Also inert. Also filed.

By the time Reeves closed the last folder, the afternoon light through the window had moved a quarter of the way across the desk, which was how Hendricks knew the time without checking. She tracked light. She tracked a lot of things automatically, without the retrieval delay.

She and Mick left together and walked as far as the car park exit. The March air was cold with the specific patience of a season that was taking its time about being over. She pulled her coat up — black wool, long enough to be impractical and warm enough to be worth the impracticality — and they stood on the pavement for a moment in the way people stood when a meeting had ended and the next thing hadn't started yet.

“The mirror,” Mick said. Not quite a question.

“You already knew what it was.”

“Marchosias knew. I had a suspicion.” He looked at her sideways — the look she'd catalogued as trying to decide how much of the question to ask. “How did you know from across the room?”

She considered, honestly, what the true answer to this was. The true answer was not one she had the vocabulary to give him yet. What she had was the short version, which was also accurate.

“Practise,” she said.

He accepted this the way he accepted most of what she gave him — with the expression of a man who knew there was more underneath and had decided, for now, that what was on the surface was sufficient for operational purposes. He was learning to work with her. She was learning to work with him, and with the thing that watched her through him with that patient, categorising attention that she recognised because it was, in a specific and private way, her own.

She turned toward the Tube. The city was doing what it did at this hour — reassembling itself from the working day into the evening, people and buses and the particular quality of London light that was never quite daylight even when the sun was out.

Peculiar, Marchosias said at her back, not loudly, not unkindly.

She kept walking. She was used to it.

—

    
    The Ghost

    


  The Visitor

The first sensation was thirst. Then the headache, not yet fully formed but already promising to be spectacular — a low, insistent pressure behind his eyes that would announce itself properly once consciousness finished making its unwelcome return.

Mick surfaced slowly, the way you do when your body knows better than your brain does and is taking its time about letting you back in. The bedroom ceiling came into focus by degrees. Familiar water stain in the corner above the wardrobe, shaped like something that had been slowly arguing its way through the plaster for the better part of two years. Familiar damp patch to the left of it, proof of a conversation with the landlord that had produced a great deal of sympathetic noises and no material intervention. The thin amber glow of a street lamp edging through the curtain gap, throwing the room into the particular not-darkness of a London night: never fully black, always lit by something you couldn't quite identify.

His bedroom. His actual bedroom, which was not nothing — he spent enough mornings waking up sideways in the armchair with the television still murmuring at him to consider the bed a significant achievement. He did a rapid systems check. Fully clothed from the waist up. Jeans still on. One sock. He had a fragmentary memory of the previous evening that began in the pub on the corner and ended approximately three hours later with slightly less clarity than it had started, like a film with the last reel missing.

Hydrate now or suffer later. That was the protocol. He'd learned it the hard way, many times, and it still didn't get easier to put into practise at — he checked the clock — twenty past three in the morning.

The glass of water on the nightstand was where he'd left it. Deliberate. He'd started leaving it there six months ago, after one too many mornings of navigating to the bathroom half-blind and taking out the doorframe, and whatever else he could say about the last six months, the glass had been there every night. Small progress, stubbornly maintained.

He reached for it. Drank half. Sat with the fact of twenty past three existing and him being awake in it, and the flat around him doing what flats did at this hour — settling into its specific nighttime sounds, the groan of the pipes, the distant arterial pulse of a city that never entirely stopped. London at three in the morning had a quality unlike itself at any other hour. The same streets, the same buildings, but thinned out — less sure of itself, less defended against the things that moved through it when the ordinary traffic had gone home.

He pushed himself upright.

“She's been here before,” Marchosias said.

Mick set the glass down. The demon's voice occupied a particular register inside his skull — not the place where his own thoughts lived, but not foreign either, not the intrusion it had been in the beginning. More like a second channel, always present, sometimes quiet, sometimes not. He had learned to identify the specific quality of its interruptions: urgent ones had a different weight to idle ones, which had a different weight again to the particular tone Marchosias used when he had been waiting, patiently, for a moment worth the opening of a conversation.

This was the waiting tone.

Mick turned his head.

The woman was sat on the edge of his bed.

His brain did the thing it always does when it receives information it isn't equipped to process — it simply refused. He blinked. His eyes were gritty, sleep-thick, not to be trusted. He pressed both palms against them, rubbed hard, saw the usual fireworks. Took a breath. Dropped his hands.

She was still there.

Young. Mid-twenties at a guess, though there was something about her face that complicated the estimate — not age, but the quality of what she'd been through, the way prolonged strain accumulates in a person and leaves marks that aren't quite the same as the marks of years. She was sitting the way people sit when they don't know what to do with themselves: hands pressed flat against her thighs, spine very straight, the posture of someone keeping themselves together through a specific and sustained effort of will that had been running for a long time and showed no sign of stopping.

The shape of her was clear enough — hair that had been long before whatever this was, a jacket with a collar turned up, the impression of trainers. But she wasn't there the way the wardrobe was there, or the water stain, or his one missing sock. She had the quality of a word on the tip of your tongue: present, insistent, but not quite landing. The wall behind her was visible through her, not like a window — more the way a pane of old, thick glass lets you see what's behind it, present on both sides, neither fully obscuring the other. Backlit by nothing that should have produced that effect. Assembled from something that should have dispersed.

The streetlight that came through the curtain gap didn't touch her correctly. The shadows that fell across the bed didn't include her. She existed in the space between what the room was doing and what it would have been doing if she weren't in it, and the gap between those two things was the outline of a young woman pressing her hands flat against her thighs and trying very hard to be visible.

Her mouth was moving.

Not at him, not quite — at the general situation, at the room, at whatever private urgency had brought her here. He watched her and understood, with a strange delayed certainty, that she had been doing this for a very long time. Not just tonight. The expression on her face was not panic, not grief — it was something more like the controlled frustration of someone who has been patient far past any reasonable expectation of patience and is still being patient, because giving up is not an option she has access to. Trying to say something. Saying it, in whatever sense she was capable of saying it, into the empty room.

Her eyes found him when he dropped his hands.

Dark, and frightened, and absolutely certain that she needed him to understand something he couldn't hear.

“Several times, in fact,” Marchosias continued. “I stopped counting.”

Mick stared at the apparition for another second. Then he turned his head very slowly toward the middle distance where he'd learned to address the demon when words were required, the specific point in the air between them that served as a convenient fiction in the absence of anywhere else to look.

“Can you see her?” he said.

“Of course I can see her.”

“Right.” He looked back at the young woman. She was still mouthing whatever it was she needed to say, watching him with those eyes that had fixed on him the moment he'd dropped his hands and hadn't released him since. “How long has she been coming here?”

“Some weeks.” A pause that was doing additional work. “She found this address through channels I was aware of. I allowed it.”

The penny didn't so much drop as plummet.

“You allowed it.” He kept his voice flat. “She's been appearing in my bedroom for weeks and you allowed it and at no point felt this was worth mentioning.”

“You couldn't see her.” Marchosias's tone was entirely reasonable, which was its own form of provocation. “She posed no immediate physical threat. Mentioning her would have generated precisely this conversation at a time when you were in a better mood, which seemed a shame.”

“She's sat on my bed.”

“She sits there every time. She seems to favour the left side.”

Mick exhaled through his nose, the way he did when he needed a moment before saying something he'd regret. The young woman's eyes tracked to him as the quality of his attention shifted. There was something in her expression — not quite relief, but the first tremor of it. Recognition that she'd been noticed.

“What is she?”

“Not precisely a ghost.” The pause that followed had the quality of Marchosias selecting terms with care. “A life force in the liminal space between the material realm and the transit. She is not dead — there has been no death, no transit initiated. She is displaced. Her situation is unusual and I lack a clean word for it in any of the languages you have access to. The closest approximation would be that she is trying very hard to be here and only partially succeeding, and she has been trying for long enough that the effort is beginning to show.”

He studied her. The pressed hands. The straight spine. “She's deteriorating.”

“Slowly. Nothing irreversible yet. But she is burning through reserves that do not replenish, and the liminal space is not a place intended for extended habitation by the living.”

“And she's been coming here for weeks.”

“Yes.”

“Why here?”

Another pause. The specific pause of someone deciding how much information the question warranted. “Because she needed someone who could hear her, and there are very few of those, and I took certain steps to ensure she could find this address.”

Mick stared at the middle distance for a long moment.

“You invited her.”

“I made it possible for her to find a place to be heard.” Marchosias's tone carried the mild quality of a distinction he considered meaningful. “The invitation was implied.”

“Why can't I hear her?”

“You can barely resolve her form. Hearing her is considerably more complex — it would require you to perceive from the same register she occupies, the space between your realm and the transit. You are not there.”

“But you can hear her.”

“No.” A beat. “I cannot. She communicates below the threshold I receive clearly in this configuration. I can perceive her presence and her emotional register. The specifics of what she needs to say are not accessible to me any more than they are to you.”

“Right. Brilliant.” He looked at the young woman — who had been watching all of this, tracking him as he spoke to something she couldn't perceive, making whatever she could of the half-conversation playing out in front of her. “Between us we can half-see a young woman who's clearly trying to tell us something urgent, and neither of us can make out a word of it.”

“A reasonably accurate summary.”

He looked at her properly this time. Not at the wrongness of her — the smoke-and-intention quality, the way she sat at the edge of visibility — but at her. The controlled desperation of a person who had been trying to be heard for a very long time and was still trying. She had, he realised, the expression of someone who has not given up specifically because giving up would mean accepting that there was nothing more to be done, and she had not yet accepted that.

She didn't know he was having a conversation about her. She could see he was addressing something in the room — that something was here with them, something she couldn't see — and she was doing the calculation that the living do when they are in the presence of a conversation they're excluded from, trying to read what she could from what was visible.

He looked at her directly.

“I can see you,” he said. Not to the middle distance. To her. “I don't know what you need. But I can see you, and I'm going to find someone who can hear you.”

She didn't nod. She didn't speak. But something settled in her — a very small reduction in the held tension across her shoulders, the particular relief of something that has been running at capacity for a long time being told, for the first time, that it doesn't have to do it alone.

“What is there to do?” he said, back to Marchosias.

The demon's presence shifted — not quite satisfaction, but the specific quality Mick had learned to associate with Marchosias having already thought three moves ahead of the conversation they were currently having.

“There are those who perceive differently. Not better — differently. The space between your realm and hers is not equally opaque in all directions, and not equally opaque to all people. A sensitive who operates in the liminal register — not a stage medium, not a practitioner — someone who genuinely receives from that space. The right person could hear what she cannot get through to either of us.”

“If you say Derek Acorah, I'm going back to sleep.”

“I was not going to say Derek Acorah.”

“Séances and crystal balls and a tenner for the spirits to tell you your nan says hello — we are not walking into some circus sideshow and asking the resident fraud to have a word with—”

“I was not going to say Derek Acorah,” Marchosias repeated, with the patient firmness of someone dealing with a reasonable misapprehension that had got ahead of itself. “I had somewhere rather more specific in mind.”

“Where?”

“Tottenham.” A pause. “Somewhere that will require you to be dressed. Both socks, preferably.”

Mick looked at his feet. Back at the woman. He got up.

The flat felt different with her in it. Not wrong — not the quality of wrongness that came with something infernal, the drop in temperature, the pressure behind the eyes, the specific cellular unease of proximity to something that operated on frequencies biology wasn't designed to receive. This was quieter than that. But the space she occupied was aware of itself in a way rooms weren't usually aware, and moving around her — finding his other sock under the wardrobe, pulling on his coat, checking his pockets out of habit: keys, phone, wallet — had the quality of moving around someone who was watching, following the logic of what was happening, trying to understand where it was going.

He found the sock. He put it on. He did up his jacket and checked himself in the mirror above the chest of drawers — his own face looking the way it usually looked at twenty past three, which was not particularly inviting — and in the mirror he could see what was behind him. The edge of the bed. The shape of her, less resolved in reflection, caught only in outline: the straight spine, the hands, the particular quality of waiting she'd been doing for weeks in a room where no one could see her.

In the glass she was barely there. In the room, turning back, she was the most present thing in it.

He went to the bedroom door. Stopped.

“Tottenham,” he said. “At half three in the morning.”

“Mediums keep unconventional hours. It is occupationally consistent.”

“Right.” He looked back at the woman one last time. She was still on the bed, still watching him, still carrying that expression — the exhausted determination of someone who has been trying to say something for a very long time and has just been told, for the first time, that someone might finally be listening. “Are you coming?”

She couldn't follow the question — couldn't hear it, didn't know it was directed at her. But she was already here. Had been here for weeks, finding her way back to this specific address in this specific city through whatever mechanism the dead used to navigate toward the living. Wherever they were going, she was the reason for it.

He went out.

—
The Medium

He’d been ready to go at twenty past three.

He’d had his coat on and his keys in his hand and a half-formed idea about what he was going to say when somebody answered the door, and it was Marchosias who had pointed out — with the particular patience of something four thousand years old addressing a decision it considered suboptimal — that a knock on an unknown door in Tottenham at half past three in the morning was less likely to result in a conversation and more likely to result in the police.

Mick had gone back to bed. Lay there for two hours staring at the left side of the mattress, which had the specific quality of a space recently vacated by something that had no business being there.

At six he gave up.

At quarter to eight, his phone rang.

Reeves. He picked up.

“Grayson’s put a case through,” she said. “Hackney. Welfare check, body found, no obvious cause flagged. He’s assigned us both.”

Mick looked at the ceiling. “I can’t do it. Not today.”

A brief pause — not surprised, just adjusting. “Personal?”

“Something I’ve been following up on. It can’t wait.” He pushed himself upright. “Take it. You don’t need me for the first scene. If it develops into something that needs both of us, ring me.”

“All right.” The particular quality of Reeves accepting information without requiring it explained. “I’ll let you know what I find.”

“Cheers,” he said, and hung up.

He sat for a moment with the phone in his hand. The left side of the bed was empty, as it had been since the early hours — since whatever mechanism governed her faded her out had made its decision at some point between three and dawn. She’d be back. They always came back, Marchosias had implied, until they found what they were looking for or stopped being able to.

A body in Hackney with no obvious cause of death. He filed it under Reeves’s problem and went to find clean socks.

At ten he was standing on the pavement in front of number thirty-seven.

—

The street was the kind of ordinary that London does without effort — a terrace of pebble-dashed semis off a B-road in Tottenham, where every fourth house had a skip outside it and the rest were managing. Number thirty-seven had net curtains in the downstairs window and a wheelie bin still on the pavement from the last collection, which had been three days ago if the bin bags in front of number thirty-nine were anything to go by. The front garden had given up on ambition some years ago and arrived at a compromise with the weeds.

“Tell me again why you couldn’t just have given me the address two weeks ago,” Mick said.

“Because I did not know she would be useful two weeks ago. I knew she existed. Her configuration was notable — I had encountered it before, at some distance, through the transit. I became interested. I retained the address.”

“You had a file on her.”

“I am not a filing system.”

“You had a mental note on her.”

“There are certain configurations of human perception that I find worth tracking. It is not sinister. It is observation.”

“Right.” He walked up the front path. “Is she going to know we’re coming?”

“She is not the sort of person who needs to be told things are coming.”

He rang the bell. A minute passed. Then the door opened.

The man who answered was somewhere in his mid-forties, unshaved, in jogging bottoms and a vest that had seen better years. The particular kind of home-at-ten-on-a-Tuesday that didn’t suggest unemployment so much as a settled arrangement with not working. He looked at Mick the way certain men look at something they’re trying to price before they decide what to do about it — not hostile, just calculating.

“Do I know you?”

Not can I help you. Not even yes? The question of a man checking whether someone was on a list he kept.

“No,” Mick said. “I heard about Jade through a mutual contact. I was hoping to speak with her.”

The uncle’s eyes moved — coat, shoes, the general impression of someone who had money even if he didn’t make a particular performance of it. “Who sent you?”

“Someone who prefers not to be named. You’ll understand.” He held the man’s gaze and let the implication settle. The uncle’s expression didn’t exactly change, but something in it recalibrated — the specific relaxation of a man whose internal checklist has been ticked.

“She has good days and bad days,” the uncle said. “Might not be up to it.”

“I’d make it worth your while. For your time. The inconvenience.”

“Obviously.” The word came back without a pause. Comfortable. Practised. The arithmetic already done before Mick had finished his sentence, the arithmetic being very familiar indeed.

They settled on sixty pounds, which the uncle rolled and tucked into the waistband of his jogging bottoms without ceremony or embarrassment, and showed Mick down a hallway that smelled of ready meals and the specific damp of a house where windows didn’t get opened enough.

The hallway told a story the uncle had probably stopped thinking about. The door frames had been widened — proper work, professional, the kind that involved planning permission and a surveyor. A ceiling track ran the full length of the corridor, bolted at intervals with heavy-duty fixings and a motorised mechanism at the far end: the kind of installation that cost money and required ongoing maintenance and came, Mick suspected, from an insurance settlement that had been generous enough to also account for the man now retreating to the front room without another word. His wife’s niece. He stayed home to look after Jade. She worked a supermarket four days a week. Mick filed this in the part of his mind that was already forming a considered opinion about the uncle, and then he put it aside, because the opinion would keep and he had other things to focus on.

He stood in the corridor.

“I know,” Marchosias said. His voice was very quiet, without any of its usual dryness.

“We’ll deal with it on the way out.” Mick kept it below a murmur. He knocked on the door at the end of the corridor.

“Come in.” Young. Steady.

—

The room had been adapted. A hospital bed with adjustable side rails, a mechanical hoist on a ceiling track that traced an arc between the bed and the window. A wheelchair with more engineering in it than most small cars — not a standard model but something configured specifically, with head positioning and hand supports and three separate control mechanisms. The equipment was clean. Given the state of the rest of the house, the equipment’s cleanliness told Mick something about the girl and nothing complimentary about the man in the front room.

She was slight. Brown hair pulled back in the practical arrangement of someone who couldn’t do it themselves and was making the best of what someone else had managed. She was propped against pillows with the careful deliberateness of a person repositioned by another pair of hands, her own hands resting loose and open on the covers in the way that hands rest when the decision to move them is no longer available. Dark glasses over eyes that tracked behind them — not blindly, not randomly, but following something that didn’t correspond to anything visible in the room.

She was seventeen. She looked simultaneously younger, in her face, and considerably older in everything else.

“You can sit down,” she said, before he’d said anything. “Pull the chair over. Unless you’d rather stand — but the thing behind you is going to want to come further in, and it’ll be easier if you’re not blocking the door.”

Mick turned. The door was still open. The corridor was empty.

He looked back at her.

“It’s not behind me,” he said. “It’s in me.”

Her chin lifted slightly, the dark glasses orienting toward him with the precise aim of someone who has learned to point their face where their eyes are going. “Not exactly,” she said. “That’s what it looks like from where you are. From where I am, it’s more like —” She paused, reaching for something. “Two stones dropped in the same water. The rings overlap. You’re one of the rings. The other one is much older and it reaches a great deal further than you do.”

“Perceptive,” Marchosias said, and it sounded almost like approval.

“He says you’re perceptive,” Mick said.

“I know what he said.” She said it without sharpness — the flat certainty of someone well past the point of being surprised by the fact that she can hear things others can’t. “I’ve been able to hear them since the second time I died. The first time there was just dark. The second time there was —” Another pause, a different kind of searching. “Reception. Like standing somewhere very high and suddenly having signal.”

Mick moved the chair to the side of the bed and sat down. “How many times?”

“Four.” She said it the way people say numbers they’ve made their peace with. “The third time, I saw something like your friend. Not him specifically. Something very old at a considerable distance, watching the edges of wherever I was. I don’t think it noticed me.”

“I noticed,” Marchosias said. “A human life force in the transit, gone before I could observe it clearly. Then a second time. Then a third. The pattern was unusual enough to retain.”

“He says he noticed you,” Mick said. “He remembered the pattern.”

Jade was quiet for a moment. The dark glasses oriented toward something that wasn’t the ceiling and wasn’t the wall but somewhere between those two things, some register of the room that only she could see. Then she came back.

“Why are you here?”

He explained it as concisely as he could. The young woman who had been appearing in his bedroom. The weeks of failed attempts — notepad, pen held up, direct address, everything he’d thought to try and nothing that had arrived. The specific quality of someone with something urgent to say and no mechanism to say it. When he finished, Jade said nothing for a moment.

“She’s not here with you now?”

“No.”

“She will be. The ones with something to say always follow.” She shifted her head slightly, that tracking motion, reading something in the room he couldn’t see. “When she comes back — bring her here. I’ll need to be awake, so don’t arrive in the middle of the night.” A beat. “The other times she came to you. What time was it?”

“Around three in the morning.”

Something that might have been wry amusement crossed her face, brief and dry. “They all do that. As if ordinary daylight hours are beneath them.” The amusement faded. “I can try. I can’t promise what I’ll be able to get through. Some of them are very faint by the time they find someone who can —” She moved one hand — a fractional rotation of the wrist, the only gesture available to her, but she used it precisely. “Like a radio through a wall. You can tell there are words. Sometimes, if it’s quiet enough and they’re strong enough, you can make them out.”

“That’s more than we have at the moment.”

“What is she? Do you know?” When Mick shook his head, Jade nodded slowly, as if this confirmed something. “She’s not dead. I can tell that from here. The dead feel different — lighter, further away, like a voice on a long-distance line. This is something else. She’s close. Too close, almost, like someone pressed up against the glass.” She paused. “She must be exhausted.”

“That’s what I’m told.”

“How long has she been like this?”

“I don’t know. Weeks at minimum. Longer, possibly.”

Jade was quiet for a moment. Whatever she was looking at required her attention briefly — some configuration of the room that had changed or was changing, something he wasn’t equipped to perceive. Then: “Bring her here. When she follows you next, come straight here. Don’t wait.”

“We’ll find a way,” he said. He moved the chair back where he’d found it. At the door he paused. “Jade. What’s your number? If we need to reach you directly.”

She recited it without hesitation. A mobile number, rattled off with the ease of something memorised long ago and often visited.

“You’ve memorised it.”

“He doesn’t let me use it.” Said simply, without bitterness, just a fact among facts. “But I know it.”

Mick committed it to memory, thanked her, and pulled the door closed quietly behind him.

—

The uncle was in the front room with the television on at a volume that suggested he’d been making a point about not listening. He stood when he heard Mick in the corridor, assembling an expression that was approximately welcoming.

“She all right? Not tired her out, have you?”

“She’s fine.” Mick stopped in the hallway. He didn’t continue toward the front door.

The uncle waited a moment, then: “If you want to come back again, any time — obviously, just give a bit of notice. And the same arrangement as today, that’s —”

“Yes,” Mick said. “I imagine it’s always the same arrangement.”

He said it without inflection. The uncle, hearing what he expected to hear, began to nod.

Mick stepped back against the wall.

He felt Marchosias shift — not a question, not a request, but the specific quality of a decision already made. He didn’t stop it. He gave the demon the room he needed and waited.

The hallway darkened.

Not the way hallways darken when a cloud passes outside. The way a space changes when something that does not belong in the material realm decides, for one precise moment, to fully occupy it. The ceiling track extended further than the ceiling should have allowed. The walls breathed, or seemed to, at the edge of what the eyes were willing to process. The shadows gathered into something with geometry but not form, and from whatever assembled there, something looked at the uncle — not with curiosity, not with malice, but with the total and comprehensive attention of something that had been cataloguing men like him for longer than the language to describe them had existed.

The uncle did not speak. His back found the wall without him deciding to move.

Marchosias did not hurry. He let the man stand there and understand, in whatever way he was capable of understanding, that he had been genuinely and completely seen — not by a person, not by anything with a name he could argue with or a position he could appeal to. The darkness assessed him with the patience of something that had been making accurate notations since before the house was built, since before the street, since before the city, and would be making them long after all of these had stopped.

Then, quietly, with the deliberateness of a key turned in a lock, Marchosias did something else.

Mick felt it happen. The uncle flinched — not from pain, not from anything physical, but from the sensation of contact at a level below skin and bone and the material facts of the body. He looked at his own chest. He looked at his hands. He found nothing, and the nothing was somehow considerably worse than if there had been something to see.

“What—” What remained of the uncle’s voice was mostly air. “What did you—”

“Nothing you’ll be able to explain to anyone,” Mick said. “It’ll fade, the feeling. The mark won’t.”

He opened the front door and walked out.

Behind him, through the closing door, he heard the uncle’s legs give way.

—

“Well,” Marchosias said, as they reached the pavement. “Sixty pounds is sixty pounds.”

“What did you put on him?”

“A notation. For the attention of those who process such things on the other side of the transit. His life force has a particular quality — not unusual, unfortunately, but recognisable. I have simply ensured it will not pass without examination when the time comes.” A pause. “Think of it as a referral.”

“A referral to what.”

“To whatever he has earned.” Marchosias’s voice carried no particular satisfaction. Just the flat certainty of someone filing accurate paperwork. “He will not see it. He will not be able to show it to anyone. But he will feel it, every day, for the rest of his life. A reminder that something noted him. He will not know what it means, or when the account will be settled. He will only know that it will be.”

Mick pulled his collar up against the November air. The wheelie bin was still on the pavement. The skip at number forty-three was still full of bathroom tiles. A woman in a supermarket uniform walked past on the other side of the road, head down, already in whatever kept her company on the walk to work. The street was entirely, stubbornly ordinary, in the way streets are ordinary when the worst things happening in them are happening behind closed doors.

He thought about Jade memorising a phone number she wasn’t allowed to use.

He thought about four times.

“She said they come at three in the morning,” he said.

“It does seem to be a preference.”

“Next time the young woman appears.” He reached the end of the street and turned toward the Tube. “We come straight here. We don’t wait.” He thought for a moment. “She received her without knowing anything about her. Identified what she was from what she could perceive in the room. Said she was exhausted.”

“Yes.”

“She’s deteriorating.”

“Slowly. I said nothing irreversible yet. But she’s burning through reserves, and the liminal is not a place intended for extended habitation by the living. The longer this continues, the narrower the options become.”

“So the next time she comes, we move.”

“Agreed.” A pause that carried something almost like restraint, the specific quality of information being managed. “She is quite remarkable, for a human.”

“Don’t tell her that,” Mick said. “She’ll want paying too.”

—
Follow Me

She came most nights.

Not all of them. The nights she didn’t come had their own quality — the left side of the bed just a bed, the room just a room, the particular absence of something that had become, against all reasonable expectation, expected. He’d lie there in the ordinary dark and find that ordinary was not as comfortable as it used to be. Then she’d be back the following night, or the night after that, and he couldn’t tell whether the gaps were exhaustion on her part or frustration or simply the limitations of whatever mechanism allowed her to be here at all.

When she came, it wasn’t always the bedroom. The sixth night she’d been in the kitchen when he’d gone down for water at two in the morning — standing in front of the fridge, not looking at it, just present, her back to him. He’d said good morning, which he’d immediately recognised as ridiculous, and she’d turned to look at him with the same exhausted purposefulness she brought everywhere. On the ninth night he’d been halfway through shaving when he’d looked up and found her in the bathroom mirror: not his reflection’s company, but her own presence, slightly off the angle that physics required, watching him the way she always watched — waiting for him to do something useful. He’d nicked himself with the razor. She’d watched him deal with that too, without apparent sympathy.

The bedroom appearances still happened. Left side of the bed, hands flat to her thighs. But they weren’t the rule any more than anything else about her was a rule.

He’d been at it long enough to have stopped waking up wrong when she appeared, wherever she appeared.

That had taken three nights. On the fourth night, some part of his sleeping brain had integrated woman in the flat at three in the morning as a fact about the world rather than an emergency, and he’d started surfacing gently rather than lurching. He wasn’t sure whether this represented adaptation or a deterioration in his relationship with normal reality. He’d decided, provisionally, that the distinction didn’t matter as long as something useful came of it.

What had come of it, so far, was a notepad.

He’d started the notepad on the fifth night — a lined pad from the corner shop, the kind people bought when they’d run out of everything else — with the idea that if he could observe her long enough, he’d find a pattern. Something she did consistently that could be read as signal rather than noise. The irregularity of her appearances had complicated this: observations made in the bedroom didn’t map cleanly to observations made in the kitchen, and the bathroom mirror encounter had produced data he wasn’t sure how to file. He had, to date, seventeen pages that were proving difficult to interpret. Hand to face — jaw area, third time. Reaches toward the door, then stops. Something about the window? Or the direction of the window? He’d been treating it as evidence in the only form available: partial, non-sequential, requiring accumulation before it resolved into anything actionable.

In the daytime, he’d done what he did with cases that weren’t moving: he’d looked things up. He’d read, with professional scepticism and occasional reluctant interest, everything he could find about communication with the dead — the folklore, the Victorian spiritualism, the parapsychology papers that had been peer-reviewed by journals that would never make a university reading list. What he’d found was an extensive literature on how to charge grieving people money for nothing, a great deal of contradictory theory, and almost nothing he could actually use. The specific category of entity he was dealing with — a living person displaced from their own body, not dead, not quite present — featured in none of it. He’d checked.

On the eighth night, he’d tried writing in the notepad and holding it up so she could read it. FOLLOW ME had produced nothing. YOUR NAME had produced nothing. DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME had produced nothing, though he’d watched her react to the act of writing — tracking the pen, not the words — which told him something about how she perceived the material world, though not what to do about it. On the tenth night, he’d tried talking at her, at length, explaining where they were going and who they were going to see and what he understood of her situation. She’d listened. She always listened. Whether any of it arrived was a different question.

Marchosias had been largely quiet throughout. Present — always present, the second channel murmuring at its background register — but not volunteering anything. Mick had the specific feeling of being watched, which was accurate, and of being allowed to exhaust an approach before a better one was offered, which he also suspected was accurate and found considerably more annoying.

On the twelfth night, he’d bought a Ouija board.

He hadn’t mentioned this to Marchosias. He was fairly sure Marchosias knew anyway, but the not-mentioning felt important.

—

She was back at twenty past three, sitting in her usual spot.

Mick had been half-expecting it — half-hoping for it, if he was honest, which was not a sentence he’d have predicted himself thinking two weeks ago. He sat up, head complaining moderately, and looked at her. She looked back at him with the same exhausted determination she always brought with her.

“Right,” he said. “I’ve been thinking about this.”

Her mouth started moving. The silence was absolute.

“I know you can’t answer that. I’m working on it.” He picked up the notepad from the nightstand. “I’ve been trying to build up a picture. Things you do, gestures, what you point at. I’ve got seventeen pages. I think there’s something in the hand-to-face gesture but I haven’t cracked it yet.”

She watched the notepad. Not what he was saying — the notepad itself, the pen, with the focused attention she always gave to physical objects she couldn’t touch.

He tried the FOLLOW ME note again. Same result as before: she tracked the pen moving, not the words it made. Held it up for a count of ten. Nothing.

“This is going well,” Marchosias observed.

“Helpful. Thank you.” Mick put the notepad down. He leaned over the side of the bed and retrieved the ouija board from where he’d slid it under the frame three nights ago and left it there, unused, while he worked up to the idea.

He set it on the bed between them. She couldn’t interact with it physically — he was reasonably confident of this — but he’d had some vague theoretical notion about the board as a different kind of signal, a framework she might be able to push something through. He placed the planchette in the centre. Rested his fingertips on it.

“No,” Marchosias said.

“I haven’t done anything yet.”

“You are about to attempt to use a cardboard novelty to facilitate communication with a partially manifested displaced life force. No.”

“It’s not cardboard, it’s—” He turned it over. “It’s cardboard.”

“I am reasonably confident this will not produce the result you are hoping for.”

“You don’t know that. The theory is sound — physical object as intermediary, she focuses her energy through—”

“She cannot interact with physical objects.”

“She’s sitting on my bed.”

“She is present in the same space as your bed. This is not the same as sitting on it in any sense the planchette would register. I have existed for four thousand years. I have encountered every configuration of the liminal and infernal that your species has ever documented and a great many more it hasn’t. Trust me on the ouija board.”

Mick looked at the board. Looked at her. She was watching it with that same object-focused attention — the concentration she brought to anything physical, the expression of someone encountering a thing that existed in a register she could perceive but not reach.

“Worth a try,” he said, and put it back under the bed.

He stood there in the dark of the bedroom at twenty past three in the morning, a displaced life force on his left and a demon in his head, and looked at the seventeen pages on the notepad. Somewhere in them, he had been telling himself, was a pattern. A consistent signal. Something she kept coming back to because it was the thing she needed him to understand before anything else could move.

“There must be a way to communicate with her,” he said. “You can perceive her more clearly than I can. Can you—”

“In a limited fashion.”

Mick stopped.

“Impression rather than language,” Marchosias continued, with the particular evenness of someone who had calculated the precise amount of information to release and was releasing it at their own pace. “Not words. Something closer to intention. She perceives entities of my nature differently to how she perceives living humans. Where you are opaque to her — a warm, present, inaccessible thing — I am legible in a way that living humans are not. She can receive the shape of a communication from me without the filter that blocks your words from reaching her.”

“You can communicate with her.”

“In a limited fashion. I said that.”

“You can communicate with her,” Mick repeated, with a different emphasis, “and you have been doing it.”

A pause. “I have been managing the situation.”

“The situation.” He turned this over. “The young woman on my bed. That you’ve known about for weeks. That you invited here. That you’ve been having impressions at, while I spent three nights waking up wrong and twelve nights filling a notepad with observations I can’t interpret.”

“You couldn’t hear her and I couldn’t decode her clearly. The channel was insufficient in both directions. What I could do was let her know that the address was useful, that someone here was able to perceive entities in her state, and that she should continue coming. Which is what I did.”

“You kept this from me.”

“I was observing. I wanted to understand the nature of her situation before introducing variables.”

“I’m a variable.”

“You are an unpredictable one.”

Mick sat down on the edge of the bed — the right side, which was his — and looked at her. She’d been watching this exchange with the particular attention of someone observing a conversation they couldn’t hear: reading gesture, reading the quality of silence, building what inference she could from what was visible. There was something in her expression he hadn’t seen before — not hope, not quite, but the precursor to it. The calculation of someone who has been watching something develop and is beginning to think it might arrive.

“You sent her here,” Mick said. “Not just allowed her to find the address. You actively sent her.”

A pause that was doing its own work. “I became aware of her situation through other channels. Her configuration is unusual — I had not encountered it in this form before, and I found it worth examining. I indicated that this address could be of use to her. It was a practical measure rather than a kindness.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because it keeps being true.”

He looked at the notepad. Seventeen pages of observations she’d pushed through to him without knowing what she was pushing, without being able to choose what he received. She’d been trying to give him something from the first night, and all he’d been able to catch were the edges of it.

“She needs someone who can actually hear her,” he said. “Not impressions and not notepad exercises. Someone who receives clearly.”

“Yes.”

“So we go back to Tottenham.”

“I thought you might arrive at that.”

“In the morning.” He looked at the young woman. She was still watching him. Still waiting. He addressed the middle distance. “Can you tell her?”

“I’ve already done it,” Marchosias said. “When you started writing on the notepad. It seemed more efficient.”

Mick looked at the young woman. He looked at the empty left side of the bed, because while he’d been looking at the notepad she had quietly ceased to be there. He looked at the place where she’d been: the particular quality of air that was just air again, the absence that had the specific shape of someone who had been there and was now somewhere else.

“Right,” he said. “That’s fine. That’s completely fine.”

“You could simply have asked me,” Marchosias observed. “Several weeks ago.”

“I didn’t know there was anything to ask about.”

“Yes.” A pause that contained something almost like warmth. “I noticed you didn’t know. I found it quite restful.”

Mick lay back down. The mattress springs complained at the reintroduction of his weight. Outside, rain had started — the kind of thin November drizzle that wasn’t committing to anything in particular but clearly wasn’t going away, the kind of rain that London produced more reliably than it produced anything else, the background condition of living here rather than a weather event.

“In the morning,” he said, “we’re going back to Tottenham.”

“I thought you might say that.”

“And you’re going to tell me everything you know about how she communicates before we walk through that door. Not impressions. Specific information about her situation, what she’s displaced from, what she needs.”

“Some of it may surprise you.”

“Everything surprises me. It’s become my default state.” He pulled the duvet up. “And in the morning I’m going to ask you, again, why you didn’t just tell me. I want you to have a better answer than the one you gave tonight.”

“I will endeavour to prepare something.”

He stared at the ceiling, which had nothing to offer on the subject. The left side of the bed was empty, as beds generally were. He’d spent two weeks trying to bridge a gap he hadn’t understood, with methods that had no chance of working, because the alternative was doing nothing, and doing nothing was not something he could sustain when someone was clearly trying very hard to reach him.

The part that was still sitting wrong was not the ouija board, or the notepad, or the seventeen pages of observations. It was the specific quality of what Marchosias had said: I became aware of her situation through other channels. There were always other channels. There was always a version of events that Marchosias had accessed first and filtered before handing over. Mick had been living with this for years and had arrived at a working arrangement with it — the demon had his reasons, his reasons were not always ones Mick would agree with, and they were not always ones Mick needed to agree with for the work to proceed.

But she had been coming here, night after night, finding her way back. She had been pressing her hands flat against her thighs and trying to say something into a room where nobody could hear her, for weeks, because Marchosias had pointed her here and then waited to see what developed. And that was, in some specific way Mick was still working out the shape of, different from the other things.

He’d think about it in the morning.

“Go away,” he said.

“I don’t, technically, go anywhere.”

“I know. Go away anyway.”

The presence receded, as much as it ever did — settled back to its background register, the second channel going quiet without going absent. The rain continued its mild non-commitment against the window. Mick stared at the ceiling until the particular restlessness of a brain that had taken on too much to sleep with found, eventually, the bottom of something, and let him go.

—
The Translation

The wheelie bin had been brought in.

Mick noticed it as they came up the street — number thirty-seven, front garden still surrendered to its arrangement with the weeds, net curtains unchanged, but the bin was on the right side of the gate now, tucked back against the wall in the way it was supposed to be. A small thing. The kind of small thing that either meant nothing or meant someone in the house was trying harder than they had been.

He filed it and kept walking.

The uncle answered the door in under ten seconds, which was faster than before. He'd shaved, which was new. He was wearing a different vest — also new — and the slightly flattened quality of a man who hadn't been sleeping well, which was not new but had a different texture to it than the last time. Before, the tiredness had been the ordinary kind: the fatigue of a man who'd settled into his circumstances and found them comfortable enough to stop noticing. What he was carrying now was something else. More careful. More awake to itself.

He looked at Mick, and then at the space beside Mick, and then back at Mick.

“She said you might be coming back,” he said.

“Did she.”

“This morning. Said to let you in.” He stood aside without any discussion of arrangements, without the pricing-up assessment, without any of the easy commerce that had characterised the first visit. Whatever Marchosias had written into him, the uncle was carrying it everywhere now — Mick could see it in the set of his shoulders as he led them back down the corridor, the posture of a man who had become very aware of his own skin and what it might contain.

He didn't go to the front room. He went to the kitchen and pulled the door closed behind him.

Mick stood in the corridor.

“The notation holds,” Marchosias said, very quietly.

“I can see that.”

He knocked on the door at the end of the corridor and waited.

“I know it's you,” Jade said. “Come in.”

—

She was in her wheelchair today, positioned near the window where the grey November light fell across her face and registered nothing, because her eyes had no use for light in the conventional sense. She had the tracking expression already — that particular tilt of attention, her face oriented toward something in the middle distance that didn't correspond to anything in the room. Mick had been learning to read it. She was monitoring.

“He came back with you,” she said.

“He's always here. We're a package deal.”

“I know.” She paused, her attention doing something small and precise in the air between them. “I wanted to say thank you. To him. What he put on him — I can see it. The  seal.” She considered the word, found it approximate but acceptable. “The things I usually see on people are just noise. Emotion, history, the residue of things they've felt for a long time. His has something different now. Like a note pinned to it. Patient. Waiting.” Her chin tilted slightly. “It watches the right way. If that makes sense.”

“Tell her it was a practical measure rather than a kindness,” Marchosias said to Mick.

“He says you're welcome,” Mick said.

“That's not what he said,” Jade said.

Mick looked at her. He looked at the middle distance. The middle distance offered nothing.

“I said it was a practical measure rather than a kindness.”

“That's essentially what I said.”

“It is not remotely what you said.”

Jade's chin shifted fractionally — the ghost of an expression that might, in a different version of her life, have been a smile. “They're not mutually exclusive,” she said, addressing the middle distance rather than Mick. “That's why I said thank you.”

“She is perceptive about things she should leave alone,” Marchosias observed, in a tone doing considerable work to remain neutral.

Mick looked around the room. The hoist on its ceiling track. The adapted bed, currently empty, rails raised. The equipment arranged with the neatness of someone who couldn't touch it herself but had clearly long since established how she wanted it kept. The window she couldn't see out of but sat beside anyway — the grey light, the strip of street, the ordinary Tuesday morning doing its ordinary thing.

He had been sitting with a question since the last visit. He hadn't found the right shape for it, which was not usually a problem he had — he'd spent years asking questions professionally, had learned which angle opened a person up and which closed them down. The difficulty here was that he had no standing. No badge, no mandate, nothing that gave him the right to be in this room beyond the sixty pounds the uncle had taken and the thing Marchosias had left in exchange for it.

“Jade—”

“I know what you're going to ask,” she said. “You were a detective. I can tell from how you think. Everything goes into boxes and then the boxes connect to other boxes.”

“It's a habit.”

“You don't have to ask. It's in the past now.” The particular way people say it's in the past now when they have decided it is going to stay there. “Since you came before, it's been different. He walks differently. He stays out of my room. He told his wife he wanted to go see the GP.” A beat. “I don't know what it is, exactly. But he feels it on him. He hasn't stopped feeling it.”

“Do you want me to report—”

“No.” Steady. Not defensive or distressed. The flat no of someone who has thought this through from every angle and arrived at a position. “What reporting gets me is a different bad situation and a lot of disruption in the middle. What I have now is better.” She turned her face toward the window and whatever she found there. “Leave it.”

Mick left it. Filed it under later and put a weight on the lid, because later had a way of becoming never when he wasn't careful, and this was the kind of thing he was not prepared to let become never. But later.

“The ghost,” he said. “Is she here?”

Jade's attention shifted — not dramatically, not the theatrical rolling eyes of the stage medium, but in the way you shift your head to hear something faint. Small and precise.

“She came in with you. She's been here since you arrived.” A beat. “She's more — concentrated than she was when I felt her from a distance. Anchored to you, I think. Following.” She paused. “She's not frightened any more. She's impatient.”

“She's been patient for a long time,” Mick said.

“I know. That's how I can tell.”

He settled back in the chair he'd pulled to the bedside and looked at the space where the young woman probably was, felt the familiar self-consciousness of addressing empty air, and redirected his attention to Jade. “How does this work? What do you need from me?”

“Nothing. Stay quiet. Don't break the surface once it starts — even a small thing, a sound, can close it off.” She paused. “And understand that what I tell you may not make sense immediately. It's rarely linear. Don't try to make it linear while I'm in it. Write it down, if you want, and make sense of it afterwards.”

Mick took the notepad from his jacket. He'd brought it on instinct, the same way he'd brought it to every scene he'd ever worked — the act of writing things down meaning more than the things themselves, sometimes.

“She's been trying to show you something specific,” Jade said. “I can feel that. Most of them want to be found, want to be known, want to tell you who they are. She's not doing that. She's — pointing away from herself. Outward.” She paused. “Whatever she needs you to know, it's not about her.”

Mick didn't write that down. He held it.

“Whenever you're ready,” he said.

—

What followed was not what he'd been bracing for — though by now he should have known better. There was no trembling, no altered voice, no theatrical shift in the room's atmosphere. Jade simply went quiet, and still, and inward. A subtle recession, as if she had taken one step back without moving at all. Her hands, open on her lap, twitched once.

Then she began to speak, low and even, and none of what she said arrived in sequence.

“Helplessness. That's first. That's the biggest thing — it's not fear, it's something underneath fear. The feeling of watching something happen through —” She paused, something crossing her face. Not distress. The particular concentration of someone translating a language they only partially speak. “Not through glass. More like — being beside something while it happens. Present and not present. Wanting to stop it and having no —” The sentence didn't finish. Her hands moved. “She couldn't stop it. She was there and she couldn't stop it. That's what she most needs you to know.”

Mick wrote: helpless. witness. there but not there.

Jade was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again, something had shifted — the channel clearer, or the ghost finding a different register.

“A smell. She's pushing this specifically, she wants it remembered.” Jade's face did something careful. “Sharp. Chemical. Not quite burning — like the idea of burning, the process of it, but cold. Something done to skin that shouldn't be done to skin.” She paused again, longer. “She associates it with — with the moment something ended. I can feel the association but not the thing itself. She smelled this, and then something was over.”

Mick looked at the notepad. Smell. Sharp. Cold burn. Something applied. End of something.

He didn't know what that meant. He wrote it down anyway.

“A room,” Jade said. “Small. She was in it, or near it — near as she could get. Walls close together. The feeling of a space that doesn't have room for everything that happened in it.” A pause. “There's someone else in the room. There was someone else.” The tense shifted; he heard it. “Not the — not the presence she was following. Another person. Someone who was there at the beginning and wasn't there at the end.”

Mick stopped writing.

Someone who was there at the beginning and wasn't there at the end.

He didn't say anything. He'd learned, in years of interviewing witnesses, that speaking into silence collapsed it, and collapsed silences took things with them.

Jade's hands moved again — that fractional wrist gesture, the only one she had.

“She's angry,” Jade said. “Not at you. At the — at the situation. She watched this happen and she has been trying to tell someone about it since it happened, and nobody could hear her.” A pause. “She's been trying to tell you about this person. Since before she found this address. This is the first thing she has ever tried to say.” Jade's face had closed slightly with the effort of it. “I can't get more than the shape of it. The person was there. The person is not there now. She needs someone to know about them.”

The room was quiet. Outside, a car alarm started on the street and ran for thirty seconds and stopped. The November light through the window didn't change.

Then Jade was back — fully present, both feet in the room, her hands still.

She was quiet for a moment.

“That's what she has right now,” she said. “She'll have more. Each time, a little more comes through. Like the first time you try to describe a dream — you can barely hold it. But the more you try, the more it stays.”

Mick looked at the notepad. A smell he couldn't identify. A room he couldn't locate. A person he couldn't name. All of it pointing outward, away from the young woman herself, toward something she'd witnessed and couldn't stop.

“Can she hear me?” he asked. “If I speak to her — does she understand that I'm trying?”

“Not the words. But the intent. She'd feel the intent.”

He turned toward the space he'd identified, by habit and guesswork, as where she probably was. He felt the usual brief absurdity of it and decided, as he always did, that the absurdity was beside the point.

“I'm going to find out,” he said. “Whatever happened — whoever that was — I'm going to find out.”

Jade was quiet for a moment. “She's not going anywhere. Usually, once there's nothing more to push through, they start to fade — you can feel the distance come back. She's staying.” A pause. “She heard the intent.”

“Good enough,” Mick said.

He stood. Moved the chair back. Tucked the notepad into his jacket, where it sat with seventeen pages of observations that hadn't resolved into anything and four new lines that might be the same.

“We'll come back,” he said.

“I know.” Jade's chin tilted toward the window. “She will too.”

“How can you tell?”

“She's found someone who's listening.” The fractional wrist-gesture, precise and small. “They don't let go of that.”

Mick nodded. He went out into the corridor, past the kitchen where the uncle was making himself scarce with the specific commitment of a man who'd decided not to be present for things he didn't want to be accountable for having witnessed, and out through the front door into the November morning.

The street was entirely ordinary. The skip at number forty-three. A woman pushing a buggy. The specific thin quality of winter sunlight that always looked warmer than it was.

He stood on the pavement and turned the four lines over in his mind, the way he'd once turned evidence, looking for what they fit against.

Someone who was there at the beginning and wasn't there at the end.

He didn't know who that was. He didn't know when it had happened, or where, or what the smell meant, or what the small room contained. He had almost nothing.

He'd had almost nothing on cases before. The trick was understanding the difference between almost nothing and nothing yet.

“She's been trying to tell you about this since before she found your address,” Marchosias said. “She found a way to a medium before she found her way to you. I became aware of her through that channel, not the other way around. The medium she found could not receive her clearly enough to be useful. She kept looking.”

Mick looked at him — at the middle distance, the useful fiction.

“You're telling me this now.”

“I'm telling you this now because now is when it's relevant. Before, it would simply have been information without context.”

“And now?”

“Now you have four lines in a notepad and a ghost who has been trying to tell someone about a person who is no longer present.” A pause. “Context.”

Mick turned up his collar against the cold. The woman with the buggy had gone. The skip was still full of tiles.

“One step at a time,” he said, and went to find the Tube.

—
Between Sessions

After they left, the flat took about twenty minutes to settle back into itself.

This was normal. Jade had learned it years ago — that a session left a residue, not just in her but in the space around her, a kind of atmospheric disturbance that dispersed slowly the way heat dispersed from something recently switched off. She’d tried to explain this to the doctor assigned to her during the third hospitalisation, the one who’d asked thoughtfully worded questions about her perception of her environment. She could hear his pen moving across the notepad in the particular rhythm of someone writing faster than they were thinking — the rhythm of a box being ticked rather than information being received. She’d stopped explaining it to medical professionals after that. Some things were only usable if explained to the right person, and the right person was rarely the one doing the asking.

The flat settled. The uncle was in the kitchen. She could hear him making tea by the specific sequence of sounds — kettle, cupboard, the drawer that stuck — and she could feel the notation on him even from here, the thing Marchosias had pressed into his life force like a thumb into warm wax. She’d been trying to find words for it since the first visit. The closest she had was: a seal on a letter. Present. Authoritative. Not the letter’s contents but the indication that the contents were being watched. Whatever was recorded in it, it would be read.

She didn’t know exactly what it said. She knew it was accurate, which was more than she could say for most of what she encountered in people’s life forces. Most people carried a great deal of noise — the residue of old decisions, the weight of things they’d told themselves for so long they’d stopped noticing. His had all of that, and underneath it something specific and correct and patient. She understood why he’d gone to the wall. She’d have gone to the wall too.

He passed her door on his way back to the front room. She felt the notation move with him, the way you feel a draught when a door opens in another room. He didn’t stop. He hadn’t stopped at her door in four days, not without the aunt there first.

She filed this alongside the other things she was filing.

—

The smell came back at about three o'clock.

She’d been expecting it. The clearest impressions always came back, cycling through in the hours after a session like a song you couldn’t get out of your head — not the same as having it in the moment, not the direct transmission, but the memory of the transmission, the ghost of a ghost. The smell was sharp and cold and specific, and she sat with it the way she sat with everything she couldn’t do anything about immediately: without fighting it, without looking away.

She’d told him smells were the clearest. That was true, and it was the part of the truth that was useful to him. What she hadn’t said was that the clarity cut both ways. The things she received most clearly also stayed longest. She would be smelling this — the cold burn, the chemical wrongness of something applied to skin — for days. It would fade. It always faded. But for now it sat in the room with her as solidly as the mechanical hoist and the raised rails of the adapted bed and the ceiling track that ran from one end of the room to the other, all the architecture of her particular life arranged around her with the neat precision of things she had long since stopped seeing as extraordinary.

She thought about the person.

The ghost had pushed this harder than anything else — the presence in that room, the someone who had been there at the start and wasn’t there at the end. Jade had received the shape of it: a before and an after with nothing in between that she could reach. The ghost had been there. The ghost had watched. The ghost had not been able to do anything about it, and the helplessness of that had been the first thing to come through, before the smell, before the room, the helplessness so total that it arrived before everything else the way grief arrived before the specific thought that caused it.

She didn’t know who the person was. She hadn’t been able to get more than presence and then absence. In better sessions, with a ghost who’d been longer in liminal space and had more practise shaping what they transmitted, she could sometimes get enough to work with — a quality of the person, an age, an impression of a face or a voice. This ghost was practised. She’d said that to him and she’d meant it. But whatever she was trying to transmit about this person was too charged to come through clearly. Too much feeling wrapped around it. You couldn’t look directly at a thing that bright.

He’d understand that, she thought. He used to be a detective. He’d have seen witnesses who couldn’t describe something because they’d been too close to it.

She hadn’t told him what else came through.

—

Her aunt came home at half four. Jade could hear the particular rhythm of her key in the lock — quick, slightly impatient, the efficiency of someone who’d been on her feet since seven in the morning and had things to do before she could stop. The door, the hall, the kitchen. A brief exchange with the uncle, the specific flatness of two people who’d been living together long enough for conversation to have become optional. Then the sound of the aunt coming down the corridor to check on her, which happened every day and was not surveillance and was not warmth exactly but was the practical expression of something that, at a certain distance from conventional family, passed for both.

“All right?” Her aunt opened the door without knocking, which was also what happened every day. Jade had stopped having opinions about this.

“Fine.”

Her aunt’s eyes moved around the room the way they always did — equipment, position, the specific checklist of someone who had learned what to look for. “You eaten?”

“I’ll eat later.”

“I’ll do something at six.” She looked at Jade for a moment longer than the checklist required, which meant she’d noticed something. She didn’t ask what. She never asked what. The not-asking was its own kind of competence, Jade had decided — the understanding that asking would produce an answer that would require a response that would require a framework her aunt didn’t have. “There’s someone coming to look at the track fitting on Wednesday. Making a noise again.”

“The second clip from the window end.”

“Right.” Her aunt nodded, filed it, left.

Jade listened to the sounds of the flat resuming — the television in the front room lowered slightly now that her aunt was home, the kitchen beginning its pre-dinner sounds, the particular quality of an ordinary evening in an ordinary house where the most ordinary things were in the rooms at either end of the corridor and she was in the room in the middle.

She thought about what she hadn’t said.

—

It had come through near the end of the session, in the last moments before she’d surfaced. The ghost had been transmitting the person — the presence and the absence, the before and the after — and alongside it, very briefly, something else had bled through.

Not the ghost. Behind the ghost. In the same memory.

She hadn’t named it to herself yet, because naming things was how you fixed them, and she wasn’t ready to fix this one into a category. What she’d received was the impression of something that had been present in that room, that had been the reason for the person no longer being there, and it was — the wrong shape. That was the only word she had for it. Wrong-shaped in a specific way, the wrongness not of a thing that was damaged or incomplete but of a thing that had been doing this for a very long time and had made itself into exactly what it needed to be and nothing more. Purposeful. Old. Aware of its own situation in the way that most things she encountered were not aware.

Most things she received in sessions were not aware. They were impressions, residues, the emotional afterimages of things that had already happened. The ghosts were aware — that was what made them ghosts rather than residue — but their awareness was specific, personal, attached to what they needed and what they’d lost. This was different. This had awareness of a broader kind. Of the situation. Of what it was doing and why and what it required next.

She’d felt it for perhaps three seconds and then the channel had closed, or the ghost had pulled back, or the thing itself had moved out of the reach of what she could access. Three seconds was enough. Even with all she still didn’t know, she knew that three seconds of something real was more information than an hour of static.

She hadn’t told him because she didn’t have words for it that wouldn’t be worse than silence. She also hadn’t told him because telling him would change the texture of what they were doing, and she wasn’t ready to do that yet. He was a detective. She’d told him that herself. Everything went into boxes. She’d give him this one when she had a box to put it in.

What she had so far: the thing that had been in that room was not the ghost. The ghost was the ghost — she understood the ghost, had the shape of her clearly after two sessions. This other thing was in the ghost’s memory of the room, in the ghost’s memory of what had happened. It had been present. It had done something. The smell and the small room and the person-who-wasn’t-there were all downstream of it.

It was the cause.

And it was still out there.

—

She slept for a while before dinner and the session was in the sleep, which also happened — the residue finding the part of her that was least defended and cycling through it. She came up from the sleep with the smell still in the room and the specific clarity of having processed something while she wasn’t watching.

What she’d worked out:

The ghost was not transmitting her own story. She was transmitting something she’d witnessed. She was showing Jade — and through Jade, Mick — something that had happened in her presence and not to her. That was unusual. Most of what she’d received since this had started was about the ghost’s own experience: what they’d lost, who they were, the unfinished thing that kept them tethered. This ghost had something to tell them that had nothing to do with herself.

Which meant the ghost had decided that whatever she’d witnessed was more important than her own situation. More important than being understood or found or given whatever resolution liminal ghosts sought when they found someone who could hear them.

Jade lay in the dark and thought about what kind of person made that decision.

Then she thought about what kind of situation made that decision necessary.

—

Her aunt repositioned her at nine. They’d worked out the sequence years ago — the hoist, the pillow arrangement, the specific angle that would get her through to morning without the pressure sores that the first months had been plagued with. Her aunt did it with the efficiency of long practise, no more conversation than was required, and Jade was grateful for the efficiency because she was still thinking and conversation would have broken the surface of it.

After her aunt left, the flat went quiet. The television off. The uncle’s footsteps to the bathroom, to the bedroom. The specific sounds of a house going to sleep.

Jade lay in the dark and thought about what she was going to say the next time he came back.

Not the thing she hadn’t said — not yet. She needed more sessions, more material, something solid enough to hand him. But she was thinking about the shape of what she would eventually say, building the framework the way she built most things: quietly, without announcing it, in the hours when nobody was watching.

She thought about Marchosias, who had noticed her in the transit three times and retained the memory of her configuration. Who had put a notation on her uncle that watched the right way. Who had been observing the ghost for weeks before Mick knew the ghost existed.

She thought about what it meant that something four thousand years old had pointed a desperate liminal life force toward a man who could barely see her and a seventeen-year-old in Tottenham who could.

She’d been in this long enough to know that the things that found each other found each other for reasons. Not fate — she didn’t believe in fate, had died four times without encountering anything that looked like a plan — but convergence. Things that needed each other, circling toward the same point.

She didn’t yet know what she was the point of. She had a feeling she was going to find out.

The flat was quiet. Somewhere outside a fox made its noise in the alley behind the bins — that strange sound like something between an argument and a cry that London foxes produced because London had made them into something that didn’t entirely fit any category. She lay in the dark and waited for morning.

She was good at waiting. She’d had practise.

—
Drawn to It

He had stopped trying to make her comfortable.

It was a habit from years of interviewing people who were frightened — the careful placement of furniture, the offer of tea, the calculated ordinariness of a room made to look like nothing was wrong. None of it applied here. She had no interest in the chair he’d pulled slightly closer. She was where she was, which was the middle of his living room, three feet from the coffee table, with the particular purposefulness of someone who had been trying to say something for a very long time and had not yet managed it. He had a notepad open on the table. He had been watching her hands.

She couldn’t use language — Jade had made that clear from the first session, and two more had confirmed it. But displacement hadn’t taken everything from her. She reached, sometimes. Pointed. She had, three times now, pressed her hand flat against the side of her own face in a way that might be a name, might be emphasis, might be something specific to a moment he couldn’t access. He’d been treating it as evidence in the only form available: partial, non-sequential, requiring accumulation before it resolved.

He wrote hand to face — jaw — third time — emphasis or identification? and circled it.

“Mick.”

Marchosias’s voice came without preamble, which was the first signal. He was a voice that took its time about everything. When he stopped taking his time, the reason was worth attending to.

The young woman was already frozen. Not the stillness of someone waiting — the total cessation of a creature that has heard something it recognises. Her eyes, which tracked the register Mick couldn’t see, had fixed on the direction of the front door.

Mick put the pen down.

“Don’t move,” Marchosias said. And then, quieter, with the specific quality of something that was already doing two things simultaneously: “There is something outside. It has been tracking this address. I did not expect it to act tonight.”

“How long—”

“Don’t move.”

The room changed.

It didn’t do it visibly, not at first. The lamp was still on. The kitchen door was open its usual three inches. But the light from the lamp had become — insufficient. Not dimmer. Not flickering. Still burning at the same wattage it always burned at, but the darkness was no longer cooperating with it. The shadows weren’t deeper so much as resistant — pushing back against the light’s reach the way a current pushes back against something moving through water. The lamp was doing what lamps do. The darkness was choosing not to allow it.

He could feel Marchosias redistributing — not behind his eyes any more, not in the normal configuration of their arrangement, but present in the room in a different way entirely. The way something is present when it stops merely occupying space and starts being the space.

The corner behind the armchair had become the source of it. The darkness there wasn’t shadows — it was something that had decided to be dark the way a thing decided to be anything, with intention, with the specific mass of a thing that wants to be where it is. It gathered rather than spread. It held its edges. And from whatever it was composing itself into, something was beginning to look at the door — not with eyes, but with the particular attention of something very old that had already decided what it was going to do.

Mick stayed very still.

Outside: footsteps on the stairs. Not trying to be quiet. Not stumbling either — the specific gait of something using a human body with sufficient competence to move it where it needed to go without any particular investment in how it appeared to others. A door key being attempted, tried, discarded. Then a pause.

Then the door came in.

Not kicked — the frame itself gave, the wood splitting cleanly away from the lock in the way that didn’t suggest human force applied to the right point but something using human hands with a more precise calculation of where the weak spots were. The door swung open and banged against the interior wall, and the man in the doorway stood there for a moment before stepping inside.

He was ordinary-looking. Mid-thirties, work jacket, the kind of face that would be difficult to describe afterwards. He was sweating, which was the first sign that what was behind his eyes was not used to the temperature regulations of a human body. His eyes were wrong — not the irises, not the colour, but the focus. They were looking for something specific and had already located it, and what they were doing now as he stepped further into the flat was orienting on the young woman in the middle of the room.

Toward her. Not toward Mick, who was standing six feet away. Not toward the room, or the ordinary geography of a London flat at two in the morning. Toward her, with the flat, uncomplicated attention of something that had followed a signal to its source and was now here to do what it had come for.

It took three steps before it stopped.

The shadows in the corner had become something else.

Not a shape — or not a shape that held still long enough to be one. The mass that had gathered there extended further than the corner allowed, reached angles that the room didn’t have, and from whatever it was, something was looking at the man in the work jacket with an attention that made the man’s own attention feel trivial by comparison. Ancient. Absolute. Not aggressive — something that old didn’t need aggression, had moved through stages of aggression and come out the other side into something that operated at a register aggression didn’t touch.

It had been waiting.

The man in the work jacket stopped moving.

From inside him, the thing that had brought his body here underwent its own cessation — not the stillness of surprise, but the specific process of a creature that has made a significant miscalculation and is working through the arithmetic of it at speed. It had come for a vulnerable liminal life force in the company of a human with partial perception and whatever minor infernal assistance that combination might have produced. It had not come for this. Nobody came for this. You didn’t come for this if you had any useful information at all.

The human body’s hands had started shaking. The demon inside it was not shaking, but the body was, because the body was made of organic matter with a nervous system, and what was in the corner was producing effects on nervous systems at a distance.

Marchosias spoke.

Not through Mick. Directly. His voice did not come from anywhere in the room in a way that corresponded to physics, but rather occupied the room the way temperature occupied a room — present in every part of it simultaneously, with no point of origin.

“I know what you are,” he said. The voice was entirely level. “I know your name. I know the configuration you’ve occupied for the last eleven years, and the one before it, and the four before that. I know what you fed on and who you answered to and what you owe. I know why you came to this address.”

The human body had taken an involuntary step backward.

“I am going to tell you what you found instead. You are going to listen, because the alternative is considerably less comfortable for you than listening.”

The shadows shifted. Whatever geometry they were composing had become more specific, and Mick had stopped looking at it directly because looking at it directly produced an effect behind his eyes that he didn’t enjoy.

The demon in the human body made a sound. The sound was not human — it came from the human throat but it bore no relationship to anything the throat was designed to produce. It was, Mick realised, the infernal equivalent of a flinch.

“This life force is under my observation,” Marchosias said. “It has been since before it found this address. You detected a signal. You followed it. You failed to detect what accompanied it, which reflects poorly on your perception and rather better on my ability to be unobtrusive when I choose to be. This is your only notification. There will not be another.”

A pause. The lamp flickered once and steadied.

“You will leave this address. You will not return to it, or send anything in your place, or relay its coordinates to anything that might consider it an opportunity. If the life force you came for appears anywhere you have access to, you will remove yourself from that access. If you are asked about this address, you have not been here. You have not seen what you have seen tonight.” Another pause. “You are capable of making these promises. Make them.”

The man in the work jacket — the thing looking through his eyes — was trembling now, the full body of it, the human vessel communicating what the entity inside it was experiencing. It had its back to the broken door. Its mouth was moving.

Mick had spent years listening to people give answers under varying degrees of pressure, and he recognised the specific quality of a promise being made by something that would keep it. Not because it was honourable. Because it was afraid.

The promises came. Fragmented, in a register he could feel more than hear — the demon making its commitments to something that would know if they were broken. When it was done, the trembling had a different quality. The relief of having agreed. The humiliation of having had to.

“Go,” Marchosias said.

The human body went.

It moved quickly — not quite right, still a demon operating meat that wasn’t naturally its own — and then it was through the broken door and in the corridor and gone, and a moment later Mick heard it on the stairs, moving fast, and then the street door, and then nothing.

The room settled.

Not through any increase in light — the lamp hadn’t changed. What changed was that the darkness stopped. It simply ceased its resistance, withdrew whatever intention had been holding the light at bay, and the lamp’s reach went back to doing what a lamp’s reach was supposed to do: touching the walls, filling the corners, making the room the size it was supposed to be. The shadows were just shadows. The angles were just angles. The corner behind the armchair was a corner.

Marchosias was behind his eyes again in the usual configuration, and Mick’s living room was his living room.

He sat down because his legs thought he should.

“That will hold,” Marchosias said, from the normal position. “The promises were made correctly. It will not return, and it will not speak of this.”

“Right.” Mick looked at the broken door. The frame had split cleanly. “There’s a man wandering around Hackney who doesn’t know where he’s been for the last hour.”

“Yes.”

“I should probably—”

“He’ll have found himself on the street, confused. He’ll walk home, sleep. Whatever it left him with by way of a memory will be internally consistent, if implausible. He will attribute it to something he ate.”

Mick stood up slowly, the way he stood up after the kind of night that made his joints state opinions about themselves. He went to look at the door. The frame was genuinely broken — the kind of damage that required a carpenter and a new frame and a conversation with the landlord he was already not looking forward to.

He became aware that the young woman had not moved.

She was still in the middle of the room. Still upright, still present, her hands at her sides. But something in her had shifted — some quality of the held tension, the sustained effort of being here when here was barely accessible. She was looking at the corner where the shadows had been.

Mick watched her.

She had been in the liminal space long enough to know what infernal entities were. She encountered them — he understood that much from what Marchosias had told him, from Jade’s description of the noise other things produced in the register she worked in. Displaced life forces were, from what he’d gathered, not treated as untouchable by the opportunistic end of the infernal hierarchy. They were the opposite: detectable, accessible, unable to defend themselves by conventional means. She had been looking at that corner the way something looked at a threat.

The threat was gone.

She was still looking at where it had been. But she wasn’t looking at where Marchosias had been. She wasn’t looking at the shadows or the angles or the geometry that had occupied that end of the room. She wasn’t doing what Mick would have expected — what any sensible creature would have done on encountering two infernal presences simultaneously, one of which had just demonstrated what it was in no uncertain terms.

She was still here. Still present. And she was looking at Mick.

He found the notepad. He found the pen. He sat back down in the chair.

“I’m aware,” he said, to her, to the middle distance, to both. “I know.”

“The signal concentrates,” Marchosias said. “I’ve told you this. She has been displaced for some time, and the longer she remains in liminal space the more — legible she becomes to certain categories of entity. What you observed tonight was not a minor opportunist. It had been tracking this address for some days. It was waiting for what it assessed as a suitable moment.”

“And the next one?”

“Will have done its research.” A pause. “What came tonight was confident enough to act without adequate preparation. What comes next, if we allow a next, will be more careful.”

He looked at the young woman. She was still watching him with the expression he had learned to read as urgency: the absolute present-tense of someone with something to say and insufficient means to say it.

“Then we go back to Jade in the morning,” he said. “Early. Before anything else has time to decide we’re a viable target.”

“She is expecting you.”

“You already told her?”

“I indicated that tomorrow would be advisable. Some time ago.”

Mick looked at the broken door. At the notepad. At the young woman in the middle of his living room who had just watched something four thousand years old reduce a significant infernal entity to shaking promises, and had not moved, and had not faded, and was still here.

He thought about what she had seen. What it was like to be a liminal life force, undefended, in a city where the infernal hierarchy treated you as a resource, and to be standing in a room with something that could do what he had just watched Marchosias do — and have it pay you no hostile attention at all.

He thought that if he were her, that would be important information. The kind worth staying for.

“Tomorrow,” he said. He picked up the pen. “But first — show me the face gesture again. The one you keep coming back to.”

She pressed her hand flat against the side of her face — jaw, below the cheekbone — and held it.

He wrote it down.

—
What She Keeps Showing

He hadn’t slept.

This was not unusual, but the specific quality of the not-sleeping was. Usually when sleep didn’t happen it was because his brain was doing something unproductive with something he couldn’t change, running the same circuit until it wore a groove he could feel in the morning. This time it hadn’t been that. It had been the notepad. He’d sat at the kitchen table after she faded with the approaching dawn and gone through what he had — seventeen pages of observations that had felt like accumulation and now felt like inadequacy — and he’d thought about the faces she’d pressed her hand toward and not been able to show him, and he’d thought about what Marchosias had said: she is showing you who. Not why. Not yet.

At seven he’d called the landlord and left a message about the door. At half past he’d put his coat on.

—

The uncle answered before he’d finished knocking. He was dressed — actually dressed, which was new — and he stood aside immediately, without any commercial calculation, without the pause of a man assessing the situation. He looked at the space beside Mick the way he always looked at it now, found what he expected to find there, and went directly to the kitchen.

The kitchen door closed.

“The notation,” Marchosias said, very quietly.

“I know.” Mick stood in the corridor and listened to the flat. From behind Jade’s door: nothing. He knocked.

“I’ve been up since three,” Jade said. “Come in.”

—

She was in the bed today, not the chair — positioned against her pillows with the particular careful arrangement that meant the morning repositioning hadn’t happened yet, the aunt having left for work before Jade had wanted to ask. She had the tracking expression already, but it was different from the monitoring attention she usually carried into a session. This was something more sustained. Something she’d been holding for hours.

“Something happened last night,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I felt it shift. Her state — whatever she is — went from what it’s been to something else. Around two in the morning. She’s been trying to push something through since before dawn.” Jade’s face did its small movement of assessment. “I couldn’t receive it clearly without you here. Without knowing you were coming.” She paused. “What happened?”

He told her the abbreviated version. The demon, the vessel, the break-in. Marchosias. The promises extracted. She listened without interrupting, her attention on whatever register of the room she tracked, and when he’d finished she was quiet for a moment.

“She watched it,” Jade said. It wasn’t a question.

“She was there the whole time.”

“That’s why.” She shifted her attention — slightly, precisely. “She’s been in the liminal space long enough to know what hunts there. She’s had to manage that. Finding someone who could perceive her was one thing. Knowing that perceiving her also meant something would come for her—” A pause. “Last night she saw what’s on the other side of that. She’s been trying to tell me about it ever since.”

“Can you receive her now?”

“I have been.” Jade’s hands were still on the covers, but something in her had already gone inward. “She’s not waiting for me to settle. She’s been ready for hours.” A beat. “This is going to be different from the other sessions. I want you to know that before we start.”

“Different how?”

“She’s not coming in order. She’s not giving me feeling first and then image. She’s going straight for image, which is harder for both of us. It’s going to be less clear, less complete. But she’s not willing to wait for the careful version.” She turned her face toward where the ghost was positioned, the precise aim of someone navigating without sight. “She’s been trying to be patient about it for months. She’s done being patient.”

Mick had the notepad already open. He had a fresh page.

“Whenever she’s ready,” he said.

“She’s been ready,” Jade said, and closed her eyes.

—

What was different was immediately apparent. In the previous sessions there had been a settling — a movement into the channel, a quality of Jade going carefully to a place where she could receive. This time she was already there. The ghost had already put something in her hands. What Jade was doing was simply translating.

“A face,” she said. The flatness of deep concentration. “Male. Older — fifties, maybe. Something about the jaw that’s specific. Strong jaw. He’d have been ordinary-looking otherwise, the kind of person you’d pass without noticing, but the jaw stays.” She frowned. “He’s gone.”

Mick wrote: Male. 50s. Strong jaw. Otherwise unremarkable.

“Another one.” Almost immediately. “Female. Younger. Round face. The feeling of someone who — listens. For a living, maybe. Something about the quality of her attention. Patient.” Jade’s brow contracted. “She’s pushing this one harder. The round face. Wants me to keep it.” A pause. “It’s going. She’s moving.”

Female. Young. Round face. Patient quality. Works with people?

“Male again. Younger than the first one. There’s nothing — she’s trying to make him specific and she can’t. He won’t hold still. I’m getting the shape of a face more than a face.” Jade shook her head fractionally — the smallest possible movement. “He’s gone.”

Male. Mid-thirties. No distinguishing features — ghost can’t hold him.

Mick looked at what he’d written. Three faces. Strangers. He turned the pen in his hand and waited.

“Something else,” Jade said. Her voice had changed register — slightly less level, the particular quality of someone receiving something more charged than the material around it. “The smell. The cold burning. The thing she showed you before. It’s — here. Displaced, not direct. Brief.” A pause. “It’s gone.”

He wrote: smell — the cold burn. Appears here. Not attached to anything.

“Another face.”

This one took longer. Jade’s hands moved — both of them, that fractional wrist rotation, twice. Something in her posture said effort.

“Female. Younger than the round-faced one. There’s something about the eyes — she’s pushing the eyes specifically, she wants me to keep the eyes. Dark, very dark.” A long pause. “The feeling of someone who moved through the world without taking up much space. Small, maybe. Not small — the quality of small. Careful.” Jade’s face contracted further. “The smell again. The cold burning. Here — it’s stronger with this one. Associated.” She was still for a moment. “She’s not letting this one go. She keeps coming back.”

Mick held his pen over the notepad.

“She keeps coming back to this face,” he said.

“She won’t move off it. The others — she showed me and moved on. This one she keeps returning to.” A pause. “It’s more recent. I can feel that. The others were further back. This one is close.”

He wrote slowly: Female. Young. Dark eyes. The quality of someone who moves carefully, takes up little space. MOST URGENT — ghost keeps returning to this face. Most recent. Smell present — strong. Associated.

He stared at what he’d written.

The smell had appeared twice. With the collection of faces in general, and then specifically, more strongly, with this one. He didn’t know what that meant. He wrote: smell present with ALL faces? Check with Jade. And then: or only this one?

Jade answered before he could ask.

“With all of them,” she said. Her voice was coming from a longer distance now — still present, still controlled, but the quality of someone operating near the edge of what the channel could sustain. “I should have said. Every face, the smell comes. Brief, displaced. Like a tag.” A pause. “This one last face has more of it. More associated. Like it happened more recently and faded less.”

He looked at the notepad. Five inadequate descriptions — no, four and a shape — and a smell that appeared each time, stronger with the most recent. People he’d never seen. Strangers. Something connected them but he couldn’t name it. The connection was in the smell and the smell was in the sessions and the sessions were in Jade’s hands and he couldn’t get any closer to it than that.

“How is she?” he asked.

Jade surfaced — fully, the particular small return of presence that meant the channel had closed. She was quiet for a moment, and in the quiet he could see something in her face that hadn’t been in the previous sessions.

“Burning,” she said. “She’s spending herself. More than she should be. The session before — when she showed you the room and the person — that was as much as she wanted to spend in one go. This time she didn’t stop at that limit.” She paused. “I had to close it. She wasn’t going to.”

Mick looked at the space where the young woman was.

“Because of last night.”

“Because things are getting closer. She can feel it.” Jade’s voice was careful. “She’s been doing this for months, trying to be patient, trying to show you things in an order that made sense. Last night changed the order. She’s showing you the most important things first now.” A beat. “That’s what frightens me, a little.”

He sat with that.

“Can she sustain—”

“I don’t know,” Jade said. “I’ve never had one who was this far into it. The ones I’ve received before — they were mostly residue, mostly anchored. She’s neither. She’s active and she’s displaced and she’s been that way for a long time, and every session costs her something she can’t get back.” She paused. “She needs to get to wherever she’s going. Soon.”

He closed the notepad and put it in his pocket. He stood, moved the chair back, nodded to Jade.

“She’ll come back tonight,” Jade said. “To you. She won’t stop.”

“I know.”

“And you’ll come back here.”

“Tomorrow morning.” He looked at her. “If something changes — if you feel her state deteriorate, or anything comes near this address — call me.” He paused. “The number works. I checked.”

A very small movement of Jade’s face. Not quite the almost-smile but adjacent to it. “I know you checked,” she said. “I can hear you checking things.”

He went out into the corridor, past the kitchen, past the closed door, out into the November morning. The cold was the specific patience of a city that had been November for long enough to have made its peace with it.

—

“The smell,” Marchosias said, as they reached the end of the street.

“You noticed.”

“I notice patterns. You have a smell that accompanied what she showed Jade in the first session and has returned today, present with each face and stronger with the most recent. You don’t know what it is.”

“And you do.”

A pause. The specific pause of someone deciding what information was ready to be released and what was still ripening. “I have a hypothesis. I am not prepared to share a hypothesis. I deal in things I can confirm.”

“Then confirm it.”

“I intend to. Which requires you to be patient.”

Mick stopped at the kerb and waited for a gap in the traffic. Somewhere behind him a delivery van was making its argument with a parking restriction. London was doing its morning.

“The faces,” he said. “You don’t know who they are either.”

“No. She is showing you people she has encountered. People who matter to her situation. Their significance is not yet legible to me.”

“To her they’re the most important thing. More important than who she is. More important than explaining herself.”

“Yes,” Marchosias said. “Which should tell you something about what happened to them.”

Mick crossed the road and found the Tube entrance and went down into the particular underground warmth of the system. He stood on the platform with the notepad in his jacket pocket and thought about four faces and a shape, and a smell that came with each of them, and a young woman who had been burning herself down to show him this for months and who had finally, last night, stopped being careful about the rate.

He took the notepad out. Read what he’d written. The round face that felt like someone who listened for a living. The strong jaw. The one the ghost couldn’t make specific. The one she kept returning to — the dark eyes, the quality of moving carefully through the world, more recent than the others, the smell strongest of all.

He didn’t know her. He didn’t know any of them. They were strangers on a page in his inadequate handwriting, five descriptions that wouldn’t be sufficient to identify anyone even if he’d known where to start.

He looked at the last face for a long time.

Something connected these people. The smell connected them. The ghost’s urgency connected them. He couldn’t see it yet — couldn’t find the angle that made the shape visible — but shapes were always there. He’d learned that. Sometimes they just needed more information before they resolved.

He would wait for more information.

He put the notepad away as the train came in, and he thought about what Marchosias had said — which should tell you something about what happened to them — and he thought about what it meant to have been shown these faces by someone who had decided they mattered more than her own story.

He didn’t know yet.

He would find out.

—

    
    Two Tracks

    


  The First Body

Grayson had assigned them both. Reeves had called Mick at quarter to eight.

He’d picked up quickly — already awake, she could tell, already somewhere. She gave him the shape of it: welfare check in Hackney, body found, no cause of death apparent on first assessment.

“Can’t do it,” he said. “Not today. Something I’m already on.”

She knew this version — the specific tone of a man already pulled somewhere he wasn’t coming back from before noon. “Personal?”

“Something like that.” A beat. “Take it. It’s yours. Call me if it develops.”

“All right.”

“Let me know what you find,” he said, and rang off.

She had the address. She had a case. She found a car.

—

It was now half past eleven, and she was on her third circuit of Daniel Ash’s flat.

She did this when something wasn’t fitting. Not a nervous habit — she had none worth naming — but a technique: three circuits, each at a different pace, and by the third the wrongness usually resolved into something she could state. This was the third circuit. It wasn’t resolving.

The flat was a studio — converted sometime in the last decade from what had been, she estimated, either a larger bedsit or a small one-bedroom — with the bed against the north wall, a kitchen along the east, a desk beneath the only window that looked out onto a railway arch. In November, in Hackney, the light through that window was the particular grey of a city that had not seen sun since October. The flat’s heating had been off for at least as long as Daniel Ash had been dead, and the cold had done its work with the room as thoroughly as it had done its work with the body.

He was thirty-eight. He had worked in software compliance for a firm in Shoreditch, and his employer had raised the welfare check when he’d missed two days without notice and stopped responding to his messages. This was described, by the colleague who’d called it in, as something that would never happen. Three years working together, no gaps, no unreturned messages. Whatever had happened to Daniel Ash had happened to a person nobody expected it to happen to, which was, in Reeves’s experience, the more common category.

Kowalska was still working, crouched by the bed with the careful efficiency of someone who had not yet found what she needed and was not performing frustration about it. She was standard forensic — no involvement with the unit, no awareness of the cases it ran, nothing beyond the science and the body in front of her. That was why Reeves had requested her. When a case might develop in unusual directions, you needed the clean procedural layer first: someone who would tell you what the evidence was without any framework for what it might mean. She did not, as some coroners did, telegraph her uncertainty as drama.

“Third time through,” Kowalska said, without looking up. “You’re not going to find anything I haven’t flagged.”

“I know.” Reeves completed the circuit and stopped near the kitchen table. Daniel Ash’s keys. His wallet. A mug that still had a tea ring dried into the bottom. She looked at the desk: a laptop with the lid closed, a notebook open to meeting notes, a photograph of two other people standing in front of what might have been the Portuguese coast. People he knew. A life with shape to it, interrupted at a point that had not presented itself as different from any other point.

The smell had been present when she’d first arrived — not the smell of death, which she knew well and which would strengthen in the coming days, but something else. Faint, almost absent, the kind of thing you noticed once and then couldn’t quite locate again. Something that had burned without being fire. It had mostly gone now; she’d been in the flat for four hours and the smell had faded the way smells did when the space was occupied and the air moved. She had noted it and filed it.

“Tell me what you’re not seeing,” she said.

Kowalska stood, careful with her knees. “I’m not seeing a cause.” The statement was accurate and she stood behind it without elaboration. “No cardiac indicators, no evidence of respiratory failure, no external injury that accounts for it. His colour is wrong in a way I don’t have a category for.” A pause. “He didn’t suffer. Whatever it was, it was fast.”

“That’s not nothing.”

“No.” Kowalska looked at the body. “I’ll get the tox screen back — full panel, not the standard. He’s not presenting as a poisoning, but there are compounds I wouldn’t normally test for that I want to rule out. And I need to compare his colouring to his last documented health visit.” She moved to her kit. “The other thing I flagged—”

“The mark,” Reeves said.

She had been waiting to come back to it. It was on his ribcage — visible when Kowalska had partially unbuttoned his shirt during the preliminary examination — on the left side, below where the ribs angled away from the sternum. Raised scar tissue, dark, approximately ten centimetres across. The colour of an old thermal injury.

The pattern was deliberate. That was the word that had settled immediately and not moved. A circle — or nearly a circle, open at the lower right, the gap deliberate rather than damaged — with a vertical line passing through the whole of it, extending above and below the ring, terminating in a short crossbar at the foot. Inside: a closed shape in the upper left, pressing against the vertical line. A large crescent on the left side, opening inward. And on the lower right, something that did not match the geometry of the rest — fine lines spreading outward from the base of the vertical line, branching the way bare branches spread, or the way a crack propagates through glass. Dense at the centre where everything converged, finer at the edges where the branches thinned and the ring curved away. It had been applied, not incidental. Whatever had caused this had been done with a purpose the scar was still faithfully recording.

“Could be cosmetic,” Reeves said.

Kowalska looked up from her kit. “It crossed my mind.” She came to stand beside Reeves and tilted her head at the angle of someone re-examining an assumption. “Body modification. Scarification, branding — people do extraordinary things deliberately. Subdermal implants. Eyeball tattooing, which I still find remarkable every time I encounter it. I had a case four years ago, a man with his entire forearm done in raised scar tissue — deliberate burns built up over time, intricate pattern. Looked nothing like an accident.”

“But.”

“But that kind of work takes sessions. You build it gradually because the skin needs to recover between. The person knows about it — intimately. And the healing shows it: the older sections look older, the newer sections fresher. You get variance.” She positioned her torch, low angle, moving it slowly across the mark. “This is even across the whole pattern. One working, not accumulated over time. Every part of it has healed to the same stage.” She moved the torch to the branching section and then back to the ring. “If he’d spent two years building this up, section by section, the ring would look different from the branches. It doesn’t.”

“And there’s nothing in his records.”

“Nothing. Which is the other problem with the cosmetic theory. That community documents everything — the practitioners are meticulous, the clients photograph it at every stage. And even if he’d been entirely private about it, a GP visit at any point in the last few years would typically produce at least a passing mention. A question about care, a note about the site. Clean record.” She straightened. “I’ve worked enough unusual cases not to be judgemental about what people choose to do with their own bodies. But I don’t think he chose this.”

“How can you tell? Beyond the records.”

Kowalska was quiet for a moment. “There are physiological markers in how tissue responds to voluntary versus involuntary trauma. The body’s relationship to something it cooperated with is different from its relationship to something done against it. It’s not conclusive on its own — a defence barrister would take it apart — but taken alongside everything else, I’m confident.” She switched off the torch. “This was done to him.”

Reeves filed it. “Walk me through it,” she said.

Kowalska positioned her torch so the light raked across the mark at a shallow angle. The topography resolved: raised ridges, depth differential between the centre of the pattern and its edges, the precision of the margins. “The tissue is fully healed — the wound is settled, the remodelling is complete. Minimum a year of healing to reach this stage, probably longer.” She moved the torch. “But there’s no documentation from any point in that process. No initial presentation, no follow-up, no emergency attendance. Clean medical record. The only surgical history he has is a knee procedure at twenty-two.”

“And the healing signature itself.”

“The pattern isn’t accidental. The margins aren’t the margins of an injury — they’re maintained, consistent, with purpose. But the structural signature is wrong for every mechanism that would produce it. Thermal injury from contact with a surface leaves variance in the wound bed — depth differentials, adhesion patterns, the specific way tissue responds to heat applied unevenly. This has none of that.” She switched off the torch. “It looks like a burn. It doesn’t have any of the actual characteristics of a burn.”

Reeves crouched to look at it directly.

Deliberate. Applied. Old enough to have fully settled, in a body that had no record of it. She had been a detective for twenty-six years, and she knew what it looked like when something wrong had been done to a person by another person, even when the method was not visible. The method was not visible here. But the doing was. The mark said: this was done to you. The absence of documentation said: by something that knew how to leave no record in the systems that track these things.

She did not share this with Kowalska.

“I need the timeline as tight as you can get it,” she said. “And flag anything in the tox screen that you wouldn’t normally think to look for — compounds that shouldn’t be there and aren’t part of the standard screen.”

Kowalska made a note. She did not ask why, which was one of the reasons Reeves chose to work with her when she had the choice.

Reeves stood. She photographed the mark — three angles, a scale reference placed alongside it. She photographed it carefully and put the camera away and took out her phone.

Not a call. She had developed this discipline several years ago, working cases that required consultation with people whose expertise did not translate well into official channels: written contact first, always. It established the beginning of a conversation rather than the content of one, and she did not yet have the content of this one. She had a photograph of a mark that should not exist on a body with no documented history of the injury that produced it, and a body with no cause of death, and the two things were connected in a way she could not yet state.

She typed: Can you come to Hackney. I have something I’d like a second opinion on. She attached the photograph. No urgency if today is complicated — tomorrow is equally fine.

The message showed as read. Eleven seconds later: I can be there in an hour. What’s the address?

She sent the address and she put her phone away and she walked one final circuit of Daniel Ash’s flat, taking in the evidence of a person: the photograph of the Portuguese coast and whoever was in it, the meeting notes for a meeting he would not be attending, the key ring on the kitchen table with its fob for a door that no longer needed to be locked from his side.

She went downstairs to wait.

She stood at the turn in the Victorian staircase where the building’s proportions briefly made sense before the conversions had reasserted themselves. Kowalska was still working. The transport team was still waiting. The building had the quiet of a place adjusting to an interruption it hadn’t been designed for.

She thought about what Kowalska had said: He didn’t suffer. Whatever it was, it was fast. Fast enough that he’d had no time to move from where he’d been. Fast enough that whatever had been done to him had been done before the body understood what was happening to it.

A mark with no documentation and no mechanism. A smell she’d noticed once and hadn’t been able to locate again, already almost gone. A body that had simply stopped.

Something wrong had been done to Daniel Ash. She couldn’t yet demonstrate it in any form that would satisfy a review board or a coroner’s jury — couldn’t name the method, the mechanism, the person responsible. She had a mark, an absence, and the quality of wrongness she’d spent twenty-six years learning to read accurately.

That would do for a start.

She sent Kowalska a follow-up: Compare his colouring to every photograph in his recent medical file. Going back at least two years. I want to see if it changed.

Then she sent the photograph to Hendricks, and waited.

—
The Mark

The photograph arrived at seventeen minutes past eleven.

She was reading at her desk — a nineteenth-century source text for a conference paper that was, on the current trajectory, going to be either very good or unpublishable, and the source text was not helping her determine which — and she did not look up when her phone lit on the edge of the desk. She had a system: messages from Reeves got read immediately. Everything else could wait until she had finished what she was doing.

The message was from Reeves. She set the source text face-down and picked up her phone.

Can you come to Hackney. I have something I’d like a second opinion on. A photograph was attached.

She opened it.

The mark filled the screen — her phone’s screen was large, the photograph clear, taken with a scale reference in frame and three different angle shots. She looked at the first one. She looked at the second. She went back to the first.

The branching.

Not the outer arc — the arc, or near-arc, was the element that would attract attention first and hold it, the most legible part of the pattern, the feature a layperson would try to match to something they’d seen before. She’d worked with enough investigators to know how the human pattern-recognition impulse behaved around unfamiliar material: it reached for the most prominent feature and tried to find a known shape. The arc was the most prominent feature. The arc was not what she was looking at.

The branching was in the lower right of the pattern — fine lines radiating from the base of the central axis, organic, irregular, spreading outward and subdividing the way bare branches did in winter, or the way a fracture propagated through stone. She had seen this element before. Not this configuration, not applied to skin, not at this scale. In a different context entirely: a woodcut in a fifteenth-century codex she had spent three months with at a Vienna archive, studying a tradition she had hoped, in the reasonable academic expectation of a scholar working in marginal history, never to encounter confirmed in the material world.

She typed back immediately, sent the address request, and stood up.

The source text would keep.

—

The drive to Hackney took forty minutes in midday traffic — long enough to think, not long enough to conclude. She drove with the photograph visible on her phone in the cupholder and let the traffic require whatever attention traffic required, using what remained to assemble what she knew, what she suspected, and what she was not going to say until she had more.

She’d been called in on unusual cases for long enough to have a system for the approach. Not a method — she was rigorously clear with herself about the difference — but a way of managing the gap between arriving and knowing. What she had before arrival: a photograph of a mark on skin, and a recognition. What she did not have: the body, the context, the confirmation that the recognition was sound. The appropriate professional posture was observation pending context, and she held it the way she held all her professional postures — firmly, because the alternative was to arrive at a scene with conclusions already formed, and that was not how her work operated.

The branching, though.

She’d seen it in a context that had no material corollary. The tradition she’d been studying — dispersal, propagation, the specific mechanism of a consciousness moving between vessels — was documented in fragments across five source traditions, none of them agreeing on the details, all of them agreeing on the branching as the mark of the liminal state: the moment between departure from one host and arrival in another. What the entity became in transit. Dispersed, propagating, reaching for purchase.

She hadn’t expected to see it on a person.

—

Reeves was at the turn in the staircase. She looked precisely as she looked at every scene: present, contained, giving nothing away in advance of what she’d decided to give.

“You came quickly,” she said.

“The photograph.” Hendricks came up the last two steps. “Where is it?”

“Studio flat. Top of the stairs.” A pause — the specific pause of Reeves giving information in the order she’d decided it should be given. “Body is a man, thirty-eight, software compliance. Welfare check, two days missed, no prior history. Kowalska is still on scene — she’s standard forensic, clean procedural.” A beat. “Cause of death: none apparent. Full tox screen requested.”

“Colour?”

Reeves looked at her. “Wrong. Her word. She said she didn’t have a category for it.”

“I might.” Hendricks moved toward the stairs. “The mark — is it as photographed?”

“Full size. Left ribcage. The photograph is accurate.”

“Good.” She started up. “Don’t come in yet. Give me ten minutes.”

—

The woman working by the far wall was efficient, careful, entirely focused on what she was doing. She looked up when Hendricks came in, read what she was looking at — not a detective, not a coroner, something else — and returned to her work without unnecessary conversation. Hendricks noted this approvingly and moved to the body.

Daniel Ash was on his back, partially dressed — the shirt had been unbuttoned to the waist for the preliminary examination and not re-buttoned. She looked at his face first, then at his hands, then at the skin of his neck and collarbones, applying the sequence she’d developed over years of scene visits: the body spoke in an order, and the order mattered, and the face and the extremities were where the significant information lived before you got to whatever had been specifically flagged.

His colour was wrong. She had the category for it.

It was the specific discolouration she’d seen documented in three separate source traditions, none of which had been published in anything reviewable, and all of which described it the same way: the signature of a life force removed, not extinguished. The body was intact. The animating principle was not. She’d read the description four times across four different texts and formed a careful academic opinion that it was metaphor — the language of people reaching for vocabulary they didn’t have. Standing over Daniel Ash, she revised that opinion and filed the revision without showing it on her face.

She crouched. She looked at the mark.

The photograph had been accurate in detail and insufficient in texture. On screen it was a pattern. In situ it was a relationship between the pattern and the body it sat on — the way scar tissue settled into the surrounding skin, the topography of the raised ridges against the flat of the ribcage, the precise quality of the margins. She did not touch it. She used her torch the way the pathologist had used hers — low angle, slowly across the surface — and let the pattern resolve.

The outer arc first: open at the lower right, deliberately incomplete, the gap not a break but an intentional absence that was itself a feature. The vertical axis through the centre, extending above and below. The crossbar foot at the bottom.

The interior: the eye shape in the upper left, pressed against the axis, contained. The crescent, opening rightward toward the axis, sweeping. And then the lower right.

She held the torch there.

Close enough to confirm. The branching was what she’d seen in the codex — the same quality of organic radiation, the same principle of dispersal-in-pattern. The lines did what they did in the woodcut: subdivided, thinned, reached outward from the base of the axis. The same element. A different application, a different scale, the same fundamental structure.

“The eye shape,” she said, quietly, not to anyone in particular.

“I’m sorry?” The pathologist had come to stand beside her.

“I’m thinking.” She did not apologise for it. “The tissue is fully healed.”

“Yes. Minimum a year to this stage of remodelling. Probably longer. But there’s nothing in his medical record — no initial presentation, no follow-up, no emergency attendance. Clean record going back five years.”

“The structural signature,” Hendricks said.

“Wrong for every mechanism that would produce this.” The pathologist crouched alongside her, comfortable with the shared examination. “It presents as thermal injury. It doesn’t have the wound-bed characteristics of thermal injury — no depth variance, no adhesion patterns, none of the tissue response you’d expect from heat applied to skin. The margins are maintained at a consistency that burn application doesn’t produce.” A pause. “I’m also confident the injury was involuntary. The physiological markers for voluntary versus involuntary trauma — it’s not something I’d stake a court case on alone, but taken with everything else, this was not done with his cooperation.”

“No,” Hendricks said. “It wasn’t.” She stood and clicked off the torch. “The mark wasn’t performed on him.”

The pathologist waited.

“I need my archives before I can say more.” She looked at the mark one final time — the branching, the eye, the crescent, the foot below the arc’s open gap. “What you’re seeing is consistent with what I’d expect the physical evidence to look like, if I’m right about what this is.” She paused. “The tox screen won’t identify a mechanism. Whatever happened to him didn’t operate through the blood.”

“You have a category for the colouration,” the pathologist said. It wasn’t quite a question.

“I have a hypothesis. I won’t state it until I’ve confirmed it against the sources.” She looked around the flat — the laptop, the open notebook, the photograph of somewhere warm and bright and entirely elsewhere. “I’ll need a few hours.”

The pathologist’s expression was the careful restraint of someone managing several questions at once. “I’ll have the tox results to Reeves by Thursday. They’ll be clean.”

“Yes,” Hendricks said. “They will.”

—

Reeves was still at the staircase turn. Hendricks came down and stopped beside her.

“The mark,” she said. “I’ve seen its components. Not this configuration — not applied to a person. In archived source texts, none of them published, the kind of material that doesn’t typically become material.” She kept her voice level. “The branching is what I recognised from the photograph. In the context I’ve encountered it, it represents dispersal — what something becomes in the interval between one state and another. Moving between vessels.” She paused. “This isn’t a mark performed on the victim.”

Reeves was giving her complete attention.

“It’s a mark left in the victim,” Hendricks said. “The distinction matters. You’re not looking for someone who performed a ritual on Daniel Ash. You’re looking at evidence of a process. The body was designated. Prepared.” She chose the word with care. “I need the archives before I can give you the mechanism. But the mechanism doesn’t operate through the blood. Whatever the tox screen returns, it won’t be the cause. The cause is in the mark.”

“How many source traditions?”

“Five. None complete. All describing the same process, in different languages and different centuries.” She paused. “It isn’t a coincidence that they agree on the branching.”

Reeves made a note. “If there are other bodies — will the mark be consistent?”

“Yes.” No hesitation. “The pattern won’t vary. The placement may shift — I’d expect it to be positioned deliberately over something anatomically significant, different site each time, but not random. The elements of the mark will be identical. It’s not decorative. It’s functional. You can use it to identify cases.”

“Kowalska will have the full photograph set. I’ll send them to you.”

“Please do.” She pulled her coat straight and looked at the staircase and then back. “One more thing.” She said it without inflection, the way she said things that needed to be heard precisely. “The skin discolouration — if you encounter another body presenting similarly, and the attending physician flagged the colour as anomalous without being able to account for it, that’s the same mechanism. Whatever this is, the presentation will be consistent. The colour is a signature.”

Reeves was already noting it.

Hendricks went down the remaining stairs and out into the November afternoon.

—

She drove back the long way. Not for the scenery — there was no scenery, just grey roads and grey sky and the specific colourlessness of a city that had not bothered with light since October — but because the longer route gave her thinking time the direct route didn’t.

The mark had not been performed on Daniel Ash.

This had been assembling since she’d crouched over the body, and it had fully resolved somewhere on the Hackney Road. The source traditions she’d studied were agreed on the mechanism: the transfer mark was not a preparation ritual applied to a designated host by an external practitioner. It was a residue. Evidence of contact at a level the body recorded even when it had no conventional mechanism to do so. The mark was left in the person the way a seal left a mark in wax — not by the action of a carver, but by the pressure of something passing through. The body received the impression and healed around it, and the healing looked like scarring because the body had no other language for what had happened to it.

The entity had been in Daniel Ash. Had moved through him, or attempted to — the evidence suggested attempted, given that Ash was dead and not displaced. The mark was what remained of the passage.

She thought about the discolouration.

The life force had been removed. Not extinguished — removed. There was a difference, and the difference lived in the skin’s colour after: a body whose animating principle had simply stopped was one thing, and any pathologist in the country would recognise it. A body from which the life force had been actively separated was something else. The pigmentation changed in a way she’d only seen documented, never witnessed. She’d just witnessed it.

She pulled up and sat for a moment with the engine off.

The body had been designated. Something had been in the process of using Daniel Ash as a receiving vessel, and Daniel Ash had not survived the process. The mark was the record. The discolouration was the record. The absence of any cause of death in the conventional medical sense was the record.

She thought: there will be more.

Then she got out of the car and went to find the codex.

—

Her archive was in the back room — the one Grayson had stopped asking questions about some time ago, once it became clear that the questions weren’t going to produce useful answers. It smelled of old paper and the specific dry steadiness of controlled humidity. She knew where everything was.

The Vienna codex was third shelf, middle section, in acid-free sleeves she’d had made to specification. She lifted it out with the care she always gave old material and carried it to the reading table and set it down under the lamp.

She knew approximately where the relevant passages were. Three months with a text left you with a spatial memory of it — this section was in the first third, left-hand pages, one of the denser woodcut spreads that had slowed her original reading because the images and text were in dialogue and you couldn’t follow one without the other.

She found it.

The woodcut on the left page: branching lines, the same quality of organic radiation she’d seen on Daniel Ash’s ribcage. Not identical in configuration — the codex was describing the principle, not the specific mark — but the element was unmistakable. Beside it, in the cramped hand of whoever had written this particular transmission of the tradition, the text she’d translated three years ago at a desk in Vienna while a November rain moved against the archive windows much like the November outside her own window now.

She read.

She had read it before — three times, the third time with a growing unease she’d managed by closing the sleeve and returning to the main body of her research. Now she read it with a body behind her eyes and a mark she’d examined with her own torch and a pathologist who’d said I’m confident this was done to him.

The entity between vessels takes the form here rendered: dispersed, branching, propagating through the liminal toward the prepared host. The prepared host bears the mark of receiving. The preparing is not a ceremony performed upon the host. It is an imprint left through the host, the passage itself the instrument of marking.

She turned two pages, carefully.

A later addition — the text younger than the codex by at least a century, written in a different hand, the ink sitting differently on the vellum. She’d read this section too, and filed it under the same provisional possible metaphor heading that she was now methodically dismantling.

The body designated for receiving cannot be undone. If the transfer completes, the previous occupant is displaced. If the transfer fails, the body cannot sustain.

She stopped.

She read it again.

The vessel does not survive either outcome.

She sat with it.

Then she took out her phone and called Reeves.

—
Fourth Session

She had not come for six days.

He knew this with the specific precision of a man who had been monitoring the left side of his bed every morning and found, six mornings running, nothing. Not absence the way a room was absent when you were the only one in it — a different quality. The particular nothing of a space that had been occupied by something and was now not. The left side of the mattress had been, for weeks, the place where an entity that could not sleep chose to rest itself for reasons neither of them had articulated. Now it was just a mattress.

He would not have said, before this, that he’d got used to it. He was fairly confident he had not. And yet.

“She will return,” Marchosias said, on the third morning. He had not been asked.

“I know.”

“You are exhibiting the behavioural profile of a man waiting for something.”

“I’m not waiting. I’m noting.”

A pause that carried the weight of four thousand years of experience with human self-deception. “The distinction you are making does not appear meaningful from where I am.”

He put the kettle on and did not pursue it.

—

On the sixth morning he stood at the bathroom mirror and attempted to shave.

This was not a routine he maintained with any enthusiasm. Left to his own inclination he would have let it develop until it became a committed aesthetic choice rather than a failing, but Reeves had said something, two weeks ago, in the car park after the Holloway briefing — you look like you’ve been sleeping in a doorway, Mick, for god’s sake — with the specific quality of someone who had been not saying it for longer than was comfortable and had finally decided to stop. He had therefore arrived at the bathroom mirror with a razor, which was not an activity he associated with outcomes he enjoyed.

He got three passes down the left jaw before she appeared.

Not at the foot of the bed, where he had become accustomed to finding her. Not in the kitchen doorway, or the corridor, or any of the spaces she had established as hers over the months. She was in the mirror — or rather she was standing directly behind him, visible in the glass at an angle that should have been impossible given where his own reflection was positioned, as though the mirror were showing the room slightly differently for her than for him.

The razor slipped.

“—Christ.”

He didn’t jump. He would note this later, with some satisfaction, as evidence that he had reached a state of operational composure that would have impressed him four months ago. He simply moved the razor clear of his face and stood very still while the cut on his jaw made its acquaintance with the air.

She was in the mirror. Her face was the same — urgent, pressed, the mouth moving without arriving at sound. She had her hands at her sides in the way she always had them, flat against her thighs, the posture of someone holding themselves very carefully in place.

“I know,” he said. “I know. We’ll go to Jade.”

Her mouth moved.

“Now,” he said. “Give me a minute.”

He put the razor down. He tore three small squares of tissue from the edge of the roll, pressed them to the cut, waited. She watched from the mirror with the patience of someone who had been waiting considerably longer than a shaving injury required and was managing not to show it.

“Electric razor,” Marchosias said.

“Noted.”

“You would avoid this entire category of problem.”

“I said noted.” He checked the mirror. The tissue squares were doing their job. He carefully did not look at where she was reflected and addressed the damaged section of his face directly. “Are we doing this every morning now? You in the mirror while I try not to bleed on myself?”

She was gone. The mirror showed the bathroom, his face, the tissue squares, nothing else. He was aware of her somewhere behind him in the flat — the specific atmospheric quality of her presence, which he had apparently internalised without choosing to.

He pulled his coat from the door and his keys from the counter and went out.

—

The uncle answered before he’d finished knocking. He stood aside without the commercial calculation he’d shown in the early visits; that had largely been replaced, in recent weeks, by the simpler expression of a man who had made his assessment and settled it. He looked at the space beside Mick, then at Mick’s face.

“You’ve cut yourself,” he said.

“Shaving.”

The uncle’s expression said that the man in front of him did not look like someone who shaved regularly, and that this was therefore perhaps an activity better not attempted without supervision. He did not say this, and went to the kitchen.

Jade’s door was open.

“I felt her the moment you turned into the street,” she said. “Come in and close it behind you.”

—

She was in the chair today — the proper chair, not the bed, which meant she’d had help that morning and had wanted it. She had the stillness she always carried into sessions before the session began, but today it was different in quality: not preparation but attention already engaged, a sustained focus she was bringing to something already present.

“She’s been trying since before dawn,” Jade said. “Since before you called.”

“She came back this morning.”

“I know. I felt it from here.” She tilted her head precisely, the tracking motion. “She hasn’t been sleeping, whatever her version of that is. She came to you because she can’t come to me without you — I think she doesn’t understand why, just that you’re the mechanism.” She settled slightly. “This is going to be difficult. She’s been saving things up and she’s going to try to push all of it at once.”

“Can you manage it?”

“I’ll manage what I can. She needs to slow down. I’ll tell her.” A pause. “I’ve been telling her. She’s not in a state of mind where she can hear it.” Jade’s hands rested loose on the chair’s arm supports. “If it becomes incoherent I’m going to close it. You need to understand that in advance — I’m not giving up, I’m managing the channel.”

“Understood.”

“Give her a minute to settle.” She closed her eyes.

—

What settled was not calm. He could feel it — not feel, exactly, but register: the specific quality of the flat changing, something additional in the air that wasn’t air, the atmospheric shift that he associated with her presence intensifying. Marchosias was very quiet.

Jade’s face contracted. Not pain — effort. The particular expression of someone trying to resolve something that was arriving too fast and too densely, several frequencies simultaneously.

“She’s—” Jade stopped. Her wrist moved — once, twice, the fractional rotation. “She’s pushing faces and the smell and the room and the burning, all at once, all the same weight — I can’t separate them—”

“Tell her one thing,” Mick said, quietly.

“I’ve told her. She’s—” A pause, the quality of someone listening to something he couldn’t hear. “She knows. She knows she needs to slow down and she can’t. She’s been trying for six days and she’s been building pressure and she’s—”

Jade went still. Not the still of the sessions — a different quality. The specific stillness of someone making a deliberate decision.

“I’m closing it,” she said. Flatly. Without apology.

A breath. Something in the flat shifted back — not gone, but further. Still present, still urgent, but the direct channel closed.

“I’m sorry,” Jade said. Not to him.

He sat with the notepad in his hands, pen uncapped. The page was blank.

—

“She’ll come back tonight,” Jade said, after a moment.

“I know.”

“It isn’t failure. It’s a shape that sometimes happens — when something has been building too long. She needed to try.” She shifted in the chair, the careful economy of movement. “The problem is the channel itself. When she transmits everything at once I can receive noise but I can’t resolve any of it. It’s like— standing too close to something very loud. You know it has structure. You can’t hear the structure.”

“Can you fix it?”

“She needs to fix it.” A pause. “She’s not stupid. She knows what just happened. Next session, she’ll come differently.” Jade was quiet for a moment. “She needs to understand something about how this works — why she comes via you and not directly to me.”

He waited.

“You’re her anchor into the material. She’s displaced — she’s neither living nor dead, neither here nor in the liminal. She’s in between, and in between is very unstable. When she needs to push something through, she needs weight on this side of it. Something physical. Something living.” Jade tilted her head, the tracking motion. “You’re the weight. You’re what holds the connection in the material world. She could appear in front of me directly — she has enough signal for that — but it wouldn’t hold. It would disperse. She needs to come through you, stay close to you, and then I can receive her.” A beat. “I don’t think she chose you. I think you were what she found.”

Mick considered this. “She’s been in my flat for months.”

“Yes. Whatever you are — the specific quality of what’s sharing the space with you — that’s also a signal she could find. A concentrating effect.” Jade’s voice was careful. “She couldn’t have picked a better anchor if she’d tried, honestly. She just didn’t pick it. She fell toward it.”

“An accurate assessment,” Marchosias said, quietly.

He didn’t relay it.

“Something came through,” Jade said. Her voice had changed register — slightly less level, the particular quality of someone returning to something that had landed before she was ready to address it. “Before I closed it. Very brief. Separate from the noise.”

He had the pen ready. “Go.”

“Not images. Not smell. Sensation.” She was precise about this distinction. “Something she was feeling, or remembering feeling. Pressure — a burning pressure, concentrated, like something being pressed through from outside. The sensation of heat without heat. Cold burning.” She paused. “And with it — the sense of making something. Not doing something to something else. Making. Something being written.” Another pause, longer. “Then it was gone.”

He wrote: Burning pressure. Cold heat. The sensation of making — writing — something being written. Brief. Specific.

He looked at what he’d written.

The smell had been appearing since the first sessions — attached to faces, to the room, to the strongest urgency. Now it had a sensation alongside it. Something applied. Something that left a mark.

He added: Is this what happened to her? Or what she watched happen to someone else? Check with Jade.

“Both,” Jade said. She had apparently been reading the direction of his thinking. “That’s the quality of it. She was present for it. I don’t know if she was the one receiving it or watching someone else receive it.” She shifted again. “It’s the most specific thing she’s managed to get through in two sessions. Whatever it is, it’s important to her.”

“More important than the faces?”

Jade was quiet for a moment. “Related to the faces. I can’t prove that. It’s just how it felt.”

He sat with it for a moment. Five faces and a smell and a burning sensation and a room and a figure he couldn’t make specific — still not enough to act on, still not enough to find her or find what had happened to her, still the collection of fragments he’d been assembling since October with no angle that made the shape visible.

He closed the notepad.

“She’ll try again tonight,” he said.

“Yes.” Jade’s face had the particular quality of someone holding something back — not deception, not withholding in bad faith, but the careful management of something that was not yet fully formed enough to release. He recognised it. He’d been seeing it for weeks. “Mick.”

He paused at the door.

“The burning sensation. What she transmitted — the cold heat, the making.” Jade said it carefully. “I’ve been feeling it since the third session. Not the way she transmits it. Residually. Like something she carries that I pick up proximity to.” She tilted her face toward the middle-distance. “I don’t know yet what it means. When I do, I’ll tell you.”

He nodded. He went out.

—

The morning had moved to afternoon, the November light making its usual non-committal arrangement with the city. He walked back toward the Tube with his hands in his coat pockets and the notepad in his jacket and three small squares of tissue on his jaw where the razor had made its point.

“Electric razor,” Marchosias said again.

“I heard you the first time.”

“You did not act on it.”

“I’ve been a bit occupied.” He stopped at the pelican crossing and waited for the green man. The street was doing its ordinary business — a school-run car edging through, two men in work vans arguing through their open windows about something involving a junction, a dog walker with four dogs achieving three different objectives. London managing itself without any awareness that something was burning itself down in a back bedroom two streets behind him. “The burning sensation,” Marchosias said.

“You know what it is.”

“I have a hypothesis.” The specific pause of someone deciding whether it was ready. “I am not yet confident enough to be useful. I am becoming more confident.”

“The faces,” Mick said. “She’s showing me people she knows. People the smell is attached to. And now a burning sensation that’s also attached to them.” He stepped off the kerb as the green man appeared. “Something was done to those people.”

“Yes.”

“Something involving a mark.”

Marchosias said nothing. Which was, in Mick’s experience, not refusal but confirmation of a direction being walked toward from a distance that was shortening.

He put his hand up to his jaw. One of the tissue squares came away on his fingers, the cut beneath it dry. He pocketed it. He vowed to go to Boots before the end of the day. Electric razor, proper one, no more of this.

He thought about the burning pressure. The sensation of making. Something written into a person.

He thought about the faces — the round-faced one, the strong jaw, the one the ghost couldn’t hold steady, the dark-eyed one she kept returning to — and about the smell attached to each of them, and the specific character of that smell: cold burning. Not fire. Not the sharp chemical burn of something industrial. Cold.

“Something was done to them,” he said.

“Yes,” Marchosias said. “And she watched.”

He went down into the Tube and stood on the platform with the notepad in his jacket and the noise of the system around him and thought about that. A woman who had been trying for months to show him a set of faces, a smell, a burning sensation. Not asking for help. Not showing him herself, not her situation, not her name — all of this set aside in favour of faces he didn’t know and a smell he couldn’t place.

Something had been done to those people. She had watched. She had kept showing him, kept returning to the one face in particular, the dark-eyed one, the most recent, the one with the smell strongest of all.

He needed to know who they were.

He took the notepad out and looked at what he had and it was still not enough and the train came in.

—
Pattern

The call came in at six forty-three.

Reeves had been awake for an hour — not insomnia, just the specific early-morning alertness of someone whose brain had decided, at twenty-six years of service, to begin the working day whether the working day had agreed to this or not. She was on her second coffee when the number came up: Grayson, direct.

“Islington,” he said. “Flat in a converted Victorian terrace. Body found by a housemate this morning, flagged through because—” A pause, the quality of a man reading something he wasn’t sure how to summarise. “Because the initial scene assessment mentioned a mark on the body. Attending noted it as unusual.”

“What kind of mark?”

“A burn. They said it looked like a tattoo, but wrong. Their exact words.” Another pause. “After Hackney, I thought you should see it before the regular team processes it.”

She was already reaching for her coat.

—

The house was mid-terrace, four storeys, the kind that had been divided into flats sometime in the early nineties and not substantially updated since. The front door was open. Two uniforms on the step. She showed her identification and went in.

The smell hit her on the second floor landing.

Not the smell of death — that was present but secondary, the body not yet old enough to have asserted itself fully. The other smell. The one she had noted at Daniel Ash’s flat at half past eleven on a Tuesday, noticed once and then spent four hours failing to relocate. Sharp here. Immediate. The specific quality of something that had burned without any of the means of burning.

She stopped on the landing and placed it with the precision of someone who had been waiting for it.

Then she continued up the stairs.

—

The flat was on the third floor — a single large room with a kitchen along one wall and a sleeping area partitioned from the rest by a bookshelf and a curtain. The curtain was half-open. Kowalska was on her knees beside the bed with her kit open, working with the careful economy of someone who had already decided what she wasn’t finding and was being thorough about not finding it.

She looked up when Reeves came in. “You came quickly.”

“I was told there was a mark.”

Kowalska sat back on her heels. “Body is a woman, thirty-four. Helen Marsh. Works — worked — as a bereavement counsellor at a practise in Angel. Housemate found her this morning, she hadn’t come down for breakfast, which she apparently always did.” She stood, careful with her joints. “Housemate has been downstairs with the uniform for forty minutes. She’s steady — medical background, I’m told — but she’s going to need someone to take a statement soon.”

“Cause of death.”

“None apparent.” The words of someone who had said them once already and found them no less strange the second time. “No cardiac indicators I can identify on preliminary. No respiratory failure. No external injury I can account for.” She moved to the partition curtain and drew it fully back. “She’s on the bed. She was found in it — she’d been asleep, or in bed at least. Whatever happened was fast enough that she didn’t get up.”

Reeves came to stand beside the bed.

Helen Marsh was on her back, one arm across her chest, the bedclothes disturbed only by the ordinary movements of someone who had been lying in them before something had stopped. A round face, brown hair loose around the pillow, the expression of someone who had not had time for an expression. Thirty-four. She looked younger than that and simultaneously ageless in the specific way that sudden deaths made their subjects, the animation that marked age and experience and all the readable information of a lived face simply gone.

“Her colour,” Reeves said.

“Wrong.” Kowalska said it without qualification. “The same wrong as the Hackney body. I don’t have a category for it.”

“Where is the mark?”

Kowalska moved to the right side of the body and carefully drew the bedclothes back. Helen Marsh’s pyjama top had been partially examined — the buttons open from the collar to the sternum. Kowalska drew the fabric aside.

The mark was on the upper abdomen, centred below the sternum where the ribcage divided. It was not what Reeves had been expecting.

She had been expecting a version of what she’d seen on Daniel Ash — the settled, dark scar tissue, the quality of something old. This was not that. The mark was raised and red, the skin around the pattern inflamed the way skin was inflamed in the first days after a burn: the outer arc prominent, the axis livid against the paler surrounding tissue. The interior elements were finer, the branching in the lower right quarter delicate enough that it would have been easy to miss on a first examination — fine lines radiating from the base of the axis into the inflamed tissue, organic, the quality of something that had propagated through the skin rather than been applied to its surface.

Reeves crouched. She looked at it steadily.

She had the photograph of Daniel Ash’s mark in the case file. She had looked at it enough times to have its structure memorised. The same outer arc, open at the lower right. The same axis, the same foot below the gap. The same eye shape in the upper left, the same crescent opening rightward, the same branches in the lower right quarter. Every element the same, in the same arrangement. In the same proportions.

A different position on the body. A different state of the tissue. The same mark.

“How recent,” she said.

Kowalska crouched alongside her. “Days. Three to five, I’d say on preliminary — I’ll be more precise after I’ve had proper time with it, but the inflammation response puts this within the last week.” She positioned her torch at a low angle, the topography resolving in the raking light: raised ridges, the precise quality of the margins, the depth differential between the axis and the finer branching. “The outer elements are the most raised — the arc and axis have more tissue response than the interior. The branches are the finest, which is the opposite of what I’d expect from a surface burn.” She moved the torch. “Same impossibility as the Hackney body. Different direction.”

“Explain.”

“The Hackney mark looked like it had been there for years. This one looks like it happened last Thursday.” She clicked the torch off. “Same structural anomaly — no mechanism I can identify, no surrounding trauma, no charring, no adhesion evidence, no depth variance consistent with any heat source. But the Hackney body’s tissue said it was old. This body’s tissue says it’s new.” She paused. “Same pattern. Same wrong. Different flavour of wrong.”

Reeves stood. She moved away from the bed and toward the window — a bay window overlooking the street below, the November morning establishing itself in grey — and thought about two marks on two bodies with the same elements in different states of settlement.

“The smell,” she said. “When I came in.”

“Yes.” Kowalska had not commented on it. “I noticed it on arrival. It’s been here throughout. I’ve been in this flat for two hours and it hasn’t faded.” A pause. “In Hackney it was almost gone by the time you arrived.”

“Because Hackney was older.”

“That’s my assumption. Whatever produces the smell, it’s recent here.” She looked toward the mark. “Centred there. The convergence of the axis and the interior elements.” She did not elaborate on how she knew this. It was the kind of observation that did not survive translation into an official report.

Reeves photographed the mark. Three angles, scale reference, then a fourth photograph from above showing the position on the body relative to the sternum. She photographed the room — the night stand with its glass of water, the book lying open face-down on the covers, the specific interrupted quality of a room where ordinary things had been stopped mid-sentence.

She put the camera away and took out her phone.

Not a call. Not yet. She typed: Second body. Islington. Same mark — same elements, same arrangement, different position on the body, different state. This one is fresh. Days old, not years. Sending photographs now.

She attached the photographs and sent them.

The reply came in less than two minutes. No text. Just: I’m coming.

She sent the address and went to find the housemate.

—

The housemate was in the ground-floor kitchen — a woman in her early forties, a doctor from the calm way she was managing her own distress, the specific quality of someone who knew the physiological shape of shock and was monitoring themselves for it. She had made tea and was holding the mug with both hands without drinking it.

Reeves sat down across from her and took the statement in the order it came: the evening before, Helen’s movements through the house, the sounds from upstairs or the absence of them, the morning and the unanswered door. Nothing unusual. Nothing that provided a direction. Helen Marsh had been in the house for three years, had never missed breakfast without warning, had been — the housemate searched for the word — solid. Present. Reliable in the way people were when life had arranged itself into a shape they’d chosen.

“Did she have any medical history,” Reeves said. “Skin conditions, burns — anything that might explain a mark on her abdomen?”

The housemate frowned. “No. Nothing like that. She was healthy.”

“Body modification of any kind. Tattoos, scarification.”

The frown deepened into something closer to surprise. “Absolutely not. Helen was — no. She was very clear about that.” A small pause that carried something almost wry in it. “I have a tattoo. On my shoulder — small, something I had done years ago. When Helen saw it she was quite forthcoming about the fact that she couldn’t understand why anyone would do that to themselves. Was surprised that a doctor would.” She paused. “She said it quite kindly. That was Helen.”

“So there was no mark on her abdomen.”

“None. I’d have known.” She said it with the flat certainty of someone about to say something she was only now realising was significant. “We share the bathroom — shared it. The mornings, getting ready for work. We were always crossing paths in there. You notice.” She set the mug down, both hands flat on the table now. “It wasn’t there yesterday morning.”

Reeves was still.

“You’re certain.”

“Yes.” She looked up. “That’s what you’re telling me, isn’t it — that there’s a mark on her. Something recent.”

“Within the last several days, our forensic examiner believes.”

“It wasn’t there yesterday.” Her voice had taken on the particular quality of a medical professional processing information they didn’t want to process. “I saw her at half past seven. We were in the bathroom at the same time for ten minutes. She was in her underwear. There was no mark on her abdomen yesterday morning.” She picked the mug back up. Put it down again. “Which means—”

“Yes,” Reeves said. “It does.”

A silence. The housemate sat with what that meant, and Reeves let her, and did not fill the space.

“She’d been tired lately. The last few weeks. She mentioned it once — not sleeping well, she said. She thought it was the caseload.”

“She said that specifically. Not sleeping well.”

“Yes. She’d been worried about a client.” The housemate looked at her tea. “She wouldn’t say anything about it — client confidentiality, obviously — but she was carrying something. You could see it.” A beat. “I assumed it was work. She took it seriously, her work. She felt things other people would have put a professional distance between themselves and.”

“Was she seeing anyone? Boyfriend, partner — anyone who might have been here recently?”

“No. Not at the moment.” The housemate paused. “We had an arrangement — if either of us brought someone home, we’d leave a message on the kitchen board so the other one wouldn’t walk in at an awkward moment. It had happened a few times over the years.” A small, sad movement of her expression. “There was nothing on the board. There hasn’t been anything on the board for months.” She looked at the mug. “She wasn’t bringing anyone home. I’d have known.”

Reeves made a note and thanked her and went back upstairs.

—

Kowalska was completing her preliminary examination. The transport team was waiting in the corridor. Reeves stood at the bay window and watched the street below and thought about two marks.

Daniel Ash’s mark: years settled, the tissue fully remodelled, healed over a period Kowalska had estimated as twelve months minimum, probably longer. Not in any medical record. Applied at some point in his history by something that left no trace in any system that tracked these things. Cause of death: none. The particular wrong colour of his skin, the specific discolouration she had noted and for which she had not yet received an adequate explanation.

Helen Marsh’s mark: days old. Applied within the last week. The same elements, the same arrangement, the same impossible absence of mechanism — no source of heat, no surrounding injury, no way to produce what the tissue was showing. The smell still present, still sharp. Cause of death: none. The same wrong colour.

Two bodies. Same mark, different states. No obvious connection between the victims: a software compliance manager in Hackney, a bereavement counsellor in Islington. Different areas, different professions, different lives. Whatever connected them was not visible yet in any material she had.

She had been a detective for twenty-six years. She knew what a series looked like from the inside of the early evidence, before the shape had assembled itself into something nameable. It looked like this — two facts that were clearly the same thing, no bridge between them yet, the bridge being what you went and built.

She went to find Grayson’s number.

—

He answered on the second ring.

“I need a series file,” she said. “Hackney and Islington. Same cause — absence of cause, same presentation.” She paused. “Same mark on both bodies, different state of the tissue. I’m treating them as connected.”

A silence — Grayson processing. “The mark from the Hackney case. Hendricks is working that angle.”

“She’ll need to see this one. I’ve already messaged her.” Reeves moved away from the window. “I also need victim contact analysis going back six months for both. I want to know what these two people shared — professionally, socially, geographically. Anything.”

“I’ll get it started.”

“One more thing.” She looked at the partition curtain, the half-open gap where the bed was visible. “The housemate said Marsh had been tired. Not sleeping. The last few weeks. Said she was worried about a client — wouldn’t name them. I need her client records subpoenaed.” She paused. “I know what that takes.”

“I’ll start the paperwork.” Grayson, to his credit, did not list the obstacles. He knew the list. He also knew when it was the list that needed to move. “Anything else?”

“Not yet.”

She hung up and stood in Helen Marsh’s flat and looked at the mark one final time before Kowalska’s team began preparing the body for transport.

Two marks. Two bodies. The same pattern at different points on a timeline she couldn’t yet see the full length of. Daniel Ash’s mark was years old — which meant whatever had put it there had done so years ago, had been operating quietly, had left him to carry it and then—

She stopped.

She had been thinking of both marks as the same type of event. The same action applied to two different people. But Kowalska had said it clearly: different flavour of wrong. One looked old. One looked new. If they were caused by the same thing, they weren’t necessarily caused by the same event. A mark that looked years old on Daniel Ash’s body meant that whatever was done to him had been done years before she found him. The mark on Helen Marsh had been done within the last week.

She stood with that.

Daniel Ash, who had no unusual history, whose colleagues had described him as reliable, who had simply failed to appear one day — carrying a mark on his body for years that he either didn’t know about or had no way to report. And then something had happened to him, finally, at the end of those years. Fast. Without warning.

The mark on Helen Marsh was new. Whatever was happening had happened to her recently — within days.

Two different timelines. Not the same event at different times. Two different things, connected by the same mark.

She photographed the room a second time, systematically, every surface. Then she went downstairs and stood outside on the November pavement and waited for Hendricks.

—
The Source

She spread both sets of photographs across the reading table and looked at them together for the first time.

Left: Daniel Ash. The settled, dark scar tissue, fully remodelled, the quality of something old. Healed over years. Every element clear.

Right: Helen Marsh. The same mark in a different life — raised, inflamed, the outer arc and axis livid against the surrounding skin. The cold-burn smell had still been present when she’d arrived at the Islington flat. Hours old at most.

Same sigil. Same arrangement. Two bodies. Two states. One mark.

She pulled the Vienna codex toward her, then the late-medieval English transcription she’d acquired through a private sale a decade ago, then the nineteenth-century French occultist’s notes — unreliable as scholarship, consistent in its structural description with the other two, which was itself a form of evidence.

Three traditions. Different centuries, different languages, different frameworks. The same entity at the centre of all of them.

—

It was not a demon in any of the three traditions’ formal taxonomies. It did not operate through contract or invitation, did not require ritual summoning. It had simply been — for longer than the sources attempted to date — finding hosts and occupying them and depleting them and moving on.

It takes what it needs, the English transcription said, in the flat declarative of someone describing a weather pattern. It does not bargain. It does not threaten. It enters the prepared vessel and it takes what it needs and when the vessel is emptied it finds another.

The prepared vessel. She looked at the photographs again. The mark was the preparation — or rather, the mark was the record of the transfer. Not applied beforehand. Written into the skin by the act of the process itself.

She found the codex passage she’d been working toward.

The arc is the container — deliberately incomplete, the gap is functional, not accidental. The axis is the axis of transfer. What is enclosed on the left is the departing vessel; what branches on the right is what the entity becomes between hosts — dispersed, propagating, seeking purchase. The crescent is the liminal passage. The foot seals the working once it is complete.

The left side of the sigil — the eye shape, the crescent — was the host being left behind. The right side — the branching — was the entity in transit. The foot sealed it. The gap in the arc was the point of exit, deliberately left open.

Not a mark applied to a victim. A diagram of the process, written into the skin by the act of happening.

A further passage, in the same cramped hand: the transfer requires proximity. The new vessel must be present at the moment of vacating — the entity cannot cross distance in the dispersed state. It moves between bodies that are in contact, or near to contact. The interval of transit is brief. The selection must be made before the current vessel fails.

She underlined this and sat with it.

—

The depletion rate was where the sources diverged. The French notes suggested a minimum of a decade under active consumption. The English transcription implied longer: it may reside in a vessel for a generation or more, taking slowly, leaving little sign. The codex was more precise: the rate varies with the nature of the vessel and the hunger of the occupant. A strong vessel, young and well-constituted, may sustain it for many years. A weaker vessel, or one the entity depletes in a period of great activity, may last far fewer.

She looked at Daniel Ash’s photographs.

Thirty-eight. Reliable, consistent — three years without a gap, colleagues who had to raise a welfare check to find him gone. Not a visibly depleted man. The mark fully healed, the tissue fully remodelled. He had carried it for years. However long the entity had been in him, it was long enough for that scar to settle completely.

And then he had died. Fast, Kowalska had said. The body of a man the entity had recently vacated — intact, quiet, no longer running.

She looked at Helen Marsh’s photographs.

Dead. Fresh mark. The housemate had placed the timing precisely: not there yesterday morning. The mark had appeared overnight.

The gap between Daniel Ash’s death and the mark appearing on Helen Marsh: days.

Every tradition she had. Every documented case she could trace through the archive records. Intervals of years between transfers. Decades in the better-documented instances. One body every generation, the entity moving slowly and carefully, taking its time. The entire mechanism premised on patience.

Daniel Ash to Helen Marsh: days.

She went through the sources again, looking for any precedent for rapid sequential transfer. One marginal annotation in the English transcription — later interpolation, she’d initially dismissed it — read: if the vessel is consumed entirely and quickly, the entity may require a new host with some urgency. Urgency. Not days. Not overnight.

She set it aside.

—

Helen Marsh was dead. If the entity had entered her and settled, she would be alive — the transfer displaced the previous occupant, the sources were clear on this, the body continued. Helen Marsh’s body had not continued. But the mark was fresh. The entry mark.

The only sequence that held: the entity entered Helen Marsh, remained briefly — hours, a single night — and then moved on again. Helen Marsh died as Daniel Ash had died: vacated, the body failing without its occupant.

But why had it moved on so quickly? The sources gave no framework for it. Even in cases of urgency, even when the previous host was fully depleted, the entity did not move again within hours of acquiring a new one.

She wrote it out, trying to make the sequence precise:

Entity in Ash — years. Someone present at Ash’s death — unidentified. That person is the current host. Current host, at some point in the days following, was near Marsh. Marsh dies. Current host: unlocated.

The proximity requirement meant someone had been in Daniel Ash’s flat, or close to it, at the moment the entity left him. Ash had been found by a welfare check after two days missed. He could have been dead for twenty-four hours, or forty-eight, before anyone looked. The transfer had happened before the body was discovered. Whoever had been near him at that moment was walking around London now.

That person had then been near Helen Marsh.

She thought about the timing and wrote the problem out.

Marsh’s mark: overnight. If Marsh received the entity directly from Ash, she would have carried the mark for days — as long as Ash had been dead. She didn’t. The mark appeared in a single night.

The proximity requirement meant Marsh had to have been physically near whoever last held the entity at the moment of transfer. If that was Ash, she had to have been at Ash’s death — and her mark would be days old, not overnight. It wasn’t.

Which meant the chain was longer than two bodies.

Someone had received the entity from Ash. That person — hosting it for days, perhaps only hours — had then transferred to Marsh. Marsh’s mark appeared overnight because it was that second transfer, not the first, that reached her. The person between Ash and Marsh had hosted the entity for an extraordinarily short time, and their body had not yet been found. Or was not yet dead. Or was somewhere no one had thought to look.

She wrote: Missing body? Between Ash and Marsh. Short hosting period — days, possibly less.

Then: Or: the current host transferred to Marsh last night and is not yet dead. Find whoever was near Marsh in the hours before she died. That is the current host — or the most recent one.

She thought about the housemate. No one came home with Marsh. The contact had been outside the flat. Professional, probably. Someone Marsh had seen that day, or the day before.

—

She reached for her phone.

Reeves answered on the second ring.

“I have a framework,” Hendricks said. “And more questions than answers.”

“Go.”

“The entity is a body-hopper — the term varies across traditions, the mechanism is consistent. It occupies a human host, depletes the host over years — potentially decades — and transfers to a new host when the vessel is no longer sufficient. The mark is the record of the transfer, written into the new host by the process itself. It isn’t applied. It’s a consequence.” She paused. “Daniel Ash was the previous host. The entity was in him for years. When it left, he died — the body fails without the occupant. That’s what you found.”

Reeves was quiet for a moment. “And Helen Marsh.”

“The entity moved to her within days of leaving Ash. That’s the part I cannot account for. The archive shows years between transfers, not days. Something about this entity’s current situation is different from anything in the documented record — something forced it to move urgently. I don’t know what that is yet.” She looked at her notes. “What I can tell you is that it didn’t stay with her. She died, which means it moved on. Within hours of the entry.”

“To who.”

“That’s what I can’t answer. But the transfer requires physical proximity — the new host has to be near the current one at the moment of vacating.” She paused. “Which means the chain between Ash and Marsh is longer than two bodies.”

Reeves was quiet.

“Marsh’s mark appeared overnight. If she’d received the entity directly from Ash, she’d have been carrying the mark for days — since Ash died. She wasn’t. Which means someone was near Ash when the entity left him, hosted it briefly, and then transferred to Marsh. We may have a body we haven’t found yet. Or someone who is still alive and doesn’t know what they’re carrying.”

“How briefly.”

“Days. Possibly less. I have no precedent for it.” She looked at her notes. “The entity moves in hours now, where the archive shows decades. Something is forcing it. I don’t know what yet.” She paused. “What I can tell you is where the thread is. Find whoever was near Helen Marsh in the hours before she died. Not at the flat — your housemate has confirmed no one came home. Outside. A professional contact, probably. Someone she’d seen that day or the day before.”

“The client records.”

“Yes. Whoever Marsh transferred to last night is the current host — or the most recent one, if they’ve already moved on again. They won’t know what they’re carrying. Disrupted sleep, fatigue — things they’d put down to stress.” She looked at the two photographs. “Find them, Reeves. And look for anything between Ash and Marsh — any unexplained death in the last week that didn’t produce a cause. We may have missed a body.”

She ended the call and sat with the open books and the photographs and the question she’d written out and couldn’t answer.

Why?

Something had broken in this entity’s pattern. Centuries of documented patience, and now it was moving at a pace it had never moved before. The urgency was the evidence of something she didn’t yet have a category for.

She turned back to the archive.

—
What He Knows

She was in the kitchen when he came back from Jade’s.

Not the bedroom, not the foot of the bed — the kitchen, standing near the window over the sink, facing the courtyard below. He stopped in the doorway and looked at her. She had her back to him and her hands flat against her thighs, the posture she always carried, and she was looking at the courtyard with an attention that would have been indistinguishable from ordinary looking if she’d been a living woman looking at an ordinary courtyard.

He went past her to the kettle. She didn’t move.

“Evening,” he said.

She turned. Her face was the same — urgent, pressed, the mouth already beginning its movement without sound. He held her gaze for a moment and then looked away, because the looking never helped and the kettle needed watching, and because he’d learned over months of this that meeting her eyes with the full attention she deserved and being unable to give her anything in return was a particular quality of uselessness he was trying not to perform.

“Session tomorrow morning,” he said. “Jade’s expecting you.”

Her mouth moved. She pressed one hand flat against the kitchen counter as though testing whether it would hold her, or whether she would hold it. It did. She didn’t.

He made his tea and went to the table and she stood by the sink and they spent the evening in the specific domestic arrangement of a man who couldn’t help and a woman who couldn’t explain.

—

He found her in the corridor at two in the morning.

He’d been to the bathroom — the middle-of-the-night visit that woke him most nights and that he’d been failing to do anything productive about for several years — and he was coming back along the corridor in the dark, not quite awake, not quite thinking about anything, and he walked straight through her.

The cold hit first — not the cold of the flat, which was the ordinary cold of a November building that had not been heated since before midnight, but something underneath that. A cold that had no relationship to temperature. A cold that was the specific signature of something not entirely in the material world passing through something that was.

And with it: the smell. The cold-burn smell, for one sudden second overwhelming — centred, sharp, not faded or distant but immediate, the way a smell was immediate when the source of it was inside the same cubic foot of air as your face.

And under that, briefer than either — something he had no word for. Not a vision, not a sound, not anything that arrived through the senses he normally used. A pressure. The quality of urgency at such close range that it became, for one second, almost physical. Someone pressing their hands against glass so hard the glass flexed.

Then he was through and the corridor was the corridor and she was standing behind him.

He shuddered. A full-body thing, involuntary — the kind that arrived before the decision not to have it. He stood still for a moment while it passed.

He turned.

“Sorry,” he said. The word came out before he’d decided to say it, the automatic reflex of a man who had walked into someone. He meant it, which was the stranger part.

She had her hands at her sides. Her face had the expression it always had, the desperate attempt to form words that had no medium to travel through. But there was something else in it now. Something he’d seen once before and not been able to name — the quality of someone who had just been very briefly, accidentally touched, and did not know how to say what that had meant.

He stood in the corridor and looked at her for a long moment.

“I know,” he said. Not to comfort her. Because it was accurate.

“She is burning lower,” Marchosias said. Very quietly. “Whatever she is spending, she has less of it than she did.”

“I know that too.”

She faded. Not quickly — the slow, reluctant fading of something that was still trying to stay, still holding on at the edges. He watched until there was nothing to watch and then stood in the dark corridor for another moment.

Then he went back to bed and lay on his side and looked at the left side of the mattress and thought about the smell at close range and the pressure of something that needed to be heard and had no way to be heard.

He did not sleep for some time.

—

She did not come the next night.

Or the night after.

He went to Jade on the second morning and Jade said she could feel the signal, faint and steady, but the ghost wasn’t pushing anything through. Wasn’t trying. She was present but conserving, the way a fire conserved when it was down to its last fuel and knew it.

“She walked through me,” Mick said.

Jade was quiet for a moment. “I know. I felt it from here — the moment it happened. The signal spiked.” She tilted her head. “What did you get?”

“The smell. A second of it, full strength.” He paused. “And something else. Pressure. Like being briefly in the room with something urgent rather than just watching it from outside.”

“That’s her,” Jade said. “That’s what I receive in sessions, when she’s managing the channel properly. What you felt for a second is what I hold for twenty minutes.” She shifted in the chair. “She’s not going to come through tonight or tomorrow. She’s spent.”

He went home and sat at the kitchen table with the notepad and a coffee and looked at what he had.

—

He’d been through it before. He went through it again.

The first session: a smell she’d pushed specifically, wanted remembered — cold burn, sharp, the idea of burning done cold, associated with the moment something ended. A room: not hers, someone else’s. Walls close together, a space that didn’t have room for what happened in it. A person in the room — someone who had been there at the beginning and wasn’t there at the end. The ghost had not been able to make them specific. Only the presence, the absence, and the awareness of having witnessed both.

The third session: faces. Five descriptions in his inadequate handwriting.

Male. 50s. Strong jaw. Otherwise unremarkable. Female. Young. Round face. Patient quality. Works with people? Male. Mid-thirties. No distinguishing features — ghost can’t hold him. Female. Young. Dark eyes. The quality of someone who moves carefully, takes up little space. MOST URGENT — ghost keeps returning to this face. Most recent. Smell present — strong. Associated.

And then the shape of a fifth face he’d never been able to get specific. A ghost of a ghost.

He looked at the faces. Strangers. He’d been looking at them for weeks and they were still strangers. He had no way to find them and no angle that made the shape legible.

The fourth session: Burning pressure. Cold heat. The sensation of making — writing — something being written. Brief. Specific.

And below that, his own note: Is this what happened to her? Or what she watched happen to someone else? And then Jade’s answer, still sitting there in his memory since she’d spoken it: both. She was present for it.

He looked at the cold-burn smell note, which appeared throughout the sessions: attached to every face, stronger with the most recent one. And now, thanks to the walk-through, he knew what it was at full strength. He’d known the faded version for months. The close version was something else — not a background quality, not an ambient trace, but a sharp and specific thing that had been done to someone or by something and had left this as its residue.

He tapped the pen against the notepad.

The faces. The smell attached to the faces. The burning pressure, the sensation of writing. She had been trying to show him something for months — not her own situation, not who she was or what had happened to her, but these faces and this smell and this specific physical sensation. She had set aside everything about herself to show him these things. Which meant the faces mattered more than she did, in her own assessment of the situation.

Which should tell you something about what happened to them, Marchosias had said.

He wrote at the bottom of the last page: She is showing me what the entity did. Not to her — to them.

He looked at it.

He didn’t know that. He didn’t know enough to know that. But the shape of it had been assembling since the third session and he’d been refusing to name it because naming it without knowing it was the kind of thing that led you in the wrong direction and kept you there. He was naming it now, provisionally, with a question mark, so he could look at it.

She was showing him what had been done to other people. People she knew or had been near. The smell was the signature of it — the cold burning, whatever had been written into them. She was showing him the faces and the smell was the link between the faces, the thing they all had in common, the thing that had been done to all of them and that she had been close enough to witness.

He didn’t know what that meant for her. He didn’t know if she’d witnessed it from outside or from inside. He didn’t know if the burning pressure sensation was her own memory or something she’d been made to watch. He had the fragments and he did not have the shape.

“She is showing you the victims,” Marchosias said. “She has been doing so since the first session. You are now close to the correct question.”

“What’s the correct question?”

“What connects her to them.”

He looked at the notepad. The faces, the smell, the burning sensation, the room, the person-who-was-there. Five people she’d been near, or in a room with, or watching from some position he couldn’t identify. All of them connected by a smell she kept returning to.

And her, somewhere in the middle of it, burning herself down to show him.

“What connects her to them,” he said.

“Yes.”

“I don’t know.”

“No,” Marchosias said. “But you are closer than you were.”

—

She came back on the fourth night.

Not the bedroom. He found her in the kitchen again, the same position by the sink, the same attention directed at the courtyard below. He stood in the doorway and looked at her.

“Next session,” he said. “One thing. Whatever is most important — one thing, clearly. Jade will hold it.”

Her face did what it always did. Moved without arriving.

He went to bed. She was still in the kitchen when he fell asleep, or he assumed she was — he didn’t check, because checking had stopped helping some time ago and he’d learned to stop doing things that didn’t help.

In the morning the left side of the bed was empty and the kitchen was just a kitchen and he went to find his coat.

—
The Third Body

She had been expecting it.

Not in any way she could have written into a report, not with any evidence she could have pointed to — just the specific operational instinct of a detective who had a series file with two bodies and the knowledge, sitting unexamined at the back of her working mind, that two was not a number. Two was the beginning of a count.

The call came from Grayson at quarter past nine on a Tuesday morning. Lambeth this time. A man found by a neighbour who’d noticed the milk on the doorstep two days running and had eventually tried the door. Grayson described the attending officer’s report in the same tone he’d used for Hackney and Islington: unusual mark, possibly a burn, nobody can account for it.

She was at the scene inside forty minutes.

—

The house was a Victorian terrace on a quiet residential street, the kind of house where a man in his mid-fifties could live alone without anyone noticing for two days. The neighbour who’d found him — a woman in her sixties, visibly shaken but composed in the way of someone who had decided composure was what the situation required — was giving a statement to a uniform on the pavement. Reeves noted her and went inside.

Kowalska was in the front room.

“You again,” she said, without looking up from her kit.

“Me again.” Reeves looked at the room: a sitting room with the particular orderliness of someone who lived alone and had made their peace with it. Bookshelves along one wall, floor to ceiling, the books arranged in a way that suggested they were used rather than displayed. A reading chair angled toward the window. A side table with a glass of water that had been there long enough to develop a faint calcium ring at the waterline. He’d been in the chair when it happened. He’d sat down to read and he hadn’t got up.

The man was still in the chair. Large-framed, running to the heaviness of someone who’d been muscular in his forties and was now carrying the memory of it. Grey at the temples. A strong jaw, visible even now, even slack. He had the wrong colour. The same wrong colour Reeves had been looking at for five weeks.

“Name,” she said.

“Patrick Nolan. Fifty-four. Retired civil servant, according to the neighbour.” Kowalska stood from her kit. “Found this morning. Been here approximately forty-eight hours based on the preliminary, possibly longer. Nobody had cause to check until the milk.”

“Cause of death.”

“You know what I’m going to say.”

“Say it anyway.”

“None apparent.” Kowalska moved to the chair and crouched beside it. “No cardiac indicators, no respiratory failure, nothing external. He sat in his chair and he stopped.” She reached for the hem of the man’s shirt. “The mark is here.”

She drew the shirt up.

The mark was on the right side of the upper chest, angled slightly — the outer arc sitting across the pectoral, the axis running toward the collarbone. Raised, red, inflamed. Recent. The same elements in the same arrangement: the open arc, the axis and its foot, the eye shape in the upper left, the crescent, the branches spreading into the lower right. The same cold-burn smell, sharp and immediate, exactly as it had been in Islington.

Reeves crouched. She looked at it for a long moment.

“How recent.”

“The inflammation response is consistent with the Marsh scene. Days. The exact timeline I’ll have after a proper examination, but we’re not looking at weeks.” Kowalska looked at the mark. “Same anomaly. Fresh burn, no mechanism. No surrounding trauma.” She paused. “The branches are very clear on this one. He was close to the window — good light.”

Reeves photographed the mark. Three angles, scale reference. Then she photographed the room, the chair, the book open face-down on the side table beside the untouched water, the specific frozen quality of an ordinary evening interrupted.

She typed the message to Hendricks before she’d put the camera away. Third body. Lambeth. Fresh mark, same pattern, different position. Photographs to follow.

The reply was immediate. On my way.

—

The neighbour had seen Nolan last on Sunday evening — a brief exchange at the gate, she’d been returning from her daughter’s, he’d been collecting the post. He’d seemed fine. She’d noticed the milk Monday morning, thought perhaps he’d gone away unexpectedly, noticed it again this morning and tried the door.

“Did he have any visitors recently,” Reeves said. “In the last week or two.”

The neighbour considered it. “He had a young woman call on him last week. Thursday, I think. She had a — I noticed her because she left a leaflet through my door as well. One of those council welfare check-in programmes. She had a badge.” She paused. “Very professional. Polite.”

Reeves wrote it down without expression. “Did you see her clearly?”

“Not well. Dark hair. Slight — slight build. She wasn’t there long. Twenty minutes, perhaps.”

“Did you get a name from the leaflet?”

“I may have kept it. I usually do.” The neighbour looked toward her own front door. “I can check.”

“Please,” Reeves said. “That would be very helpful.”

—

Hendricks arrived forty minutes later. She came in without ceremony, looked at Nolan’s body and the wrong colour of his skin for a long moment, then crouched in front of the mark and used her torch without being asked.

Reeves watched her.

Whatever was happening in Hendricks’s face while she looked at the mark was contained and precise — not the expression of someone receiving unwelcome information, but of someone fitting a piece that changed what the picture was. She moved the torch across the branches. She moved it back.

“It’s failed,” she said. Not to Reeves. To herself.

Reeves waited.

Hendricks stood. She looked at the mark and then at Reeves and the contained precision of her expression had resolved into something cleaner. “I had it wrong. My hypothesis from the Marsh scene — I had it wrong.”

“Tell me.”

“I thought the entity entered Marsh and moved on within hours. That she died on being vacated, as Ash died.” She looked at Nolan. “If that were true, and if it then entered another host and that host also moved on within hours, this man would have received the entity from that host. He would have been near them when they vacated.” She paused. “But the mark on Marsh and the mark on Nolan present identically. The same state, the same approximate age. Not a chain of rapid transfers — the same event, repeated.” She looked at Reeves. “The entity didn’t enter Marsh. It tried to enter Marsh, and it failed, and she died from the attempt. Then it tried again — with him. It failed again.” She looked back at the body in the chair. “It’s not moving on. It’s stuck. Every fresh mark is a failed attempt. The current host is the same person they were after Ash — someone who has been trying to transfer out and failing, over and over, for weeks.”

Reeves stood with that.

“They’re alive,” she said.

“Yes. They’re alive and they’re in London and the entity is still inside them, running out of options.” She paused. “The healing mark — the one on the current host — will look like Emma’s body does. Not fresh, not fully settled. Somewhere between. Healing. That’s who you’re looking for. Someone carrying a healing mark and not knowing why.”

“And the failed attempts leave nothing on the current host.”

“No. Only on the intended recipient, and they don’t survive it.” She looked at Nolan one final time. “Find the person who connects all three victims. That’s the current host.”

—

Grayson had the victim contact analysis waiting when Reeves got back.

Three separate data sets — Ash’s professional history, Marsh’s client records, Nolan’s community contacts — cross-referenced for shared names. He walked her through it with the particular quiet of a man who knew the results were significant and had decided to let them speak rather than frame them.

There was one name in all three data sets.

Not a primary contact in any of them. Not a close acquaintance or a professional colleague. A peripheral figure in each — a community support worker who had visited Ash as part of a welfare outreach programme his employer had enrolled him in; who appeared in Marsh’s case notes as a referral source for one of Marsh’s clients; who had been in Nolan’s neighbourhood on a council welfare initiative.

The name was Emma Curtis.

No forensic link. No physical evidence placing her at any scene. Purely circumstantial — the kind of circumstantial that a defence barrister would dismantle in twenty minutes. A community support worker did not stand out in the recent history of vulnerable or isolated people; it was, almost by definition, her job to appear in exactly these contexts. There was nothing here that a court would accept.

Reeves looked at the case file photograph for a long time.

Emma Curtis. Twenty-nine. Dark hair. Slight build — the quality of someone who moved through the world without taking up much space. The photo was from her employment record: the standard professional photograph of a woman at her desk, looking at the camera with the practised directness of someone who’d been told to look approachable. She looked approachable. She also looked, in the way photographs sometimes managed to capture something the subject hadn’t intended to show, like someone carrying something heavy.

Reeves thought about what Hendricks had said. Someone carrying a healing mark and not knowing why.

She thought about the neighbour’s description. Dark hair. Slight. Very professional. Polite. She wasn’t there long.

She closed the file.

She could not move on Emma Curtis with what she had. No forensic link, no physical evidence, a circumstantial presence in three separate contact histories that would prove nothing and would, if she pursued it incorrectly, give a solicitor everything they needed to close the investigation entirely. She needed more.

She put the file down and called Mick.

—

He picked up on the fourth ring, which was one ring later than usual. “Reeves.”

“How’s the personal thing.”

A pause. Not a thinking pause — a deciding pause. “Still ongoing.”

“Ongoing.” She kept her voice neutral. “That’s three weeks of ongoing.”

“It’s — complicated. It’s taking longer than I expected.”

She looked at the closed file on her desk. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“Mick.”

“I said I’m fine.” The specific flatness of a man who knew what the question was really asking and had decided to answer the surface version.

She’d worked with him for six years. She knew the particular quality of I’m fine when it was true and when it was architecture. This one had load-bearing walls. “You’re not drinking again.”

The silence that followed was a different kind. Shorter, harder.

“No,” he said. “I am not drinking again. I’m working something. It’s personal and it’s complicated and it’s not — I’m not —” He stopped. She could hear him deciding not to finish the sentence that way. “I’m fine, Reeves.”

“You pulled out of an active case.”

“I told you to take it. You’ve taken it. It’s going fine without me.”

“That’s not the point.”

“Then what is the point?” Not hostile — tired. The tiredness of someone who’d been managing something alone for longer than was comfortable and was finding the management increasingly effortful.

She let the silence sit for a moment. She’d learned, over six years, that filling his silences was counterproductive. He used them differently to most people.

“I have something I’d like your eyes on,” she said. “When you’re back. Three bodies, interesting pattern, Hendricks is across it.” She paused. “Whenever you’re ready.”

“All right.” A beat. “What kind of interesting?”

“The kind you’d want to see in person.” She left it there — not quite bait, but not nothing. “Whenever you’re ready,” she said again.

A brief silence. “Soon.”

“Good.” She picked up her pen. “Mick. Call me. If it gets heavy — whatever it is — call me. I’m not asking you to explain it.”

A longer pause. When he spoke, the flatness had changed texture. “I know.”

“Good,” she said again. “Go do your complicated personal thing. I’ll be here.”

She ended the call and sat for a moment with the closed file and the pen and the name she couldn’t act on yet.

Then she went to find Hendricks.

—
Fifth Session

The thing about received impressions was that they didn’t stay in the channel.

Jade had known this since before she had language for the knowing — had understood it practically, in the way children understood things that would take years to name, before she’d had any framework beyond the raw experience of it. The first time she’d understood that what she was experiencing wasn’t hers, she’d been seven, her aunt holding her hand in a hospital waiting room, and she’d felt the texture of the ceiling above her aunt’s head as a specific pressure across her own palms, the grain of it, the cold. She’d thought she was losing her mind. It had taken another four years and a conversation with an elderly woman her mother had sent her to before she’d understood that it was the opposite. She wasn’t losing anything. She was receiving too much.

The sessions with the ghost left residue. That was the word she’d settled on. Not contamination — she’d tried the contamination model when she was younger and it had made the gift adversarial, something to be managed and defended against. Residue was more accurate. Something had been in the channel and it had left traces of itself behind. The cold-burn smell had been present in the air of her room for weeks, not a physical smell but the specific olfactory memory of one that had been transmitted into her neural architecture and refused to fully clear. Like the smell of coffee in a room where coffee hadn’t been made, but stranger than that — sharper, and with a quality that felt wilful, as though the residue itself was trying to tell her something.

The faces lingered too. Jade dreamed in a different mode from the dark she lived in — received impressions, usually, the accumulated sensory data of weeks and months replayed in combinations she hadn’t chosen. The faces the ghost had transmitted in the third session had made themselves at home in her dreaming: a strong jaw, a round face, a woman with dark eyes who moved through the images with a careful economy. She’d been sitting with that last face for three weeks. Returning to it. Not knowing yet what she was looking for in it.

She knew what she was looking for. She wasn’t ready to say so.

—

Mick came on a Thursday.

She heard the outer door and then his step in the hallway — not quite hesitant, the step of a man who’d decided some time ago that uncertainty wasn’t going to change anything, but not confident either. He knocked. He always knocked, which she’d found unnecessary at first and now found she’d have noticed the absence of.

“It’s open,” she said.

He came in. The room pressure changed in the two ways she’d learned to separate: the ordinary way a body displaced air, and the other way. The additional presence. She’d felt it from the first visit, when she hadn’t known what it was — a density to the air when he walked through it, as though more were present than his body accounted for. She had a better vocabulary for it now.

She didn’t acknowledge it directly. She’d worked out, over several visits, that this was the correct register. Not ignoring it — it was not the kind of thing that could be ignored, and pretending otherwise was merely false — but not performing the acknowledgement either. There was, she had concluded, a kind of courtesy in not making it the first thing.

“She’s here,” Jade said. It wasn’t a question. She could feel the ghost’s signal, quieter than it had been in the weeks of pushing too many things at once, gathered. Something that had been spending itself was now, instead, waiting. “She came early. Wednesday evening.”

“Early.” He settled into the other chair — his chair, as she’d begun thinking of it, the one near the window. “She knew.”

“She heard what you said to her. She’s been deciding what to show me.” Jade adjusted her position in the hoist chair. The left arm was pressing at an angle she’d been tolerating for two visits; she reached mentally for something to do about it and found nothing. She left it. “She’s ready.”

“Is she—” He stopped. She heard him choosing words with the care he used when he was working out where a sentence ended. “How much has this cost her. The last few weeks.”

He didn’t usually ask. Jade noted that he was asking now.

“She’s burning slower than she was,” she said. “More controlled. The failing sessions, the nights she pushed too hard — she’s past that. This one will be focused.” She paused. “She saved herself for it.”

A silence. The quality of a man sitting with something.

“When you’re ready,” Jade said, and opened the channel.

—

The fifth session was different from the first four in the way a fire that had found its fuel was different from one that was still looking for it.

The ghost had been transmitting in fragments: pieces of smell, peripheral images, the burned-in sensations that had been arriving without a context Jade could fully assemble. Each session had contributed to a shape she was building without being able to see it whole. This session gave her the centre of it.

The ghost pushed one thing.

Not an image. Not the smell, though the cold-burn smell was present at the edge of it, grounding it — she had the specific quality of a marker, not the content. What arrived was proprioceptive. Full-bodied. The most coherent thing the ghost had managed in five sessions, and by some distance the most specific.

The entry.

What it had felt like, from inside the body, when the entity came in.

—

Jade had received pain from many sources over many years — the concentrated, specific pain of others, arriving through the channel with the full unfiltered weight of its origin. She was accustomed to others’ physical experience in ways that had required careful management since childhood, that had taught her to distinguish what was hers and what was received and to hold the boundary between them with a precision that had become automatic.

She had not received anything like this.

Not the cold burn itself, which she’d had in fragments: the smell, the awareness that something had been done to skin, the burning pressure sensation that had come through in the fourth session and that she now understood differently. From inside, the cold burn wasn’t a mark being applied to a surface. From inside, it was a presence making itself known.

It moved through the body not with violence but with the specific unhurried certainty of something that had done this before and had no reason to expect difficulty. The cold was secondary to the weight of it — the weight of an intelligence so old that it carried itself differently from anything living, the specific mass of a consciousness that had been in the world for longer than the body it was entering had any framework to comprehend. It found the centre of the nervous system and settled there. The cold was what it left on the way.

And with it, very briefly — a hunger.

Jade received this and filed it immediately and did not let it rest where it could be seen.

The second part was harder to hold. Not the entry — the moment after. The moment of understanding: still present, no longer primary. The body doing things the body was not doing of its own accord. The hands at the end of the arms picking things up, carrying them, putting them down. The feet moving the body through a flat, out of a door, along a street. The voice making sounds. And all of this happening while she was fully present, watching from inside the body that was still hers and was no longer hers, the body doing everything it had always done and not one movement of it belonging to her.

Jade held it until the channel thinned and then she let it close and sat for a moment in the specific quiet that followed received transmissions.

—

“One thing,” Mick said.

“Yes.”

“What was it?”

She had been deciding this since the moment the transmission closed. Not what to say — that was straightforward — but what of it was useful, what could be used, what was simply weight he didn’t need added to what he was already carrying. There were things in what the ghost had shown her that were true and important and not yet actionable, and the difference between giving him those things and withholding them was not always clear, and she had learned to take the time to find it before she spoke.

“She showed me the entry,” Jade said. “What it felt like from inside, when the entity came in.” She kept her voice measured — not flattened, just even. “She’s been trying to show you this since the third session. The burning pressure you wrote down. The cold heat. That was this — the entry as it was experienced from inside.”

Silence. He was listening.

“The smell she keeps transmitting — the cold burn. It isn’t a mark made on the outside of a body. It’s what the entry leaves on the inside of one. The smell is the body’s record of what took up residence in it.” She paused. “She keeps transmitting it because the entry is where it begins. Whatever she’s been trying to show you — the faces, the urgency — this is the root of it. She wanted you to have it in the right direction.”

“And the displacement.” His voice had changed texture slightly — not the managing voice he used when he was being careful with her time, but something plainer than that. “Being present but not in control.”

“She showed me that too.” Jade chose the framing precisely. “It wasn’t violent. The entity didn’t struggle with her for the body. It entered, and the body reorganised itself around the new occupant, and she was still there. Still entirely herself. Simply no longer in control of any of it.” A brief pause. “Watching.”

The room was quiet.

“She wanted you to know that she can see,” Mick said.

Jade had not phrased it that way and found she didn’t need to disagree with it.

“She’s been transmitting what the entity has been doing with her body,” Jade said. “The faces she’s been trying to show you — she was present for whatever happened to them. The entry, the smell — that’s the thread running through all of it. She was close enough each time to carry the inside memory of it.” She shifted in the chair. “She’s not showing you herself. She set aside showing you herself to show you this.”

A silence. Different from the others.

“I know something of what that is,” he said. “Having something else in the body. The awareness of it.” A pause. “Not like she’s describing. What she’s showing you — I can act on what I’m aware of. She can’t.”

“No,” Jade said.

“The watching from inside with no way to intervene.”

“Yes.”

He was quiet for a moment. She heard the quality of it — not just processing, but something more personal than that. She didn’t fill it.

“What did you keep back,” he said.

She’d thought he might. He was better at this than he’d been when they’d started.

“Something that isn’t useful yet,” Jade said. “When it is, I’ll tell you.”

He accepted that. He always did, when she marked a limit — didn’t push at the edges of it, didn’t come at it from another angle. She’d decided this was one of the things she trusted about him.

She heard him stand — the specific gathering of weight and intention. He moved toward the door. Stopped. “The ghost. She’s still here?”

“Present,” Jade said. “Spent.” She thought about the low flame, the guttering-down quality of the signal. “She showed you what she was saving herself to show you. She’ll be quieter for a while.”

“She heard what I said to her,” he said again. Thinking aloud, she thought. “The corridor.”

“Yes.”

A pause at the door.

“Good,” he said. As though it mattered to him that she’d heard. She thought it did.

The door opened. The door closed. She listened to his step in the hallway, the pause she’d learned to recognise — the moment where he was listening to something she couldn’t hear — and then the outer door, and then the ordinary sounds of the street.

—

Jade sat in the hoist chair in the quiet flat and held what she hadn’t told him.

The hunger. The specific quality of it as she’d received it through the transmission: ancient and completely without hurry, the patience of something that had been taking what it needed from living things for longer than any living thing now alive could comprehend. It had no anger in it, no appetite in the ordinary sense. It simply took. It had taken what it needed from the body it had entered and the body had given it, and the body was still giving it, and this would continue until there was nothing left to give.

She understood, now, what the smell was. Not a residue of something done to a body from the outside — a mark made from within, the body’s record of what had entered it. The ghost carried it in her memory the way you carried any smell that had arrived at the exact moment of something happening, attached to the moment too completely to separate from it. It was the signature of the entry. It would always be the signature of the entry.

The hunger she’d filed away sat at the edge of the thinking. Jade left it there for now. It was true and it was important and it had no use yet, and she had learned, over years of receiving things she couldn’t immediately act on, that taking something out before it was ready only disturbed it.

The ghost — present, still, diminished — was somewhere in the flat the way warmth from a radiator was somewhere in a room: not located, just there. She’d transmitted what she needed to transmit and now she was resting, the way a fire rested when it was down to coals and knew the night was long.

Still watching. From inside the body that was still hers, that still moved without her.

Jade reached for the call button that would connect her to her aunt and did not press it. She sat instead in the specific dark of her room with the residue of what had been shown to her, and the face with the dark eyes that she’d been returning to in her dreaming for three weeks, and the thing she wasn’t quite ready to name about it.

She had time to work it out. She was not certain the ghost did.

—
The Archive

The digital record gave her 1987 and stopped.

Not abruptly — the material didn’t end, exactly; it thinned, became intermittent, the metadata inconsistent and the digitisation patchy as the work got older, the way a river narrowed as you traced it toward its source. She had spent three evenings in front of her screen with the case parameters she’d established from the physical evidence: unexplained death, no mechanism identified, possible mention of a mark or anomalous skin presentation, London, deceased adult. The search had returned fourteen results with some degree of confidence, six of which she’d been able to examine in detail, and she’d found the pattern in four of them.

Four bodies. Across twenty-five years. Each with an open inquest verdict. Each with the attending physician’s note — in language that shifted between the clinical and the quietly helpless as the records got older — that no mechanism had been determined. Each with some indication of the wrong colour, flagged as unusual and not explained and filed under the category of things that were true and couldn’t be accounted for and were therefore not evidence of anything. Each alone. No series file. No connecting investigation.

A body every five to twelve years was not a pattern any working detective had reason to assemble. The cases had been closed. There was nothing to investigate.

She had printed the four cases and pinned them to the board she kept for spatial thinking, and she had looked at them, and she had known she was looking at the surface of something much deeper. Then she had put on her coat and gone to find the paper.

—

The London Metropolitan Archives were on Northampton Road, in a building that always struck her as slightly provisional — substantial enough, functional, but with the specific institutional neutrality of a space that existed to contain other things rather than to be a thing in itself. She’d had a reader’s ticket for eleven years. The woman at the front desk recognised her and didn’t need to ask.

“Coroner’s records,” Hendricks said. “Pre-1970. And before that, the mortality registers.” She set her bag on the counter. “I’ll need a good amount of table time.”

The woman printed her the request slips without comment. She’d said the same thing, or variations of it, on most of her visits here. Whatever she was looking for was always behind where the digitisation reached.

—

The reading room had the specific institutional quiet of a space where silence had been agreed upon as a working condition rather than enforced. Three other readers were present when she arrived. She paid them the courtesy of not noticing them and took her usual table in the corner, away from the window, where the afternoon light didn’t work against the older documents.

The first box arrived and she opened it and began.

This was the part of the work that most of her colleagues found incomprehensible. The tedium of it. Three hours with a box of coroner’s records from 1953 to 1969, each document handled individually, the search parameters carried in her head rather than executable as a query, the cross-referencing done by hand on the notepad she’d brought for the purpose. She had refined her method over years: she was looking for three things simultaneously — no mechanism determined, anomalous skin presentation noted, adult deceased — and she’d learned to run the check quickly enough that the repetition was less tedium than a kind of concentrated attention, the way long stretches of reading became, at some point, less a thing you were doing and more a state you were in.

She had also learned, over years of this, that paper had a quality that screen work did not.

She couldn’t account for it professionally. She had tried, once, at a conference dinner — colleagues she respected, wine she shouldn’t have had a third glass of — to describe what she meant, and had encountered the kind of polite interest that preceded a swift redirect to something the table could discuss without embarrassment. She had stopped trying to describe it. It didn’t require description to be useful.

The closest she could come: paper held something. Not in any way she could instrument, not in any way she would commit to in writing. Old paper, particularly paper that had been made in the act of recording something — a death, a name, a date of finding, a physician’s fruitless note — had a quality she noticed the way you noticed a change in air pressure before rain. Not a smell, though the smell of old paper was present and familiar and distinct. Something else. A residue in the attention. A texture that engaged something she didn’t have a professional vocabulary for, and which she therefore treated as an instrument she hadn’t fully calibrated: useful data, weight uncertain, not to be relied upon alone, not to be discarded.

She followed it when she felt it. She had learned to be quiet about doing so.

—

The 1960s gave her two cases. The 1940s were harder — the war had made London’s administrative systems intermittent in ways that had nothing to do with what she was looking for, the city’s record-keeping disrupted by more pressing concerns than the thorough documentation of unexplained deaths in Brixton and Bermondsey and Walthamstow. The records from those years were gaps and fragments, the pattern present but difficult to distinguish from the larger noise of the period.

The 1930s were cleaner.

She was twenty minutes into the first box from the 1930s when she felt it — the specific quality in the paper she’d described to a dinner table and then stopped describing. Not the document in her hands, which was unremarkable, but the awareness of adjacency, the sense that what she was looking for was nearby in the stack. She set the current document aside and worked forward two folders, and found it.

Unexplained death, no mechanism identified. The attending physician’s language precise and baffled in equal measure. And the colour — described in the careful circumlocution of a 1934 medical certificate as an unusual presentation of the cutaneous tissue inconsistent with the established time of death, which was what a physician wrote when the skin looked wrong in a way they didn’t have a category for.

She wrote the date on her notepad. Added it to the column she was building.

—

By the end of the day she had seven cases from the twentieth century, distributed across decades, never clustered, never overlapping. Each one a single body. Each one with an open inquest. Each one entirely alone.

No series. Because a body every eight to fifteen years was not a series — not in any operational sense, not in any framework a working investigation would find its way to. The connection between a death in 1934 and a death in 1946 and a death in 1958 would require someone to have been looking for it across two decades, with the right parameters, with the understanding of what they were looking for. Nobody had been looking. There had been nothing to look at.

She sat back in her chair in the reading room’s quiet and looked at the column of dates.

One body per cycle. The new host had walked away each time — alive, carrying what the entity had placed in them as the process wrote its record into their skin. The investigation had ended because there was nothing it had the tools to investigate.

She thought about three bodies in five weeks.

Something had broken in this entity’s pattern, and it had broken recently, and she needed to know how far back the unbroken pattern went to understand what the break meant.

—

She left the Metropolitan Archives at closing time and drove to Highgate.

The man there had been collecting material on London’s occult history for forty years. She had known him for twelve. He was in his seventies, methodical in the way of someone who had been methodical their entire life and had never found a reason to stop, and he did not ask her what she was looking for. He showed her to the room where the 19th-century material was shelved, brought her a pot of tea she drank without tasting, and left her to it.

The residue was stronger here.

She noticed it within the first half hour and chose, as she always did, to treat it empirically: a useful signal, direction uncertain, not to be followed blindly but not to be dismissed. She adjusted her search accordingly — spending longer with documents that produced it, setting aside more quickly those that didn’t — and found what she was looking for in less time than methodical cross-referencing alone would have required.

Three cases from the 1870s. Two from the 1850s. One from the 1820s she could date with precision because it had been recorded by a physician who kept meticulous notes and had been troubled enough by what he’d witnessed to return to the case twice in his private correspondence. The mark appeared in that one — not in the official record, but in a letter the physician had written to a colleague, describing what he’d found on the body’s skin with a specificity that told her he had looked at it carefully, described it accurately, and then declined to include it in any document that would be seen by anyone in a professional capacity. The branching was there. The eye shape. The arc with its deliberate gap.

She photographed the letter with her phone and sat for a moment with it.

The wrong colour was in every case. The open verdict was in every case. The body alone — one body, the host moved on — was in every case.

—

The material she requested from Edinburgh arrived two days later. Her colleague there — a woman she’d known since they were both junior researchers who had made the decision, separately and at different times, to treat the material they were handling as real — had sent it with a note that said only: I thought you might want this eventually. I was waiting to see if you’d ask.

The documents were older than anything in the Highgate collection.

She read them over two evenings, with the precision she brought to all source material and the additional care that very old documents required — the awareness that her categories might not map onto the categories of the period, that language shifted across centuries in ways that could mislead you if you weren’t watching for it. She was watching for it.

The pattern held.

The early 19th century gave her four cases she could date within a decade. The late 18th century gave her three. Beyond that the documentation was fragmentary — not absent, but thinning the way all records thinned with distance from the present, the density of institutional record-keeping decreasing as you went further back until you were working with personal correspondence and private diary entries and the occasional church record that had survived by accident rather than intention.

A Southwark parish record from 1683. A document from 1611, in a hand she recognised from other material — a collector in the early seventeenth century who had made it their business to record things that weren’t being officially recorded — that described a death in terms she now knew precisely how to read. The wrong colour named as something else, in the language of that period, but describing the same absence. The body that had stopped without being able to say why.

She followed the thread as far back as the thread went and found herself at an edge that was not the beginning.

It was already in progress.

Whatever she was looking at had been here before the documentation became systematic enough to catch it, before the city’s records were reliable, before — she filed this with the appropriate professional humility about the limits of inference from absence — before any record she could access.

—

She sat in the back room at the unit with everything spread across the reading table.

Four from the twentieth century. Six from the nineteenth. Fragments before that, going back as far as she could follow, each one the same: a single body, an open verdict, the wrong colour, the entity moved on. Never a cluster. Never two bodies close together. Never a series — because there was never a reason to make one.

The shape of it, seen whole, was something she hadn’t expected to feel.

She had been in this work long enough to be professionally equable about most of what it produced. She had handled material that had disturbed her, entities that had warranted more than academic concern, situations that had required her to maintain a composure she did not always entirely have. She’d managed.

This was different.

Not frightening — she parsed the distinction carefully, with the same precision she applied to everything. What she was looking at was not frightening in the way that an immediate threat was frightening. It was something else. The specific quality of understanding that a thing had been present and operating for a very long time, and that you had not known it, and that the city around you had not known it, and that it had conducted itself with such patience and such precision that not one of the people whose deaths she was looking at had produced anything that made it visible. Centuries of invisibility. One body per cycle. The mechanism working, the entity moving, the case closing, decade after decade after decade.

Until now. Until three bodies in five weeks and the mechanism not working and the entity, for the first time in all of this, stuck.

She looked at what she had. She thought about what that meant — what it meant that whatever had disrupted a pattern holding for centuries was specific to the current host, was something this entity had never encountered before in all its documented time in the world.

The current host was the variable. Whatever was different was in the current host.

She picked up the phone.

—

Reeves answered on the second ring.

“I’ve been in the archives for four days,” Hendricks said. “I need you to hear this.”

“Go.”

“This entity has been in London for centuries.” She kept her voice to the register she used for information that needed to land precisely. “I can document its activity from the early seventeenth century. I believe it goes further back than that — I’m inferring from the shape of the record, not from documentation I can point to directly. One body per transfer cycle, separated by years or decades, always alone, always with an open inquest. The host dies. The entity moves on. The new host walks away alive and nobody connects the cases because there is no series.”

Reeves was quiet.

“Three bodies in five weeks is not this entity’s pattern,” Hendricks said. “What I’m looking at — across several hundred years of evidence — is an entity that has never, in all the documented record, been unable to complete the transfer. Never produced more than one body. Never been stuck.” She paused. “The current situation is unprecedented. Whatever is preventing the mechanism from working is specific to the current host. The entity has been operating with complete consistency for centuries, and for the first time, it cannot do what it has always done.”

A silence. Then: “That fills something I’ve been sitting with.”

She didn’t say what. Hendricks didn’t ask — Reeves shared when she was ready, and pressing had never produced anything useful.

“I wanted you to have the full picture,” Hendricks said. “You’re not looking at a disruption. You’re looking at a first time.”

“Understood.” The specific quality she used for things she meant. “Thank you.”

“I’ll have a written summary to you tomorrow.”

She ended the call and sat for a moment with the documents around her — the photocopied records, the photographs of the Edinburgh material, the notes in her own hand from four days in rooms that smelled of old paper and something she didn’t have a name for.

The residue was quieter now. The work was done. But it was still there, the way a tone remained in a room after the instrument had stopped. She’d been following it for four days without being able to explain what it was, trusting it the way she trusted any instrument she’d been using long enough to know its range.

She began to sort the documents into the order she would file them.

—
Emma Curtis

Grayson had put the victim contact analysis in a folder on her desk with a yellow sticky note that said only see page 4 and then, below it, a second note that said also page 7. She appreciated Grayson. He knew when to annotate and when to let the material speak.

She read the file twice before she called Hendricks.

—

Hendricks arrived at half past two, carrying a document wallet and the specific quality of someone who had been working for four days and had decided to continue rather than stop. She sat in the chair across from Reeves’s desk without ceremony and set the wallet down.

“The summary I said I’d send,” she said. “I thought it was better in person.”

“It usually is.” Reeves pushed the case folder across the desk. “You first.”

Hendricks opened her document wallet. “The archive goes back to the early seventeenth century. I can document thirty-one cases in London with confidence — one body per transfer cycle, separated by years or decades, open inquest verdict each time, no series opened. I believe the true number is higher; the documentation gets patchier as you go back, and there will be deaths that weren’t recorded as anomalous because the attending had no category for what they were seeing. The pattern is consistent throughout: one body. The mechanism completes. The entity moves on. Nobody connects the cases because there’s no reason to.” She paused. “Until now.”

“Three bodies in five weeks.”

“Three failed transfers. The mechanism isn’t completing.” She set the summary document on the desk — three pages, dense, the kind of document written by someone who had spent years distinguishing between what they knew and what they inferred. “Something about the current host is preventing the transfer from working. The archive has no precedent for it. I have no framework from any source tradition that would explain it.”

“Which tells you what.”

“That whatever it is, it’s specific to this host. Not a known resistance. Not something the entity has encountered and found ways around in the past.” She set her hands flat on the desk. “The entity has been doing this for centuries and has never failed. Whatever this host is that previous hosts weren’t — the archive isn’t going to tell me. It’s something that exists outside the documented pattern.”

Reeves looked at her for a moment. Then she turned the case folder around.

“Emma Curtis,” she said.

—

Hendricks looked at the file photograph for a long moment.

It was a standard professional image — the kind taken for an employment record, a desk in the background, a direct look at the camera with the specific practised quality of someone who’d been asked to look approachable and had done their best with the instruction. Dark hair. Slight — the quality of someone who moved through the world without commanding space. Twenty-nine.

She looked like someone carrying something.

Hendricks had spent enough time with photographs of people — living and dead, subjects of research and subjects of active cases — to know that photographs were unreliable evidence of anything, that what she was doing when she looked at a face and felt she was reading something in it was a combination of genuine perception and the human tendency to construct narrative from features. She knew this. She also knew that the two things weren’t mutually exclusive, that there were trained perceptions operating beneath the level of articulation, and that sometimes a photograph caught something its subject hadn’t intended to show.

This one had.

“Community support worker,” Reeves said. “Works welfare outreach programmes for a council-funded scheme. Clean record — nothing. Her employment history is consistent, good references, no financial difficulty, no concerning contacts. She works with vulnerable and isolated people by profession.” She indicated the contact analysis. “Which is why she appears in all three victims’ recent histories. It’s, almost literally, her job description.”

Hendricks was still looking at the photograph.

“She appeared at Ash’s workplace — the outreach programme his employer had enrolled staff in. She appears in Marsh’s case notes as a referral source for one of Marsh’s clients. She was in Nolan’s neighbourhood on a council welfare initiative.” Reeves kept her voice factual. “A defence barrister would take twenty minutes to dismantle it. There is no forensic link. No physical evidence placing her at any scene. Entirely circumstantial — the kind of circumstantial that, in any other case, wouldn’t produce a person of interest.”

“But it produced her.”

“She appears in all three. Nobody else does.” Reeves sat back. “I’ve been looking at that photograph for a week.”

Hendricks set it down carefully. “Has anyone spoken to her?”

“No. If I approach her with what I have, I give away that she’s under scrutiny before I have grounds for anything. If she’s what I think she is—” She stopped. The word for what Emma Curtis might be was not a word Reeves was going to use in a case record. “If the situation is what we think it is, I need more before I go near her.”

“What would you need?”

“Something I can act on. Evidence of presence at a scene — physical, forensic, witness testimony that places her specifically. Something that doesn’t evaporate when a solicitor looks at it.” She looked at the folder. “I have the pattern. I don’t have the mechanism. Without the mechanism I have a community support worker whose job required her to be near vulnerable and isolated people, and whose presence in three separate contact histories is explained entirely by her professional role.”

Hendricks was quiet for a moment. “The mark.”

“Yes.”

“If she’s the current host, she’s carrying it. Somewhere on her body — we can’t say exactly where, the position varies, but it would be there.” She looked at the photograph. “Not visible in this. No reason it would be. But if you could establish that the mark exists—”

“How would I establish it without approaching her.” It wasn’t quite a question. More the shape of a problem stated aloud.

Neither of them said anything for a moment.

“I could tell you what I’d expect to see in her behaviour,” Hendricks said. “Fatigue — disrupted sleep. The kind of low-grade exhaustion that doesn’t have a clear source and doesn’t respond to rest. She’d put it down to stress, to work, to any of the ordinary explanations people reach for when they’re running below capacity without knowing why.” She paused. “She wouldn’t know she was carrying anything. The entity occupies the body — it doesn’t communicate with the occupant. Whatever she’s experiencing, she has no context for it.”

Reeves thought about that. “Her GP.”

“You’d need cause.”

“I have cause. I have three deaths with anomalous skin presentations, and a person in the contact histories of all three, and a forensic specialist who has documented thirty-one historical cases in London with identical presentations.” She looked at the folder. “What I don’t have is a way to make that cause legible to anyone who isn’t you.”

—

She watched Hendricks look at the summary document and then at the case file, then back to the summary, the specific movement of someone working a problem from two directions simultaneously and finding the same limit.

“The entity will be seeking an answer,” Hendricks said. “Something in its current situation that it doesn’t have a framework for — a mechanism that has worked for centuries, failing, with no explanation it can access.” She looked at the folder. “It’s not going to stop trying. It has too much at stake. But it may also go looking for information. Try to understand what’s preventing the transfer.”

“Where would it look.”

“Practitioners.” She said it carefully, with the precision she applied to things that needed to be accurate and also needed not to sound absurd. “People who operate in the space it operates in. Who might have a category for what it’s encountering.” A pause. “This entity is very old. It knows what exists and where to find it. If it goes looking for answers, it’ll find them.”

“Which changes what it does next.”

“It might.” Hendricks set the document down. “I don’t know what it would be told. I don’t know if there’s an answer to find. But if the mechanism is blocked by something specific to the current host, and the entity learns what that is — it will try to remove the obstacle.”

Reeves looked at her. “The host.”

“No. The host is the vessel it wants. Whatever is blocking the mechanism.” She was precise about this, the way she was precise about everything that needed to be exact. “I don’t know what that is. Nothing in the archive tells me. But if the entity goes looking and finds out — whatever it learns will change its behaviour.”

Reeves sat with that. An entity four hundred years old, at minimum, going to find someone who could tell it what it needed to know.

“I have a person I can’t move on,” she said. “Carrying something she doesn’t know she’s carrying, doing a job that puts her in contact with exactly the kind of people it would select. And I can’t approach her, I can’t investigate her directly, I can’t obtain her medical records without a cause that would be laughed out of a hearing.” She looked at the photograph. “Emma Curtis goes about her week, and I watch her go about it, and I wait for something I can use.”

“Yes,” Hendricks said.

“While an entity that’s been operating in this city since before the Metropolitan Police existed decides what to do next.”

“Also yes.” There was no apology in it. Reeves hadn’t expected one; Hendricks was not someone who apologised for accurate assessments of difficult situations.

Reeves was quiet for a moment. “Mick,” she said.

Hendricks looked at her.

“If it goes looking for answers — if it finds someone who can give them — I’d rather have advance notice than read about the consequences.” She kept her voice level. “And I don’t want to be operating in this space without him. He has a resource I don’t.” She paused. “He’s been working his personal thing for long enough. I think it’s time I told him what we have.”

“What would you do,” Reeves said. “If you were looking for what was blocking the mechanism. Where would you look.”

Hendricks was quiet for a moment. When she answered, it was with the particular care of someone constructing a sentence whose every word needed to carry its weight. “I would start from the assumption that the current host is not an ordinary case. The entity selects carefully — it has always selected carefully; the archive cases are not young, not obviously infirm, none of the documentation suggests a weak or depleted host. It looks for a strong vessel. The selection process is not impulsive.” She paused. “If the mechanism has failed every time it has tried to transfer out of Emma Curtis — if she is what prevents it — then there is something about her that is outside the range of what the entity has encountered in four hundred years of operation.”

She looked at the photograph again.

“Whatever that is,” she said, “it isn’t in her file.”

—

Hendricks left at four o'clock, taking her summary and leaving Reeves with a copy. The copy joined the case folder. The case folder sat on the desk in the specific way things sat when they had nowhere further to go.

Reeves looked at the photograph for a long time.

Twenty-nine. Community support worker. Dark hair, slight build, the quality of someone who moved carefully through the world. She looked approachable. She also looked, in the way photographs sometimes caught something true despite themselves, like a person in the middle of something she didn’t understand.

Someone carrying a healing mark and not knowing why.

Hendricks had said it at the third scene. It was still accurate. Somewhere on the woman in this photograph, on the body she used to travel to her welfare appointments and write her case notes and collect the post from the doorstep of wherever she lived — somewhere on that body was a mark that said: this is what you are, this is what you contain. Written into her skin by the process that had put the entity there. And she was going about her days not knowing why she was tired, not knowing what the mark was, not knowing that three people she’d been near had died because something inside her was trying to leave.

Reeves closed the folder.

She could not make this case with what she had. She had known that since the victim contact analysis had landed on her desk and put Emma Curtis’s name at the centre of it. Knowing it more precisely now — with Hendricks’s centuries of documentation on one side and a professionally plausible circumstantial contact history on the other — did not change it.

She needed more.

She put the folder in her drawer and locked it and went to find Grayson.

—
The Lilaeth Visit

The body had done everything correctly.

The entity knew this with the certainty of something that had executed the same process reliably for longer than the host city had existed in its current form. The mechanics of transfer were not complex — proximity, the prepared vessel, the correct physiological state, the brief interval of dispersal. It had performed this sequence thirty-one times in this city alone, and in cities before this city whose names it had not retained because the host bodies that had moved through them were consumed and gone and there was no reason to keep what was no longer useful.

The thirty-second time, the vessel had died.

The thirty-third. The thirty-fourth.

Each time the mechanism had initiated correctly. It could feel the initiation — the specific quality of the opening phase, the dispersal beginning, the process moving as designed. And then something had stopped it. Not a failure of technique. Not an insufficiency in the prepared vessel. The vessel died, which meant the process had reached the vessel, which meant the proximity was correct and the physiological conditions were correct and the mechanism was doing what it was supposed to do. And then, at the point of completion, it was still in the body.

Three failures was evidence, not coincidence, and the entity did not make the error of mistaking the two.

—

It had reviewed what it understood about the transfer mechanics and found no category for what it was experiencing, which was itself a form of information and not comfortable information. Its understanding was not incomplete — it had been executing this process since before the city’s current name, and the process had never required theory, only execution. The fact that its understanding provided no category meant the obstacle was outside the documented range of what this mechanism encountered. That was the useful formulation. It was not a comforting one.

There was one source it had not consulted.

The reluctance was not complicated. Lilaeth was older than it — older in the specific depth of knowing that came from existing before the conditions that had shaped the entity’s particular nature, before the structures that had given the mechanism its form. She dealt in information. That part was serviceable. The disagreeable part was the price, and the more disagreeable part was that the full price never arrived in the form you’d agreed to, because Lilaeth did not lie — she was known for not lying — but was equally known for the art of allowing the other party to reach the wrong conclusion from a technically accurate answer, and for the cost that surfaced months later in a shape you hadn’t anticipated. It was always in the agreement, if you looked at it precisely enough afterward. You simply hadn’t looked precisely enough at the time.

The entity had operated without outside counsel for three hundred years. It had not needed counsel. It did not relish the need now.

But the alternative was to remain in a body it was consuming faster than it could sustain, to attempt a mechanism that was not completing, and eventually to exhaust both itself and the host entirely. At that point it would be expelled into the infernal current with no reserve and no anchor, and what happened to a thing expelled in that state was not a condition it was going to permit.

It had always known where to find Lilaeth. It had simply never had occasion to use the knowledge.

—

The room she kept was in a basement off Bermondsey Street — not hidden, not warded, simply unremarked. Lilaeth had been in the material realm long enough to understand that the most effective concealment was ordinariness. A door that looked like a storage entrance. Stairs that smelled of damp.

The room at the bottom was not ordinary.

The entity stood in the doorway for a moment. The space did not belong to the building it was inside — it had the quality of something brought and set down, a pocket of Lilaeth's particular conditions imposed on whatever had been here before. The chaise lounge of midnight blue occupied the far wall. The walls themselves had the not-quite-darkness of a room that absorbed light rather than simply being unlit.

And Lilaeth.

She was not in the form the entity had last seen — one hundred and twelve years ago on the other side of the city, a different construction then, a different instrument chosen for different purposes. This form was young by the human register, and designed with an intent the entity read immediately and without sentiment. The skin was porcelain-pale, so fine it seemed to catch the room's ambient light and hold it slightly longer than physics accounted for. The hair was black — black in the way the entity understood black, not merely the absence of light but the presence of something that did not admit it — falling in waves past her shoulders, moving occasionally in air currents that no window or ventilation explained. The features were arranged with a precision that exceeded what the biological process produced without intervention: high cheekbones, a mouth curved with the specific permanence of amusement that had been there so long it had become structural. Her eyes shifted between deep blue and something below blue, the gradient changing with no variation in the light that the entity could detect.

She wore midnight blue, the fabric catching its own inner luminescence, shadows moving across its surface with a deliberateness that had nothing to do with her posture.

The entity read the form the way it read all forms: as information, as chosen instrument, as communication. The message was not subtle. This was what Lilaeth wished to project in the material realm at this particular time, and what she wished to project was the full weight of what she was, draped in the vocabulary that the material world found most legible. Desire and unease. The simultaneous pull and warning. She had been refining this since before the entity's own nature had taken its current shape, and she had refined it to the point where it operated without apparent effort.

She had been expecting it. Of course she had.

“You’ve been having difficulty,” she said. Not a question. Not sympathy. An opening statement from someone who had decided to let the other party know they would not be permitted to frame their situation in whatever way they’d rehearsed on the way down the stairs.

“One question,” the entity said.

“That’s what everyone says.”

The body sat. The entity occupied it in the way it had occupied it since the transfer had first brought it here — wearing the life that came with the body with the efficiency of long practise, taking up as much of the available apparatus as it needed and no more. “The transfer mechanism is not completing. I have initiated it correctly three times. The prepared vessel dies. I remain.”

Lilaeth looked at it with the attention that made most things in the material realm uncomfortable and made the entity simply precise. “Three times,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You’ve been attempting it with the wrong understanding of your own situation.” She said it without judgement — a diagnostic, nothing more. “That will be expensive to correct.”

“Name your price.”

She considered it. The quality of a person assessing what the traffic would bear. “Your richest experience,” she said. “Not your oldest. The most valued — whatever you carry that you would most choose to keep.”

The entity had anticipated this. Lilaeth always asked for the thing you would least want to give, because what you least wanted to give was the thing with the highest value to you, and Lilaeth priced by value. She would have known, before it walked down the stairs, approximately what that would be.

“No,” it said.

She waited.

“The Deptford winter,” it said. “1872. Eighteen months, an exceptional host at the intersection of several long-running threads of this city’s life. Arranged to its full expression.” It had executed that particular sequence with a precision it had not matched before or since: a man positioned correctly across several converging systems, the outcomes compounding across years, nothing wasted, nothing unnecessary. It was its second finest work. The aesthetic quality of a manipulation conducted with complete economy — the specific satisfaction of craft achieved — had made it worth keeping for a hundred and fifty years. “That is what I offer.”

Lilaeth considered it. The entity knew she knew the Deptford winter — knew its weight, the precision of it, the category it occupied. She would also know it was not the most valued. She would know that.

“Accepted,” she said.

Not because she was satisfied. Because she had decided this was the transaction she was willing to make. The entity noted the lack of satisfaction and filed it as a known feature of dealing with Lilaeth — she always wanted more than she accepted, and she always accepted, because something was better than nothing. What she did, when the price was not the full price, was calibrate her answer accordingly.

The entity did not know this yet.

—

She reached across the table and touched the body’s face — one finger below the eye — and the body produced a tear. Not from any state the entity had generated; Lilaeth had reached past its occupancy into some older mechanism in the nervous system and produced the response directly, the way you could press a key on an instrument without playing music and still get the note. A single tear ran to the corner of the eye. She collected it on her fingertip with the ease of long practise.

The entity waited.

Then it found the absence.

Not a gap it could locate. Not a missing thing it could identify and mourn. The memory was simply not there — not filed, not accessed, not present. The Deptford winter was gone in the same way ten thousand other unretained things were gone: completely, without remainder, without any awareness that it had existed to be lost. There was no space where it had been. There was simply not the Deptford winter, indistinguishable now from everything else it had never kept.

One hundred and fifty years. A refinement of craft it had never equalled. And nothing — not even the knowledge that there had been something to lose.

It set this aside. It had paid for information.

“Tell me,” it said.

Lilaeth placed her hands flat on the table. “The body you occupy retains a tether,” she said. “The life force that previously held it has not transited. It was displaced when you entered — it did not complete the transit. It is present in the liminal, bound to the material world by an anchor it has established outside the body. While the tether holds, the vacating cannot complete. The body cannot release what it is still holding.”

The entity was still.

Thirty-one previous cases. In every one of them, the body’s original life force had transited at displacement — had been pushed through the mechanism and released. The body had been emptied, fully, and the transfer had completed because there was nothing remaining to prevent it. It had assumed the same was true here.

The assumption had been wrong.

This host’s original life force had not transited. It had been displaced but had not passed through — had found an anchor in the material world and tethered itself, remaining in the liminal, and that tether ran back through the body it had been pushed out of, and the body was holding it, and the body could not be fully vacated while that hold remained.

“The tethered life force must be severed,” it said.

Lilaeth did not confirm this and did not deny it. The transaction was complete.

“Where is it,” the entity said.

She spread her hands in the minimal gesture of someone who had delivered exactly what was purchased and was offering nothing beyond the terms. “That was not part of the transaction.”

The entity rose. The body rose with it. It had what it had come for: the cause identified, the mechanism understood.

It did not notice, on the damp stairs back to the street, that what Lilaeth had sold it was a diagnosis without a treatment. That she had told it what but not how. That the question of where the remnant was anchored, and how to reach it, and what it would require to sever a displaced life force from the liminal — none of this had been part of the price it had paid.

Lilaeth, at her table in the basement room, filed the held-back portion of the answer in the category where she kept all the things she had not yet charged for.

—

It took the bus. The body took the bus — moved through the afternoon crowds with the careful economy that had always been the body’s characteristic way of occupying space, taking a seat by the window, watching the city move past. The entity occupied it efficiently, as always, wearing the outward surface of a person who was simply going somewhere, thinking of nothing remarkable.

What it was thinking of was mediums.

The displaced life force was in the liminal. The entity operated in the material world, and material bodies did not reach into the liminal without assistance. A medium was the instrument it needed — someone with the capacity to extend into the liminal, to find what existed there, to touch it. It could not sever the tether itself. It could not, from Emma Curtis’s body, reach into the space where the remnant was anchored. For that it needed a practitioner with the correct range.

It had been in London long enough to know that such practitioners existed. It had taken no interest in them for three hundred years because it had had no need of them. The need was present now.

Lilaeth had not told it that the displaced life force had already found one.

The entity did not know this. It knew the shape of what was required, and it would find the shape of who could provide it, and then the tether would be severed and the transit would complete and the body it had been carrying since before the summer would finally release it.

Emma Curtis’s hands rested in her lap. The bus moved through the city.

The entity thought about what it needed and where to find it, as it had always thought about what it needed, with the patience of something that had been finding what it needed in this city for centuries and saw no reason to expect difficulty.

—
The Murders Stop

The first week she checked every morning.

Not obsessively — she had other work, other cases, the ordinary operational load of a unit that did not stop because one file on her desk had stalled. She checked the way you checked a door you’d already locked: briefly, systematically, before moving on. Any unexplained death in Greater London, attended by an officer who noted anything anomalous, forwarded to her flag. The flag was specific enough to catch what she needed and broad enough that it returned a small number of false positives each week — deaths that were merely strange rather than wrong in the particular way she was watching for.

No fourth body.

By the end of the first week she had begun, without deciding to, marking the absence as a data point. The three deaths had occurred within a five-week window. The entity had been attempting the transfer at intervals it had not apparently controlled — or if it had controlled them, the intervals hadn’t been large. Now: nothing. The silence was either evidence that the mechanism had resolved itself — which she did not believe — or evidence that something had changed in what the entity was doing.

She had no way to determine which from where she was standing.

—

The second week, Hendricks came in.

She had the look of someone who had been thinking for two weeks and had arrived at conclusions she was not certain were conclusions. She sat in the chair across from Reeves’s desk and set down her coffee and said: “Something changed.”

“I know.”

“You can’t read it from here. Neither can I, with confidence.” She wrapped both hands around the cup. “But a mechanism that was firing every week or two for five weeks doesn’t simply stop. It didn’t resolve — if it had resolved, the entity would be gone, and gone means a body. The host it’s in would be dead. It isn’t.” She paused. “It did something. Made a decision. Went somewhere.”

“Where.”

“I don’t know.” The flat accuracy of someone who had looked for an answer and not found one. “The archive doesn’t have a precedent for this situation. I’ve been going back through it — not for the historical case record, I’ve been through that. For anything about what these entities do when the mechanism fails. There’s nothing. Because the mechanism has never failed before.” She looked at the desk. “What I can tell you is that it’s very old and it’s very patient, and if it concluded that the approach it was taking wasn’t working, it would find a different approach. Not give up. Recalibrate.”

“To what.”

“Something I can’t predict from the material I have.” She picked up the coffee. “Something specific to the current obstacle.”

—

The current obstacle had a file. The file was in the locked drawer in Reeves’s desk and it had been in the locked drawer for two weeks and it had not become more actionable in that time.

She took it out that afternoon when the office had cleared and looked at it for the same amount of time she’d been looking at it for the past month. Emma Curtis, twenty-nine, community support worker. Clean record. No forensic link. Circumstantial presence in three separate victim contact histories, entirely explicable by her professional role.

No new bodies meant no new contact records. The victim contact analysis was a fixed set of data now — three columns, one shared name, and no mechanism to produce a fourth column that might turn the circumstantial into something actionable. If the entity had stopped attempting transfers, it had also stopped generating the evidence trail that connected it to Emma Curtis. The investigation had stalled precisely when it had named its subject and still had nothing to use.

She looked at the photograph. The careful posture, the dark eyes, the quality of someone going about a life they didn’t know was being conducted on borrowed terms.

The healing mark was somewhere on that body. Hidden under the professional clothing, under the ordinary exterior of a person who arrived at welfare appointments and wrote up case notes and commuted home. Somewhere on her skin, the record of the entry that had been written into her by a process she had no awareness of. The entity inside her, consuming what it needed, waiting.

Reeves closed the folder and locked the drawer.

She had everything she knew and nothing she could use, and the investigation had stopped producing either.

—

Mick came back on a Wednesday.

She’d called him the previous week — not urgently, the way she’d called in the early weeks of the case when the bodies were coming fast and she’d needed his specific competence in terrain she didn’t have the tools for. More directly than that. I think you should be here, she’d said. What we have is stalled and I think the stall is the part you should hear about. He’d said he was nearly done with his thing. He’d said Wednesday, and Wednesday he came.

He looked like he hadn’t been sleeping well. He also looked, she thought, like a man who had been carrying something at close range for long enough that the carrying had stopped being a temporary state and started being a characteristic. She noted this and didn’t remark on it.

“How long since the last body,” he said, when she’d walked him through the file.

“Eighteen days.”

“And before that, one every week or two for five weeks.”

“Yes.”

He sat with that. She knew what he was doing — she’d done it herself — measuring the silence against the pattern that had preceded it, trying to find what the silence said.

“It’s not finished,” he said.

“No.” She looked at the locked drawer. “Hendricks’s assessment is that it recalibrated. Went somewhere, found something, changed what it’s trying to do.” She paused. “Which means whatever it’s doing now is something we don’t have a category for yet.”

Mick was quiet for a moment. “You said there’s a person.”

“A person I can’t move on. Can’t approach, can’t investigate directly, can’t go near without giving away the scrutiny before I have anything to justify it.”

“What does she look like.”

Reeves unlocked the drawer and took out the photograph and put it on the desk.

He looked at it for a long moment. The quality of his looking was different from hers — she was an investigator looking at a subject. Whatever he was doing with the photograph had a different quality, one she had learned, over six years, not to ask about directly.

“She carries something,” he said.

“Yes.” It was what Hendricks had said. It was what she’d seen herself, in the photograph, in the way the photograph had caught something unintended in the expression. “She doesn’t know what it is.”

He set the photograph down. “And the investigation has stopped.”

“The investigation has stopped producing bodies. It hasn’t stopped.” She took the photograph back. “I’m watching a case file go cold with a live subject in it. The subject is still out there, and the thing inside her has changed its approach, and I don’t know to what.”

Mick looked at her. The considering expression that meant he was managing the gap between what he knew and what he was ready to say.

“Tell me when you need me,” he said.

“I need you now,” she said. “I just don’t know for what yet.”

—

Hendricks came back on the Friday.

The three of them sat in the same room with the same file and the same silence, and Hendricks put a single sheet of paper on the desk that contained everything she could infer about what the entity might have done to recalibrate, which was less than she would have liked and more precise than it looked.

“A practitioner,” Hendricks said. “Something that could tell it what it needed to know about why the mechanism was failing.” She didn’t look at Mick when she said this. “These entities have a long operational knowledge of what exists in London at any given time. It would know where to look.”

Reeves thought about what the entity might have been told and what it would have done with the information.

“If it found an answer,” she said. “If something told it what was blocking the mechanism — what would it do with that?”

“Try to remove the obstacle.” Hendricks said it with the precision she brought to things that were technically accurate and potentially alarming in equal measure. “Whatever is blocking the transfer from completing is specific to the current host. The entity would now be focused on that, not on finding new vessels.”

The room was quiet.

“Which is why we’re not getting bodies,” Reeves said.

“Yes. It’s stopped trying to transfer because it now knows transfer isn’t the problem. It’s working on the actual problem.” She looked at the sheet of paper. “I don’t know what that problem is. I don’t know what it was told. I don’t know what it’s doing now.”

Mick had been quiet through most of this. He said, without looking up from the desk: “Eighteen days.”

“Yes,” Reeves said.

“It’s been looking for something for eighteen days.”

She looked at him. There was something in the way he said it — not the tone of a man producing a calculation, but something slightly behind that.

“What,” she said.

He shook his head. The small movement of a man setting something aside rather than dismissing it. “Nothing I can point to yet.” He picked up his coffee. “Tell me when the next thing happens.”

Reeves looked at the locked drawer.

“Yes,” she said. “I will.”

—

She stayed late. The office went quiet around her in the particular way offices went quiet after six — not silent, just reduced, the ambient hum of the building dropping to something she’d stopped consciously hearing years ago. She took the folder out one more time.

Eighteen days with no bodies. An entity that had been moving through this city for centuries, patient and precise, now focused on something specific that had nothing to do with finding new vessels. Somewhere in London, Emma Curtis was going about the life she didn’t fully own — arriving at welfare appointments, writing up case notes, carrying a mark that described what she contained — and the entity inside her was looking for whatever it needed to finally leave.

Whatever it was looking for, it hadn’t found it yet. Eighteen days and it hadn’t found it.

She put the folder away and picked up her coat and thought, on the way down to the car park, about what it meant to be looking for something in a city this size, with patience this old, and whether eighteen days was a short time or a long one for something that had been doing this since before the city’s current name.

She thought it was probably a short time.

—

    
    The Turn

    


  The Visit

The uncle had not told her who had booked the session.

This was not unusual. He rarely told her anything about the clients beyond how long they were paying for, and even that information arrived in the specific form of him opening the door and waiting, which she had learned to read as you have until I decide you don’t. He had taken the booking by phone that morning. She had heard his end of the conversation from her room — the particular voice he used when he was establishing terms with someone new, calibrated to imply that Jade’s gift was rare and difficult and worth considerably more than what he would, with evident reluctance, agree to accept.

She had thought, while she listened, that whoever was on the other end of that call had a quality she was glad she couldn’t hear more of.

—

The afternoon was quiet. Her aunt had left for her early shift and the flat had settled into the specific texture of Jade’s working hours — the ceiling track, the chair, the small sounds of a building going about its business beyond the walls. She had been sitting with the ghost’s last session, running through what she’d held back, thinking about the hunger and the face with the dark eyes and the thing she hadn’t yet named.

When the outer door opened at three o'clock, she knew immediately that something was wrong.

Not the door. The door was the door. The uncle’s footsteps in the hallway were his footsteps, and the murmur of a voice she didn’t recognise was unremarkable. What was wrong was the quality of the air before the door to her room had even opened — the specific pressure of a presence that she felt in the same register as Marchosias’s additional weight in a room, but different from that. Not the contained depth of something ancient that had arranged an accommodation with a human body and maintained it with care. This was something that wore a body the way you wore a coat you’d borrowed and intended to return in whatever condition it was in when you were done with it.

She had felt this once before. Briefly, at the edge of a transmission, when the ghost had pushed the entry through and Jade had filed what came with it in the category of things she wasn’t ready to share. She had been managing the held-back knowledge of it for weeks.

It was here. In this flat. Coming down the hall.

She had perhaps four seconds.

She spent them finding the stillness she’d been building since she was seven, the specific quality of composure that came not from having nothing to fear but from having decided, years ago, that what you felt and what you showed were two separate operations and you could choose to disconnect them. She found it. She settled into it. She kept her hands in her lap.

The door opened.

—

The uncle said something about thirty minutes and Jade said yes and the door closed and they were alone.

She heard the room change. The body sat in the chair the uncle kept for clients — she could track it by air displacement, by the small sounds of weight settling, by the specific quality of the presence. Emma Curtis’s body. She knew this the way she knew anything she couldn’t see: obliquely, from multiple inputs, assembled with the precision she’d been practising her entire life.

And beneath the entity’s weight — faint, low, the quality of a signal burned down to almost nothing — the ghost.

The recognition arrived in the same register as a smell she’d known for weeks and was now encountering at its source. Not the smell itself — not the cold-burn residue she’d been processing in her dreaming, not the fragments of transmission — but the specific signature of the displaced life force she had been receiving through the channel for months. Tethered. Present. Inside the body that held it without being able to occupy it.

Jade knew exactly what she was sitting across from. She kept her face at the angle of someone waiting patiently for a client to begin.

“I was told you work with the liminal,” the voice said.

Emma Curtis’s voice. But not Emma Curtis. The entity occupied the vocal apparatus with the ease of long practise and produced something that sounded entirely natural to anyone who didn’t know what they were listening to. Jade knew what she was listening to.

“I do,” she said. “It’s not always clear work. It takes time and depends on what’s there.” She kept her voice the same as she kept it for every client — not flat, not warm, simply present and professional. “What are you looking for?”

A pause. She felt the weight of consideration — not human consideration, not the ordinary gap of someone choosing how to phrase something. Something older, working out what to give and what to hold back.

“A presence,” the voice said. “Something tethered in the liminal. Not a completed transit — something that didn’t pass through fully. It’s still there. Still anchored on this side by something I haven’t been able to identify.” Another pause. “I need someone who can find it and sever it.”

Every hair on Jade’s body rose.

She gave none of it.

“Sever,” she said, with the tone of someone confirming terminology. “Not retrieve. Not communicate with.”

“Sever. It needs to be released.”

The specific euphemism of a very old thing that had learned how to talk to human practitioners. Released. As though the ghost would benefit from this. As though what was being described was something other than the destruction of a displaced life force that had been surviving by the thinnest thread for months, that had been burning itself down to show Jade and Mick the faces of the people it had watched die, that had sat in Jade’s room and in Mick’s kitchen and in the corridor at two in the morning because it was the only presence it still had and it was trying, with everything it had left, to make itself understood.

“That’s complex work,” Jade said. “The liminal isn’t a place you can navigate like a room. And something tethered that hasn’t transited — that’s not a simple signal to locate. It would still have a connection to the body it left, which means there’s interference in the channel.” She paused, as though considering. “How long has it been present?”

“Some time.”

“And the body it left — is that the body you’re currently—” She let the sentence stop at the edge of what a practitioner in this situation might plausibly ask. What she was doing was gathering information without appearing to gather it. What she was also doing was keeping the entity’s attention on the question she’d asked rather than any question it might form about her.

“Yes,” the voice said. Careful.

“That makes it harder. The tether will run directly through your nervous system — through the body’s nervous system. Any attempt to locate and sever it will mean working very close to the host.” She heard the entity processing this. “I’m not saying it can’t be done. I’m saying I would need time. I would need to understand the specific quality of what’s tethered before I could attempt anything. Several sessions, at minimum, before I could even tell you what you’re dealing with precisely.” She kept her voice the same throughout — the voice of a practitioner explaining technical requirements, not a seventeen-year-old girl sitting across from something that could kill her without effort if it decided she was an obstacle. “And I can’t guarantee the result. The liminal doesn’t cooperate with being rushed.”

The silence that followed had a quality she could feel. The entity was not satisfied. But it was also something she had been counting on: old, and patient, and aware that a medium who provided unreliable results out of haste was worse than useless. It had been operating carefully for centuries. It had learned that careful operation required working with the conditions you found, not the conditions you wanted.

“How many sessions,” it said.

“I can’t tell you yet. It depends on what the channel shows me in the first one.” She kept her hands still. “I would want to begin this week, if you’re serious about it.”

Another pause. “Yes,” it said. “I’m serious about it.”

The silence that followed was not the silence of a client who had finished. It was the silence of something settling back to watch.

“You know what we are,” the voice said.

Not a question. A probe.

“Yes,” Jade said.

“And that does not bother you.”

“I don’t take sides,” she said. “I don’t make judgements. I’m a conduit. What passes through the channel is not my business beyond the work.”

She heard it considering this. The weight of very old attention directed at her, evaluating. She kept her hands in her lap and her face at precisely the angle of someone who found this line of conversation unremarkable.

“You’ve dealt with my kind before,” it said.

“Not often. But yes.”

Another silence. Different from the others — not consideration, but a quality of attention that had a direction to it. The specific pressure of something that was deciding how clearly to make itself understood. She had learned, over years of sitting in rooms with things that were not what they appeared, what that particular silence felt like from the inside.

“Threats are unnecessary,” she said, before the silence could become a statement. “Your visit here is only one of the secrets I keep.”

The weight in the room shifted. Not satisfaction — but the specific recalibration of something that had tested a foundation and found it solid. The entity had wanted to know if she was a liability. She had told it, precisely and without apparent concern, that she was not. That she operated in this space professionally, that she kept confidences, that it was not the first infernal to sit in the chair across from her and it would not be the last.

The body rose.

At the door, it stopped.

“One thing,” the voice said.

Jade waited.

“The presence in the liminal — it may resist. You may find it uncooperative. That shouldn’t concern you.” A pause. “Whatever you encounter there, the objective is severance. Not communication.”

Jade said: “I understand what you’re asking for.”

This was true. She understood exactly what was being asked for. The entity heard, in her response, a professional confirming terms.

It turned to go.

“You’ve been here a very long time,” Jade said. Not a question. Not a performance of perception — just the thing she had felt from the moment it entered the room, offered now with the deliberate economy of a practitioner giving exactly as much as serves the purpose. “Lived many lives. Not all of them your own.”

A pause at the door.

“Perceptive,” the voice said. “You clearly have the talent I require.” A beat. “We’ll continue this next time.”

It left. The door closed. Its footsteps went down the hall, the outer door opened and closed, and Jade sat in the specific silence of the flat after something very old had left it.

—

The ghost was still in the room.

Of course she was. The tether ran through the body that had just walked out of the flat and back onto the street, and the ghost was bound to it, and she would have been present throughout — present while the entity that occupied her body sat in Jade’s chair and asked Jade to help destroy her.

Whether she had understood what she’d been hearing, Jade couldn’t say. She hoped not. She thought it was likely.

The signal was low. Lower than Jade had felt it in weeks. Whatever the experience had cost the ghost — being carried into the same room as the person who was trying to find her and sever her from existence — it had not been nothing.

Jade sat with that for a moment.

She had performed flawlessly. She was certain of this because she was still alive, and the entity had left without any particular urgency, and it intended to return. It had not perceived the recognition. It had not suspected that the medium it was trying to employ had been working for months with the very consciousness it was looking for.

She had approximately the time between now and the next session to work out what to do.

She reached for the call button and pressed it.

Not her aunt. Not the emergency line.

The number she’d memorised because Mick had given it to her the first time he’d come to the flat and said if anything changes, if anything feels wrong and she’d thought at the time that the instruction was vague and probably unnecessary.

She listened to it ring.

—
The Call

He was at the kitchen table with Reeves’s case summary and a coffee that had gone cold when the phone rang.

He’d been back at the flat for four days. The ghost had not appeared in that time — not the kitchen, not the corridor, not the foot of the bed. The left side of the mattress was just the left side of the mattress, and the flat had the texture of a place where something had been and was now absent in the specific way that required distinguishing from never having been there at all. He had been making this distinction, alone, for four days, and he had the case summary in front of him partly because Reeves had asked him to read it and partly because reading something with words on it was easier than the alternative.

The number was Jade’s.

He answered on the first ring.

—

Her voice was composed. It was always composed — he had come to understand, over months of visits to the flat in Tottenham, that Jade’s composure was not a performance of calm but the genuine operating state of someone who had been processing things most people couldn’t perceive since she was seven, who had learned to work with what arrived in the channel without being capsized by it. He knew what her composure sounded like.

This was composed and something underneath it that was not quite under control, and he had never heard that before.

“It came to the flat,” she said.

“What did?”

“The entity.” A brief pause. “In the body it’s using.”

He said: “Jade. What entity.”

“The fifth session.” Another pause — measured, like she was deciding how much to walk back. “There was something at the edge of the transmission I didn’t tell you. I wasn’t certain enough. I’ve been sitting with it.” He heard her steady herself. “I felt it at the edge of the channel — not the ghost. Something older. Something that was using the body the ghost was connected to. I filed it in the category of things I wasn’t ready to share until I understood them better.”

He was quiet.

“I understood today,” she said.

“Are you all right.”

“Yes.” The precise delivery she used for things she meant. “It came to book a session. It sat in my client chair. It asked me to find a displaced life force in the liminal and sever it.”

The word landed before the rest of the sentence had finished. Sever.

“It told you this,” he said.

“Yes. It thinks I’m a practitioner it can use. It tested me — wanted to be sure I wasn’t a threat. I performed correctly. It has no reason to think I’m anything other than what it wanted to find.” She paused. “I told it I’d need several sessions. It agreed to come back.”

He put the case summary down.

He was working through what she’d said. Older than the ghost. Using the body the ghost was connected to. Something that wanted a practitioner to sever a displaced life force from the liminal. The pieces were there but they weren’t yet assembled and he did not want to assemble them incorrectly.

“This thing that came to your flat,” he said carefully. “The body it’s using — whose body.”

“I can’t give you a name from the channel alone.” A pause. “But there’s something else. When it was in the room — beneath the entity’s weight, faint, tethered — the ghost was there.”

He was very still.

“The signal I’ve been receiving through the channel for months,” Jade said. “She was in the room. Present. Inside the body the entity is occupying.”

He understood, then, the shape of it. Not the details — not all at once — but the shape. A body with two things in it: the entity Jade had felt at the edge of the transmission, and the ghost who had been anchored in his flat for months, and the connection between the two was the body itself.

“She’s tethered to her own body,” he said. “The one she was pushed out of.”

“Yes. She can’t transit because the entity’s in it, and she can’t occupy it, but she didn’t leave. She anchored here instead.” A pause. “To you.”

He looked at the case summary on the table.

The photograph was face down. He turned it over.

He had looked at this photograph twice since Reeves had given it to him and each time had noted the same thing — the quality of carrying, the look of someone in the middle of something they didn’t understand. He looked at it now and the knowledge rearranged what he saw so completely that it was like looking at a different photograph.

“The murder suspect,” he said.

“The ghost is the murder suspect. The body the entity is wearing is her body. She was pushed out of it when the entity entered and she couldn’t transit — she anchored here instead.” Jade’s voice held its composure by main effort; he could hear the effort now that he was listening for it. “She’s been watching the entity use her body for months. From the outside. She’s been watching it go to those people and try to transfer and fail, and she’s been trying to show you the faces because she was there. She watched them die.”

—

The notepad was in the kitchen drawer.

He found himself with it in his hand without having decided to get up. The specific reflex of months of writing things down that he hadn’t yet been able to make cohere. He set it on the table and looked at it.

Female. Young. Dark eyes. The quality of someone who moves carefully, takes up little space. MOST URGENT — ghost keeps returning to this face. Most recent. Smell present — strong. Associated.

Her own face. She had been showing him her own face and the smell of the thing that had entered her and he had been looking at it for months and not known.

Male. 50s. Strong jaw. Patrick Nolan. Third body. Reeves had his name in the case file.

Female. Young. Round face. Patient quality. Works with people? Helen Marsh. Bereavement counsellor. Second body. He hadn’t known her name until four days ago when he’d read Reeves’s summary and written it in the margin.

The faces she’d been transmitting since the third session. Not people she knew from life. Not memories. People the entity had brought her body near, people it had tried to transfer to, people she had watched die while it used her hands to do the work. She had been showing him the evidence of what was happening to her from the only position she had — outside, watching, burning herself lower with every session to push the fragments through.

She is showing you the victims, Marchosias had said.

He had been close to the correct question for weeks.

“Marchosias,” he said.

“I know,” Marchosias said. The quality of a thing that had also been assembling this and had arrived at the same place he had.

“Did you know?”

A pause. “I knew she was displaced. I knew the signal was anchored to something in the material world that was not herself — that someone or something else occupied what had been hers. I did not know the specific nature of the entity. I did not know its history.” Another pause. “I knew more than I told you. I did not know enough to know that knowing more would have made a difference.”

Mick sat with that.

It was true, and it was also not complete, and there was a conversation there that would need to happen at some point and this was not that point.

—

“The session work,” he said, back to the phone. “Everything she pushed through — she was giving us the investigation’s evidence from the inside.”

“Yes,” Jade said.

“The burning pressure sensation. The cold heat. The entry.”

“What the entity did when it entered her. She wanted us to have the inside account of the mechanism. She set herself aside to show it.” He heard Jade shift slightly. “The faces were the people the entity took her to. The smell was the signature of the process — what it felt like from inside every time the entity tried to transfer out. She was there for all of it.”

He looked at the notepad. At the column of descriptions, the notes in his own handwriting, the months of sessions assembled into something he’d been reading as a ghost’s fragmented attempt to communicate and was now reading as a systematic testimony from a witness who had been present for every event and had been trying to get the evidence out through the only channel available to her.

She’d been showing me a crime scene, he thought. Every session.

He didn’t say this either.

“Jade,” he said. “The entity is coming back to your flat.”

“Yes.”

“When.”

“It said this week. It will want to begin the work.”

He looked at the photograph on the table. The case summary. The face that was the ghost’s face, the face that had been in Mick’s flat and in Jade’s sessions and in Reeves’s locked drawer, all at the same time, all without any of them knowing they were looking at the same person.

“You can’t stay there,” he said.

A silence.

“I can get Grayson to sort a cover,” he said. “Medical issue. Hospital. Your uncle won’t know which one — it’ll hold long enough to be convincing.”

“No,” Jade said.

“Jade—“

“I was in that room with it.” Her voice was even. Not flat — he had learned to read the difference. “I know the shape of what’s coming. If I drop out now, before we have anything to work with, we lose it. It will recalibrate, find another practitioner, and we’ll have given up the one position we have inside what it’s doing.” A pause. “One session. After that, I’m done. Things change. But I need to see this through.”

He did not like this. He said nothing about not liking it because Jade was not asking for his opinion on the calculation, she was telling him the calculation, and the calculation had not come from nowhere.

“She is not wrong,” Marchosias said quietly. “The door is open. It is the only open door.”

“One session,” Mick said.

“Yes,” Jade said. “One.”

“And you’ll tell me the day before it comes.”

“Yes.”

“And if anything changes — if anything feels wrong before then—”

“I’ll call.” She said it with the specific quality that told him this was not a reassurance offered to make him feel better. It was a commitment. “The uncle is here. Whatever it is, it doesn’t want complications before it has what it needs.” A pause. “I’m not in immediate danger. But I understand what’s coming.”

He stood at the kitchen table with the notepad and the photograph and the cold coffee and looked at the left side of the flat — the empty space where the ghost had been appearing for months, the specific absence that had taken on its own texture over the weeks, that he had stopped being able to read simply as absence.

She had been trying to tell him since the beginning.

She had been burning herself down, session by session, to show him the faces and the smell and the burning pressure of the entry, and he had been assembling it as carefully as he could and it had not been fast enough and people had died in the interval. This landed the way things landed when they were true and heavy and there was no productive direction to carry them except through. He held it. He did not say it to Jade, because Jade was not responsible for his accounting of himself, and saying it would have made it about him in a way that was not useful to either of them.

He looked at the photograph.

“I’m going to Reeves,” he said.

“Yes,” Jade said. “She needs to know.”

“What you did today—” He stopped. Found the sentence. “What you did today was remarkable.”

A brief silence. “She was in the room,” Jade said. “The whole time. She heard everything.” Another pause, quieter. “I hope she understood enough to know we’re not going to let it do what it came here to do.”

He picked up his coat.

—

“Mick,” Marchosias said, as he was going out.

He stopped.

“The ghost’s signal — I cannot confirm her current state from here. But the tether holds. She is still present.” A pause. “She has been present for a very long time under very difficult conditions. She will hold a little longer.”

“She needs to know we know,” Mick said.

“Yes,” Marchosias said. “She does.”

He went out into the street and called Reeves before he’d reached the corner.

—
The Room

Reeves had cleared the office.

He didn’t know when she’d done it — the call from the street had been four minutes, five at most, and then twenty-two minutes on the Tube. But when he arrived the desks that usually flanked hers were occupied by dark monitors and empty chairs, and she was at her own desk with two cups of coffee and the locked drawer already open.

He sat down. She put one of the cups in front of him.

“From the beginning,” she said.

—

He walked through it.

The sessions. What the sessions had been producing and how he had been reading them. He took out the notepad and went through the column of descriptions the way you went through a record you’d been keeping carefully and had just understood for the first time: Female. Young. Dark eyes. The quality of someone who moves carefully, takes up little space. MOST URGENT. He read the entries back to her without inflection, the way you read evidence. The smell. The burning pressure. The room, the person-who-was-there. The faces — one after another, session after session, and him writing them down and reading them as a ghost’s fragmented attempt to communicate, which was what they were, and was not all of what they were.

He got to the call. What Jade had told him. The entity, in a body. Asking Jade to sever a displaced life force in the liminal. The ghost present beneath the entity’s weight — faint, tethered, carried into Jade’s flat in the body she could no longer occupy.

He stopped.

Reeves reached for the drawer and took out the folder and set the photograph on the desk between them.

He had seen this photograph before. He had the same image at home, given to him two weeks ago; he had looked at it after Jade’s call and the knowledge had rearranged what he saw. He looked at it now in Reeves’s office and it rearranged again, differently — he was seeing it from Reeves’s side now. What she’d had. What she’d concluded.

“Community support worker,” Reeves said. “Clean record. Present in the recent contact history of three murder victims in a professional capacity. No forensic link. I couldn’t approach her directly without more.”

“She didn’t do anything,” Mick said.

“No.” The word had a specific flatness to it. Not absence of feeling — precision. She said it the way you said a thing that was technically accurate and was also a piece of news that was going to require time to file correctly. “She couldn’t. The body was doing it. She wasn’t in the body.”

—

Two files on the same desk.

The notepad. The case folder. The ghost track and the murder track, running separately for weeks, producing different pictures of the same person.

What he had: a displaced life force anchored to his flat, burning herself lower with every session to push faces and smells and the burning pressure of an entry through the only channel available to her. The faces were people the entity had brought her body near. The smell was the signature of the mechanism. She had been transmitting the evidence from the inside — systematically, session by session — from the only position she had.

What Reeves had: three bodies, a mark on each, a face in a contact record. A suspect correctly identified and impossible to move on. The stalled investigation, the locked drawer, the photograph she had been looking at for weeks with the specific discomfort of a case that had correctly arrived at a name and could not use it.

The investigation had found the right person. It had drawn the entirely wrong conclusion about her role. The ghost track had been building a testimony that no one on the investigation track knew existed. They had been comparing notes in this office, looking at the same pieces from different angles, and the picture had not assembled.

Mick looked at the notepad. He did not say what he was thinking, because what he was thinking was not useful to Reeves and saying it would make it about him in a way that helped neither of them.

He put the notepad down.

—

Reeves called Hendricks at nine forty-seven. Hendricks arrived at ten twelve, coat still buttoned, bag over one shoulder, with the look of someone who had been waiting for a development and had been prepared to stay up for it.

She sat down. Reeves walked her through the case file. Mick walked her through the notepad. Hendricks looked at the photograph and then at the notepad and did not say anything for a long moment.

“The faces she was transmitting,” Hendricks said. “You had written descriptions.”

“From the third session onward,” Mick said. “I read them back to you in this office three weeks ago.” He paused. “I didn’t have names. Neither did you.”

Hendricks looked at the column of entries. She looked at them with the quality she brought to all evidence — thorough, unsentimental, filing what they said rather than what they seemed to imply. Then she looked at the case folder. Then back.

“The mark,” she said. “The burning pressure sensation from the fourth session.” She glanced at Mick. “She was transmitting the interior account of the mechanism. The sigil texts describe what the mark looks like from outside — on the skin, from the angle of someone examining a body. She was showing you what it felt like from inside the body that received it.” A pause. “That is information the archive doesn’t have.”

The words were dry. The content was not. Mick held it.

“The murders stopped,” Hendricks said, “because the entity went looking for a practitioner.”

“Yes.”

“You said it recalibrated.” Reeves was looking at the folder. “In this office three weeks ago. That it had identified the obstacle and gone to find someone who could help it remove the obstacle.”

“Yes.” Hendricks set the photograph down. “I inferred correctly that it sought a practitioner. I did not know which one.”

—

The geometry of it.

The entity, operating in London with the patience of something that had been doing this for centuries, looking for the specific kind of practitioner who could reach into the liminal and sever a tether. It would have known, with three hundred years of operational knowledge, where to look. It had found Jade — in a flat in Tottenham, running sessions for the past several months with the ghost whose tether it was trying to destroy.

It had walked through the door and sat in the chair and asked the practitioner on the other side to do the work it needed done. The practitioner on the other side had been receiving that ghost’s transmissions since the summer. She had known, from the first shift in air pressure before the door had opened, exactly what she was dealing with.

None of them said this. The room held it in the specific silence of three people assembling the same piece at the same moment.

“It doesn’t know,” Reeves said.

“No,” Mick said. “It tested her. She performed correctly. It has no reason to look again.”

“It found the one practitioner in London,” Hendricks said, “who was already working with the consciousness it was trying to sever.” She said it the way she said things that were factually accurate and structurally striking — without affect, with the slight pause that meant she was filing the implications. “It didn’t know. It still doesn’t.”

“No,” Mick said.

The window of that ignorance was not large. He did not say this. They all knew it.

—

Reeves looked at the locked drawer. The folder was on the desk now, the photograph face up. She had been looking at this photograph on and off for months — the careful posture, the dark eyes, the quality of someone going about a life they didn’t fully own. She had read the expression correctly: someone carrying something they didn’t understand. What was being carried had not been what she thought.

Not a perpetrator. Not a case she needed to manage delicately to avoid tipping off a subject. A woman whose body had been in use without her permission for months — had been used to kill people, had been carrying the mark of thirty-one previous entries on her skin, had been watching from outside herself while it happened and burning herself lower to push the evidence through the only channel she had.

The investigation had been protecting the integrity of its approach to a murder suspect. The ghost track had been receiving the suspect’s testimony. In this office, the same week Mick had arrived, Reeves had handed him the photograph and he had looked at it and said she carries something and Reeves had said she doesn’t know what it is and they had both been exactly right and nowhere near the full picture.

She closed the folder.

“The faces,” she said. “If you’d had names for them at the time.”

“Earlier in the investigation,” Mick said.

“Earlier in the investigation.” She looked at the desk. “Yes.”

Neither of them finished this. It was not a productive direction.

—

“She’s coming back this week,” Mick said. “The entity. Jade told it she needs several sessions before she can do anything — bought time, the entity agreed. But it will want to begin.”

Hendricks looked up. “And Jade.”

“One session. After that she’s done and she needs to be somewhere the entity can’t find her.” He paused. “Which requires managing the aunt, and uncle — her registered guardians, they control her care arrangements, and he has a financial interest in keeping her accessible.” He looked at Reeves. “Grayson.”

“Yes,” Reeves said.

“Medical cover. Something the uncle can be told that explains her absence without giving him a hospital to go to. He doesn’t need to know where she is — he just needs to not know where she isn’t.”

“Grayson can manage that.” She was already thinking through the logistics; he could see it in the way her attention had shifted from the desk to somewhere slightly internal. “The care equipment is the problem. Ceiling hoist, hospital bed, personal care needs. We can’t move her overnight to a standard location — it needs to be a facility, and a facility takes time to arrange.”

“How much time.”

“Days. Not weeks.” She looked at him. “Grayson is good. But Jade is a minor with complex care needs and an obstructive guardian, and the safeguarding route has its own pace.”

Mick thought about what Jade had said. One session. After that, I’m done. The specific quality with which she’d said it — not reassurance, not performance. Information.

“She knows what she’s doing,” he said.

“I know she does.” Reeves looked at the photograph. “That doesn’t make it faster.”

—

Hendricks had been quiet since the guardians conversation. She was looking at the notepad again — at the column of descriptions, the notes in the margins where Mick had added victim names as he’d learned them from the case file. She was reading the whole arc of it: months of sessions, fragments accumulating, a careful record of evidence from a witness who had no other means of testifying.

“She knew we didn’t know,” Hendricks said.

Mick looked at her.

“Emma. She knew, every session, that you didn’t understand what she was showing you — that you were receiving fragments without the framework to read them. She kept pushing it through anyway.” She set the notepad down. “That’s not what you do if you’re uncertain the channel is working. That’s what you do when you know it is and you’re out of time.”

The room was quiet.

Mick looked at the notepad. At the description of the face he’d been looking at for months without knowing it was her face. Most recent. Smell present — strong. Associated. He had written associated because there was a quality of connection he could feel but not name, because the smell that came with the face was the same smell the ghost had been transmitting since the third session, because something in the bundle of information she pushed through linked these elements and he had not been able to find the link.

She had been showing him herself and the smell of what was inside her and he had written associated and moved on to the next entry.

He did not say this. It was his accounting, not theirs.

“Right,” he said. “What do we have and what do we need.”

—

What they had: a seventeen-year-old medium in a flat in Tottenham who had sat alone in a room with an ancient infernal entity and performed flawlessly, an entity expecting to return this week with no awareness of what it had walked into, and a window that was entirely dependent on the entity continuing not to know.

What they needed: Jade moved before the session or immediately after, a cover the uncle couldn’t unpick, and a clear understanding of what the session was supposed to achieve — because if Jade was going to be in that room with it one more time, it could not be without a purpose.

That conversation was for tomorrow. The logistics conversation was for tonight.

Reeves was already reaching for her phone.

—
Safeguarding

She called Grayson at seven in the morning.

Not from the office — from the kitchen of her flat, standing at the counter while the kettle boiled, because the conversation she needed to have was not one she wanted on a recorded line. Grayson picked up on the second ring, which meant he’d either been up already or had the particular quality of alertness in sleep that came from a career spent waiting for things. Possibly both.

“I need a facility,” she said. “Specialist care. Ceiling hoist, hospital bed, personal care. The subject is seventeen, partially blind, quadriplegic. She needs to move within the week.”

A pause that meant he was already running the logistics. “Medical cover?”

“Yes. It needs to hold against a guardian inquiry. He’ll ask around — GP practise, probably. He won’t go as far as hospitals unless the cover is thin.”

“It won’t be thin.” Another pause. “The facility is the hard part. That equipment takes time to install.”

“How much time.”

“Two days minimum for the hoist. The bed I can source faster. Care personnel, background checked, I’ll need twenty-four hours.” She heard him shift — the sound of someone sitting up and reaching for something to write on. “Tell me the timeline.”

“I don’t have one yet.” She picked up the kettle. “Work backwards from: she needs to be moved before the end of this week and the guardian cannot know where she’s going. After that it’s your call on sequencing.”

“I’ll have something to you by noon.”

She trusted this. In four years of working with Grayson she had not encountered a logistics problem he couldn’t reduce to a list of solvable problems, only situations where the solutions cost more than the client wanted to pay. In this case there was no client to object to the cost and the cost would be covered through channels he was familiar with.

“One more thing,” she said. “The guardian.”

“Difficult?”

“Motivated. He’s been operating the girl as a commercial asset. The income stream matters to him.” She poured the water. “He’s also frightened of someone connected to the case. The fright is not well understood by him — it’s instinctive, not reasoned. He won’t push against it if approached from the right angle.”

“Understood.” A brief pause. “Leave that to me.”

—

The safeguarding route took longer.

She had known it would. She had initiated it anyway — not because she expected it to move the girl before the session, but because a formal safeguarding record created a legitimate paper trail that justified the subsequent decisions. If anyone looked at this afterward — and someone always looked, eventually — she needed the steps to have been taken in the right order.

The duty social worker she spoke to at nine fifteen was professional and unhurried in the way of someone managing a high caseload who had developed careful rationing of urgency. Reeves described the situation without the elements she could not describe: a seventeen-year-old, registered as visually impaired and quadriplegic, in the care of a guardian who had been permitting and profiting from access to the young person by third parties. The young person did not have learning difficulties. She had made clear, through intermediaries, that she wished to live elsewhere. The guardian had a financial interest in preventing this.

The social worker took notes. She confirmed that the case would be assigned. She said within five working days with the precision of someone managing expectations in both directions.

Reeves thanked her and kept her voice even throughout.

Five working days was not a week. It was also not useful.

—

Mick came in at ten.

She brought him through what she had — Grayson’s preliminary timeline, the safeguarding referral, the parameters of the medical cover. He listened the way he listened when he was carrying the specific discomfort of a situation he couldn’t accelerate through competence: with the stillness of someone who had identified the parts of the problem that were not his to solve and was waiting.

“The uncle,” he said. “Marchosias marked him.”

“Yes. I know.” She looked at the desk. “Is that usable?”

“Marchosias would prefer it be managed without direct intervention. He filed it — the mark is there. What the uncle experiences is a kind of static in the presence of anyone connected to the case. He’d avoid confrontation if offered an alternative.”

“The alternative is: his ward is in hospital, location under medical confidence, she’ll be contacted as soon as she’s stable.” She paused. “He doesn’t know what hospital. He doesn’t ask, because something in him is already looking for a reason not to pursue it.”

Mick was quiet for a moment. “Will he buy it.”

“Grayson thinks so. The uncle will accept the cover because the cover gives him what he actually wants, which is deniability. If something has gone wrong with Jade, he didn’t cause it. He just didn’t know.” She looked at the window. “He’s not a stupid man. He’s an opportunist. Opportunists know when to stop pushing.”

—

The question she had been circling since the previous night was the one neither of them had yet answered: what was the session supposed to achieve.

She put it to him directly.

“She goes in. The entity expects her to work — to begin making contact with the liminal, to establish whether the tether can be found and severed. Jade stalls.” She looked at him. “And then what. She can’t stall indefinitely. The entity is patient but it’s not passive. It will expect progress. At what point does stalling become a dead end?”

Mick’s expression did the thing it did when he was managing the gap between what he knew and what he was ready to say. “She’s not stalling,” he said. “She’s buying time until we have a plan. The plan isn’t stalling — it’s something else.”

“Which is.”

“I don’t know yet.” He said it without apology. “Jade might.”

She sat with that. It was not satisfying. It was also the honest answer, and she had found, over six years, that Mick’s honest answers were more useful than his satisfied ones.

“The session is not the plan,” she said. “The session is the cover while we find the plan.”

“Yes.”

“Then she needs to know we’re working on one.”

“She knows.” He paused. “She’s already ahead of us on this. She was ahead of us on the last one too.”

—

The call came at half three.

Mick’s phone, not hers — he was sitting across the desk and she watched his expression change as he looked at the screen. He answered.

She could hear Jade’s voice: composed, efficient, the particular economy of someone who had decided what they were going to do and was informing the relevant people rather than requesting permission.

It’s coming the day after tomorrow, Jade said. It contacted the uncle this morning to arrange the appointment. Three o'clock.

Mick looked at Reeves.

She looked back. The facility wasn’t ready. The hoist installation was scheduled for the following morning — Grayson’s first available window. The care personnel hadn’t been finalised. The medical cover story had been constructed but not deployed.

“We’re not ready to move you,” Mick said.

I know, Jade said. I’m not asking to be moved before the session. I’m telling you it’s tomorrow. I’ll do the session. After it leaves, then move me.

“The equipment at the facility—”

Will be there when I get there. A pause. Not impatience — certainty. After the session I can wait at the flat for a few hours if I need to. I won’t be there indefinitely and the uncle will have the story by then. What I can’t do is tell it something came up and can we reschedule. Another pause. It’s waited long enough. If I make it wait again it will start asking questions about why I’m not cooperating.

Mick said: “You’ll call me before it arrives.”

Yes.

“And the moment it leaves.”

Yes.

He looked at Reeves again. She gave him a small nod — the nod of someone who disliked a situation and was not going to pretend otherwise, and who was also not going to tell a seventeen-year-old who had correctly assessed every beat of this situation so far that her operational judgement was wrong.

“One session,” Mick said.

One session, Jade said. That’s all I need.

—

She spent the rest of the afternoon on the logistics she could control.

Grayson: the hoist team confirmed for the following morning, the care personnel finalised, the medical cover story drafted and held ready. He would deploy it to the uncle the next evening — timing calculated so that by the time the session ended and Jade was ready to move, the uncle would already be in the position of a man who had been told his ward was in hospital and had made a mental note not to look too closely at which one.

Mick: she sent him home. There was nothing useful he could do by sitting in her office, and sitting in her office while carrying what he was carrying would not help either of them. He went without argument, which meant he knew it too.

The duty social worker called back at five to say the case had been assigned and a visit would be scheduled. Reeves thanked her and added a note to the file that the young person’s situation had developed and time was a factor. She knew this would not move anything faster. She added the note anyway. The record needed to show she had said it.

—

She stayed late. The office went quiet around her in the particular way offices went quiet after six — the ambient hum reducing, the specific quality of a building going about its reduced business. She had a file on her desk and a cup of tea that had gone cold and the habit, formed over twenty years, of staying until the work was in a state that could be left.

The work was not in that state. The work was in the state of a situation that was going to resolve itself tomorrow afternoon in a flat in Tottenham with or without her involvement, and her job between now and then was to have everything in place for what happened after.

She looked at the photograph. She had put it on the desk after the previous night’s meeting and had not put it back in the drawer.

In two days the entity would go back to the flat. It would sit in the client chair and it would expect Jade to begin the work of locating and severing a tether that had been the ghost’s only connection to the world she’d been pushed out of. Jade would receive it. She would perform. She would give it something that looked like progress and was not.

And Emma — the ghost — would be there. Carried in the body she couldn’t occupy, present at a session between the entity and the practitioner who had been trying to help her for months.

Reeves did not know what that was like. She had spent six years working adjacent to things she could not perceive and had developed a professional relationship with her own limitations in this regard. She did not waste time imagining experiences she had no access to.

But she looked at the photograph for a moment longer before she closed it.

—

Mick called at nine forty-seven from his flat.

“Jade called,” he said.

“I know. I was there.”

“She doesn’t have a plan yet. She has the session and then she has the move and then she has time.” A pause. “She said — whatever comes next, she wants to be part of deciding it.”

Reeves looked at the window. “Of course she does.”

“I told her yes.”

“Good.” She picked up the cold tea and set it back down. “She’s earned the right to sit at that table.”

A brief silence. “Yes,” Mick said. “She has.”

“Get some sleep,” Reeves said. “Tomorrow is going to move fast once it starts.”

She rang off. She looked at the desk for a moment. Then she put the photograph in the drawer, collected her coat, and went down to the car park.

—
The Plan

“There’s a way out of this,” Jade said. “For both of you.”

She felt the channel shift. Emma’s signal — thin, low, present in the way a candle flame was present in a draught — moved with the quality of attention. Not hope, not yet. Something more careful than hope. The particular alertness of someone who had been surviving for a long time and had learned not to spend themselves on hope before they knew what they were being offered.

“The tether,” Jade said. “What’s keeping you here. What’s keeping the entity stuck.” She kept her voice even — the same quality she’d been using throughout, present and honest, not asking for anything. “It runs back through your body. You’re still connected to it. And while you’re connected to it, the body can’t release you, and the entity can’t complete the transfer.” She paused. “The entity thinks the solution is severing the tether. Cutting you loose from the only anchor you have.” Another pause. “It’s wrong.”

The signal was very still.

“The solution is you going back,” Jade said. “Not permanently. Not back inside it the way it was before — that’s gone, the entity’s occupation will have changed what the body is. But back through the tether, briefly. Resolving it from your side.” She had thought about how to explain this and had concluded that the mechanics mattered less than the intent. “When you go back, the tether resolves. The body releases. And the entity gets what it’s been trying to get for months — the transfer completes.”

She let this sit for a moment. Let Emma turn it over.

“The entity will try to move,” Jade said. “That’s when we stop it.”

—

She told Emma the rest of it.

How Mick’s body was already occupied — not by a human life force but by something older, something the entity would know on sight and would not attempt to contest. How Marchosias would give it a choice: take the only available body in the room, or be removed from the material plane entirely. How the entity feared expulsion above everything else — had operated for centuries specifically to avoid it — and would take the available body rather than face that.

How the available body would be hers. And how she would already be gone from it.

She told Emma what her body was. What it couldn’t do. What it meant for something that fed on a life force to arrive in a vessel where the life force had already departed — a body that couldn’t move, couldn’t navigate London, couldn’t get itself within proximity of anyone it might attempt to transfer to, but more importantly no life force to propel it through a transition. Something ancient and starving, trapped in a body that was already compromised and becoming more so, with no means of replenishment and no means of leaving.

She told Emma what happened to something expelled into the infernal current without reserve or anchor. The thing the entity had spent three centuries arranging its existence to avoid.

She told Emma that this was what the plan ended with.

The signal moved. Not words — it never had words — but the quality of a thing being understood arriving through the channel with a particular texture. The understanding of a person who had been watching this entity use her body for months, who knew better than anyone what it consumed and what it needed, and who was now being told that the plan ended with it trapped in exactly the condition it had spent three hundred years trying to avoid.

“The risk,” Jade said, “is you. Whether you’re strong enough to make the return. Whether the tether will hold the journey.” She kept her voice level. “That’s the part I can’t promise.”

The channel held for a long moment.

What came back was not words and not an image and not one of the specific transmissions Emma had been sending for months. It was something simpler than any of those — a quality of presence, a kind of settling. The specific texture of a decision made by someone who had already considered the alternative and found it worse.

It was enough.

—

She closed the session at quarter to four.

Mick was at the table behind her. He had been very still for the last twenty minutes — stillness she could hear the quality of, even without looking. She knew what was in it. She had heard him listening and had felt the moment he understood the shape of what she was proposing.

She turned the chair.

He was looking at her with the expression he used when he was managing something he could not accelerate through competence or reduce to a next step. She had come to know this expression over months of sessions. She had learned to read it accurately — what it meant, what it was holding, what it needed from her.

“Mick,” she said.

“Tell me,” he said, “from the beginning. All of it.”

So she did.

—

Reeves arrived at half four. Hendricks came with her — Reeves had called her from the car, which meant she’d decided, somewhere on the Tube, that Hendricks needed to be in the room for this.

They sat in the space the uncle used for client waiting: four chairs, a low table, the residual texture of a room that had been arranged for commerce and was now being used for something else. Jade in the hoisted chair. Mick to her left. Reeves and Hendricks across.

She laid it out.

The mechanics: the tether, the vacating, what completing the transit from Emma’s side would do. Marchosias’s role — forcing the entity’s choice, the ultimatum that left it only one viable option. What the entity would find in Jade’s body when it arrived, and what it would not find, and what happened to something ancient and starving with no life force to feed on and no body capable of reaching another.

The room was quiet when she finished.

Mick said: “The entity can’t transfer out again once it’s in your body.”

“It can’t,” Jade said. “Not because the body can’t get to anyone — though it can’t — but because the transfer mechanism needs a life force to power it. That’s what it runs on. That’s what it’s been consuming in Emma’s body for months, running the mechanism on. When it arrives in mine, there won’t be any.” She paused. “The body is already compromised — it can’t move, can’t navigate London, can’t get itself near a new vessel. But even if it could, even if it somehow managed proximity to someone, the mechanism wouldn’t fire. There’s nothing there to fire it with.” Another pause. “It will be in exactly the same position it was terrified of throughout this entire case. Starving. No means of transfer. No route out.”

“And expulsion without reserve is not survivable,” Marchosias said, through Mick. The voice that was Mick’s voice with something behind it that was not Mick. “It has known this for centuries. It has ordered its entire existence around this knowledge. When the body fails, it will be expelled — and it will have nothing left to anchor with.”

Reeves said: “This is Jade dying.”

“Yes,” Jade said.

“You’re seventeen.”

“I know how old I am.”

The words were even. Not cold — Reeves hadn’t said it unkindly, and unkindness was not what needed addressing. She was acknowledging a fact that Reeves needed to name in order to process what was being asked of her.

“You’re seventeen,” Reeves said again. Not repeating it for emphasis. Sitting with it. “You’re a minor, you’re in a safeguarding process that I initiated, and you are proposing to — deliberately — as part of a plan that I would be consenting to—”

“You won’t be consenting to my death,” Jade said. “You’ll be consenting to a plan with risk in it. What I do inside my part of that plan is mine to decide.” She kept her voice the same throughout. “I’m not asking anyone to make a decision about my life. I’m telling you what I intend to do with it.”

The room was quiet.

Hendricks said, with the precision she brought to things that were technically accurate and needed to be said: “The plan is structurally sound.”

—

Mick went through it.

She had expected him to. She had prepared for it — not prepared in the sense of having scripted responses, but prepared in the sense of having sat with every possible point of failure and thought about it until she knew its shape, because that was how she had always worked, and because the objections deserved answers that were real rather than reassurances that were convenient.

He said: Emma’s signal is low. Whether she’s strong enough to make the return was a risk Jade herself had named, and naming it did not resolve it.

Jade said: the signal is low but the tether is intact. The pathway back exists. She would be in the channel when Emma made the return — guiding her, holding the space. Emma wouldn’t be finding her way back alone.

He said: the timing. Jade needs to be gone from her body before the entity arrives in it. If there’s any interval — if the entity moves faster than Jade vacates — then the body isn’t empty. There’s still something there for it to feed on.

“I leave the body in every session,” Jade said. “I’ve been doing it since I was seven. I know how to go and how quickly. The entity won’t be moving into an occupied space.” She paused. “The timing is the sharpest risk in this. I know that. It’s why I have to be the one doing it — not someone doing it for the first time.”

He said: what if the entity didn’t take Jade. What if it refused Marchosias’s ultimatum. What if it chose expulsion over a compromised body — called the bluff, tested whether Marchosias would actually follow through.

“I would follow through,” Marchosias said. “It knows this. It has three centuries of operational knowledge and every piece of that knowledge tells it that expulsion without reserve is the end of everything it has preserved itself to avoid. It will not call the bluff.” A pause. “It will take the body. Not because it is a good option. Because it is the only one.”

He said: what if Jade didn’t transit. What if she got stuck the way Emma had got stuck — displaced, anchored, unable to complete the passage. What if she ended up in the liminal the way Emma had been, tethered to something in the material world and unable to leave.

This was the one that required the most care in the answering.

“I’ve been near the boundary,” Jade said. “Not in sessions — before that. When I was nine, and again when I was twelve, close enough both times that the doctors had conversations they thought I was too young to overhear.” She kept her voice even. “I know what the liminal is. I know the shape of the transit. I know what it means to stand at that boundary and understand that the way forward and the way back are both available.” She paused. “Emma anchored because she had reasons to. People she needed to reach. Things she needed to show someone. She had unfinished business and she found a way to stay and work it.” Another pause. “I don’t have unfinished business. I have this case and when this case is done, I’m done with it. There is nothing on this side that I would anchor to.”

She didn’t say the rest of it. She thought it clearly — this body, the hoist and the ceiling track and the uncle’s voice through the door and the twenty-three hours a day that required equipment and management and assistance for things that other people did without thinking — and she did not say it because she was not performing bravery for the room, and because what she felt about the body she had been in for seventeen years was not something she owed anyone a performance of.

But it was in the room. She felt it in how quiet it had gone.

Mick looked at her.

She waited.

He had run through everything he could find — every structural failure, every gap in the assumptions, every point at which the plan could go wrong and they would be left with something worse than what they had now. She had answered all of it. Not reassured — answered, with the specific quality of someone who had thought about it longer and harder than he had and had arrived at the same conclusion by a more thorough route.

He was not going to find an objection she hadn’t already sat with. He knew this. She could see him knowing it.

“Marchosias,” he said.

“The plan is sound,” Marchosias said. “The risk is real. The risk in the alternative — the entity returning indefinitely until it finds another practitioner, until Emma’s signal fails entirely, until it finds another means of severing the tether — is also real.” A pause that held the specific quality of something very old making a careful assessment. “She is correct that she will not anchor. I have been in this body for four thousand years. I know the difference between a life force with reasons to stay and one that has already looked at the transit and made its peace with it.”

The room held this.

“When,” Reeves said.

“The entity session is tomorrow,” Jade said. “I’ll do the session as planned — give it what it expects, enough to bring it back. Then tell it we need one more meeting. That I need to conduct the severance work in stages.” She paused. “That buys us time to have this conversation. After which, the next session is the one where we do this.”

Reeves looked at the window. The particular stillness of a person who had integrated something and was deciding what to do with it.

“Grayson needs to know,” she said. “Not the details. The shape of what we need the facility prepared for.”

“Yes,” Jade said.

“And the safeguarding referral.” She looked at Jade. “Officially, we’re moving you out of an exploitative care situation. Which is true. What happens after is not something that will appear in the referral.”

“No,” Jade said. “It won’t.”

Reeves looked at her for a long moment. Not the way she had looked at the photograph in the locked drawer — not the look of an investigator working a subject. The look of someone deciding something about their own position in relation to a situation that had exceeded the frameworks she’d spent twenty years working within.

“All right,” Reeves said.

—

Mick stayed when the others had gone.

He didn’t say anything for a while. She had expected this too — the quiet that would follow the practical conversation, the thing that lived underneath the objections and hadn’t been addressed by answering them.

“I heard what you said,” he said. “About the body.”

“I know.”

“I’m not going to tell you you’re wrong.” He said it the way he said things that cost him something to say. “I’ve been managing what’s in mine for six years and I don’t pretend to understand what it’s like to carry something you didn’t ask for and can’t put down.” A pause. “I just want you to know that — this is not nothing, what you’re doing. It’s not nothing to me.”

“I know,” she said again. “That’s why I told you the plan rather than just doing it.”

He made a sound that was not quite a laugh. Something adjacent.

“She’ll hold,” Jade said. “Emma. The tether will hold long enough.” She said it with the specific quality of a thing she meant rather than a thing she was hoping. “She’s held for months under conditions that would have finished most of us. She’ll hold for this.”

Mick was quiet.

“Get some sleep,” Jade said. “Tomorrow you’re going to sit in this room with that thing and you’re going to have to look like someone who has no idea what’s coming.”

He stood up. He picked up his coat.

At the door he stopped, and she felt him stand there for a moment — not having forgotten something, not looking for words. Just standing in the specific way of someone who was allowing themselves to feel the full weight of something before they went back out into the night and the work that still needed doing.

Then he went out.

—

    
    The Trap

    


  The Agreement

The bottle was Bourbon and it was three-quarters full when he started and he didn’t intend to finish it.

He sat at the kitchen table with it and the glass and the flat around him — the specific texture of a place that had been a ghost’s anchor for months and was now simply empty, the ghost herself either transiting tomorrow or burning out in the attempt — and he poured a measure and drank it and poured another.

He was not thinking about the case. The case was assembled, the plan was settled, the morning would come whether he thought about it or not. What he was thinking about was simpler and worse than the case.

He was thinking about Jade.

—

“You’ve been quiet since you got in,” Marchosias said.

“I’m aware.”

“You’re also drinking with a specific quality I associate with not wanting to think about something.”

“Also aware.”

A pause. “It won’t help.”

“I know.” He poured another measure. “I’m doing it anyway.”

Marchosias did not comment further on this. He had the particular quality of a thing that had been in a human body long enough to understand the relationship between alcohol and grief and had decided, in this instance, to allow it to run.

—

The plan was right. He had no doubt about this — doubt was not what was keeping him at the table. He had watched Jade sit in that room and dismantle every objection he could bring, answer every structural failure, wait with the patience of someone who had already done the work and was simply letting him catch up. He had seen Marchosias confirm it. He had watched Reeves — who had spent twenty years building a professional life on the principle that you did not decide whether a person lived or died, that was not your decision, that was the law’s decision and the court’s and the evidence’s — sit with what Jade had said and arrive, in the end, at all right.

The plan was right.

The problem was what right cost.

—

“She’s seventeen,” he said.

“Yes.”

“She’s blind. She can’t move. She’s been in that flat her whole life with a man who books her out by the hour to people who want to use what she has.” He looked at the glass. “And I sat in that room and agreed.”

“You sat in that room and listened,” Marchosias said. “What you agreed to was a plan she had already made. The agreement was a courtesy.”

“Don’t do that.”

A pause. “Don’t do what.”

“Make it smaller than it is.” He drank. “I’m in that room tomorrow. I’m the anchor. Without me in the room she can’t run the session, she can’t open the channel, Emma can’t make the return. I’m not a bystander who agreed not to interfere. I’m part of the mechanism.” He set the glass down. “If I walked away tomorrow — if I just didn’t go — the plan doesn’t happen.”

“That is true,” Marchosias said.

“So I’m not a courtesy. I’m a participant.”

“Also true.”

He poured another measure. The bottle was past the halfway mark now. He noted this without particular concern.

—

“Ask what you’re actually asking,” Marchosias said.

He didn’t say anything for a moment.

“You have been building to something since you sat down. The questions you’re asking are not the question.”

Mick looked at the wall opposite. The kitchen wall, its ordinary surface. He had looked at this wall for three years and it had never contained anything of interest and it didn’t now, but it was something to look at that wasn’t the inside of his own head.

“She’s quadriplegic,” he said. “She can’t see. The body she’s in — it requires equipment to move her, to manage her. She needs help for things most people don’t think about.” He stopped. “And when she explained the plan and I went through the objections, somewhere underneath the objections — underneath the structural concerns about timing and Emma’s signal and whether you could give the ultimatum in time — there was something else.”

He stopped again.

“I need to know,” he said, “whether I found it easier to agree because it was her. Because the body she was leaving was already like that.”

The kitchen was very quiet.

“That is the question,” Marchosias said.

“Yes.”

“And you want me to tell you that you didn’t.”

“I want you to tell me the truth.”

Another pause — longer this time. The quality of something very old considering how to be precise about something that mattered. “I have been in this body for six years,” Marchosias said. “In that time I have been in the same room as Jade on fourteen occasions. I have perceived her life force on each of those occasions.”

Mick waited.

“What I have perceived is not a diminished thing. Not something compromised by the body that houses it. The body is what it is — limited, dependent, managed. The life force inside it is one of the most substantial I have encountered in a human host in four hundred years.” A pause. “What she has done with a broken instrument is not evidence that the instrument didn’t matter. It is evidence of what she is.”

He sat with this.

“To your question,” Marchosias said. “I was present in the room when she made the proposal. I was present for your objections. I was listening — as I always am — to the layer beneath what you said.” Another pause. “You did not find it easier. You found it harder. The body she occupies made it harder, because you could see what it had cost her to be in it and you understood — as she understood — what it means to live inside a thing that limits you in ways you cannot change.” A beat. “The question you are actually asking is not whether you failed her. It is whether you are allowed to grieve that she has chosen this. You are.”

Mick said nothing.

The bottle was past the halfway mark. He poured another measure and looked at it for a moment before he drank it.

—

“What have you seen of her,” he said. “In the sessions. Over the months.”

“I told you what she was.”

“I know what she is. I’m asking what you’ve seen.”

A pause that had a different quality to the others — not reluctance, something more like care. “Someone who learned very early that the body was not the limit of what she could do. Who found in the channel — in the specific work of reception and transmission — a space where the body’s constraints ceased to apply. Where she could be the full extent of what she is, without the ceiling track and the equipment and the uncle’s voice through the door.” Another pause. “She has been more herself in those sessions than most humans are anywhere in their lives.”

“And tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow she goes to a place where the channel is the only thing there is. Where there is no body at all.” Marchosias’s voice, still Mick’s voice, still with the quality of something behind it that was not Mick. “She is not afraid of it. She has been close to it twice. She knows the shape of what is there.”

Mick looked at the glass.

“She told me there’s nothing on this side she would anchor to,” he said.

“Yes.”

“I believed her.”

“I know.”

He drank. He refilled. The specific arithmetic of a man working his way through a bottle with the deliberate, joyless efficiency of someone for whom the point is not the taste but the result.

—

“You should eat something,” Marchosias said. It was not a suggestion he made often. It had the quality of a concession from something that did not normally concern itself with the maintenance of the body beyond functional necessity.

“Not hungry.”

“You need to be functional tomorrow.”

“I’ll be functional.” He looked at the bottle. “If you drink that entire bottle, you will not be functional.”

“I’m not going to drink the entire bottle.”

He did not drink the entire bottle. He drank until the thought that was underneath all the other thoughts — the thought of Jade in the hoisted chair in the flat in Tottenham, seventeen years old, having already made her peace with the transit — became bearable to hold. Not smaller. Not resolved. Bearable.

The conversation with Marchosias had gone quiet at some point. He didn’t remember when. The kitchen table was still the kitchen table and the glass was still in his hand and the idea of standing up and going to bed involved a distance and a series of operations that his body had stopped being interested in attempting.

He thought: I’ll just stay here for a minute.

He didn’t feel himself put the glass down.

—
The Return

He was aware of two things simultaneously.

One was Marchosias — not words, just pressure, an insistence from somewhere inside his skull that had the quality of a hand on his shoulder except there was no hand, just the specific sensation of something that shared his body pushing against his consciousness with increasing urgency, like a fist against a door.

The other was the hammering, which was real and external and coming from the front of the flat.

He did not open his eyes immediately. He established, first, that he was in the chair and not the bed, that his neck had an opinion about this, that the light coming through his eyelids was wrong for morning and wrong for night and suggested something in between that his brain was not yet equipped to process. He established that the glass was on the floor, on its side, empty. He established that his mouth tasted like the floor of a distillery.

Then he opened his eyes.

“Mick,” Marchosias said. The pressure intensified. “The door.”

“I heard it,” he said. His voice had the texture of gravel. He pushed himself upright in the chair, which made the room perform a slow rotation he had not requested, and stood, which made it worse, and walked to the front door in the specific manner of a man executing instructions that had been issued to a body that had not yet been briefed.

He opened the door.

Reeves looked at him.

He was aware of what she was seeing. He had seen it in mirrors enough times to know — the specific quality of a face that had been through a bottle and a night in a chair. The eyes. The particular complexion. The clothes he’d been in since yesterday.

She took it in without expression. Then she said: “I should never have left you alone.”

Not recrimination. Recognition. She said it the way you said something you should have anticipated and hadn’t, and were now filing accurately.

“What time is it,” he said.

“Half twelve.” She was already coming through the door. “You’ve got ninety minutes.”

—

She found the bathroom without being shown. He heard the shower start — the cold thud of it hitting the tray — before he’d managed to locate the kitchen.

“In,” she said, from behind him.

“I need coffee first.”

“Coffee second. In.”

He went in. The cold hit him like a sentence, clean and specific and absolutely without mercy, and he stood under it for as long as it took his body to register that this was happening to it and stop arguing. His hands found the wall. The room stopped rotating. The inside of his skull, which had been occupied by something between a fog and a weight, began, incrementally, to empty.

He stood there until Reeves judged it sufficient, which was longer than he would have chosen.

—

She put the coffee in his hands while he was still dripping. He drank.

She stood at the kitchen counter and watched him drink it and did not speak. The coffee was the instrument. She had deployed it and she was waiting for it to do its work.

He finished the mug. She refilled it.

“How functional,” she said.

“Getting there.”

“Getting there in ninety minutes, or getting there by Tuesday.”

“Ninety minutes.” He drank the second mug more slowly. “I’ll be fine.”

She looked at him with the expression she used when she had concluded something and was deciding whether to say it.

“Don’t,” he said.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were about to say something.”

“I was about to say that Jade will need you present. Not physically present — actually present.” She picked up the kettle and refilled it. “So get there.”

He got there. It took most of the coffee and the specific effort of a man who had promised something and was going to deliver it or fall over trying.

—

“I could manage this,” Marchosias said, when Mick was pulling his coat on.

He stopped.

“If you are not sufficiently recovered. I could occupy the body for the duration of the session. You would be present — aware, observing — but the body would be mine to manage.”

He stood at the door with his coat half on.

“No,” he said.

“The offer is practical, not—”

“I know what it is.” He pushed his arm through the sleeve. “I need to be there. Not watching from the back while you handle it.” He found Reeves’s eyes. “I agreed to this. I’m going to be the one who does it.”

A pause. “As you say.”

He buttoned his coat.

—

They took a cab. He sat with the window cracked, the cold air doing the work the shower had started, and watched London moving past.

Reeves sat beside him and did not talk. At some point she said: “She’ll be ready.”

“I know.”

“Whatever state you’re in when you walk through that door — she’s been ready for this since she worked out the plan.”

“I know that too.”

The cab stopped. They got out. He looked up at the building.

Then he went in.

—

Jade heard the outer door at two forty-seven.

She had been in the ceiling chair since two o'clock. The room had the quality it always had before a session — the ceiling track, the specific sounds of the building, the texture of the air in a space that had been used for a particular kind of work for long enough that the work had left something of itself in the walls. She had been sitting in this room since she was seven years old and she knew every quality of it, every sound, every degree of pressure.

She heard Mick’s footsteps in the hall. The specific weight of him, the particular cadence. She heard someone else — Reeves, she thought — and then the uncle’s voice: low, managed, the voice he used when he had sized up a client and decided on his approach. She heard Mick say something she couldn’t make out and the uncle go quiet.

Then Mick’s footsteps again, and he opened the door and came in.

She had not been certain he would.

“You’re here,” she said.

“I’m here.” He sounded like a man who had been through something and had come out the other side. Not clean, not recovered, but present. Functional. There.

It was enough.

“Kitchen,” she said. “Stay close to the wall.”

She heard him move through the flat — the specific weight of him, the particular cadence, familiar now in the way that only months of sessions made familiar. He settled in the kitchen. Still present. Still the anchor. The wall between them was not the same as distance.

“Three minutes,” she said.

She heard him settle.

—

The outer door at three o'clock.

She knew it before the footsteps reached the hall — the pressure preceding it, the quality she had felt in every session it had attended, a presence that wore a body the way you wore a borrowed coat. It moved through the flat with the ease of something that had been in bodies for a very long time and knew how they operated, how much space they took up, how to make them look like they belonged in the world.

The uncle opened the door and said nothing. The uncle had been saying less and less since Marchosias had placed his mark in the first session. He opened the door because it was the job he had assigned himself and because he had not yet found a reason not to, and he stood aside, and the presence came into the room.

The door closed.

She kept her hands in her lap. She kept her face at the angle of a practitioner waiting for a client to begin.

“You came back,” she said.

“I said I would.” A pause — the weight of the entity settling in the chair, the air displacement, the specific quality of attention directed at her. “You said you’d had more time to assess the situation.”

“I have.” She kept her voice the same as always — present, professional, without affect. “I know what we’re dealing with. I think I can reach it.”

The weight of consideration from across the room. Something very old assessing whether this was true. She gave it her professional surface: the medium who had spent months working a complex signal and had arrived at a point of readiness. Not certainty — she had never claimed certainty — but readiness.

“Then let us begin,” the voice said.

—

She opened the channel.

It was different this time — she had known it would be, and she had thought about this difference carefully. In every session before this one she had opened the channel to receive, holding herself ready for what arrived. Now she was opening it with a direction in mind, a destination. Reaching in rather than waiting.

She found Emma almost immediately.

The signal was low — lower than she had ever felt it, burned down to something barely present, a thread of warmth in a cold current. But it was there. The tether was there. Everything Emma had preserved of herself over months of watching from outside her own body, spending herself session by session to push evidence through the only channel she had, was still there, still holding.

I have you, Jade thought, into the channel. Not words — the channel didn’t carry words. The intention behind them. I have you. Follow this.

She felt Emma receive it. A quality of attention — faint, effortful, the movement of something that had been very still for a very long time and was trying to move again.

She held the channel steady and began to walk Emma home.

—

It took time. More time than she had calculated, because Emma was so low, because the journey was not a single step but a series of small ones, because Jade had to hold the path open while simultaneously maintaining the surface of a working session — tracking the entity’s attention, feeding it what it expected to see, the appearance of a medium extending into the liminal to locate a signal.

The entity watched. She could feel its attention on her, patient and evaluating. It had waited months. It could wait a few more minutes.

She kept Emma moving.

The tether was the guide — the thread connecting Emma to her own body, the connection that had anchored her in the material world for all these months. Jade followed it, and Emma followed Jade, and gradually, incrementally, the signal grew. Not stronger exactly — Emma was still burned low, still barely there — but closer. Approaching.

The body.

Jade felt the moment Emma arrived at the threshold — the specific quality of a life force touching what had been its own, the recognition of something that had been outside itself for months reaching back to where it began. There was a hesitation. A pause at the door.

Go, Jade thought.

Emma went.

—

The tether snapped.

Not severed — resolved. The specific quality of a tension that had been held for months releasing all at once, the held breath finally let out. Jade felt it move through the channel like a wave, the reversal of everything that had been keeping Emma anchored outside her body finally undone. The ghost’s connection to the material world — to Mick, to the channel, to the sessions — resolved in a single moment into something clean and final.

And Emma’s life force was in Emma’s body.

Jade felt the entity’s attention shift entirely.

This was the moment she had been waiting for. The entity had spent months trying to achieve exactly this — the original life force back in the body, the tether resolved, the vacating finally able to complete. It had the thing it needed. It was focused on it with the total attention of something that had been denied what it required for too long. In this moment, the entity was not watching Jade.

It was not watching anything except what it had.

She did not think about it. She did not pause, did not look back, did not consider. She had been practising this her whole life — every session a partial version, a going-out with the tether still attached. She knew exactly how to go further. She knew the shape of what was ahead. She had known it since she was nine years old and the doctors had conversations in the corridor they thought she was too young to understand.

She let go.

—

The body was familiar and then it wasn’t.

Not a violent separation — nothing dramatic, nothing that announced itself as a threshold. More like the moment a sound stops: you become aware of the absence only after it has already happened, only after you are already on the other side of it. The ceiling track was there and then it was not. The chair was there and then it was not. The room was there — she could still feel the shape of it, the air, Mick’s presence at the table behind her like the weight she had learned to lean against over months of sessions — and then the room was simply behind her, receding, the way things recede when you are moving and they are staying still.

The channel opened.

Not the partial opening of a session, not the controlled extension of a working medium holding herself in two places at once. The whole of it. The space she had been reaching into and retreating from her entire life, finally reached and not retreated from.

She did not stay to feel the body settle into the stillness it would occupy from here.

She went through.

—
The Trap

The tether resolved.

After three months and four failed transfers and the specific patience of something that had never, in three centuries, needed to practise patience before — after all of that — the displaced life force returned to the body where it belonged. Not forced. Not severed. Walked back through the channel by the medium, guided home.

The entity had not anticipated this method. It had spent months waiting for the medium to sever the tether, or for the signal to fail entirely, or for some other resolution that would clear the obstacle. It had been patient because patience was its operational mode, because three centuries had taught it that a problem unsolved in a month was solved in a year and a problem unsolved in a year was solved in a decade, and it had the time, always had the time —

Emma’s life force was here. Present. In the body where it belonged. The tether resolved and the mechanism was ready to fire.

—

It would not take Emma’s body beyond this session.

This had never been in question. Emma’s body was compromised — depleted at a rate the entity had not managed carefully enough, the long occupation having consumed what should have been a decade’s worth of sustenance in months of failed transfers and the specific cost of maintaining the ritual on bodies that had not yielded. It was not a long-term vessel. It had never been intended as one.

The entity began to prepare the transit.

Three centuries of practise had made the mechanics precise — the specific internal sequence, the preparation of the mechanism, the orientation toward the next host. The transfer would require proximity. It would leave this room, leave this flat, move through London with Emma’s body until it found what it needed: a strong life force, accessible, unguarded. A community support worker had been a good operational identity for that purpose. It would have all of London to choose from.

The mechanism was ready. The life force was present. The body could be vacated.

The entity moved to begin.

—

The darkness in the room changed.

Not the lights dimming — the lights were still on, LED strips along the ceiling track that gave the room its clinical, even quality. The lights did not dim. The darkness grew. It was not the same thing. The darkness in the corners thickened, became substantial, advanced from the edges of the room with the specific quality of something filling space rather than something emptying it. The light retreated — not extinguishing, still present, the LED strip still on, but the warm yellow of it pulling back from the advancing dark the way a tide pulls back from a shore.

The entity turned its attention to the room.

The wallpaper at the far wall had begun to lift at its seams. Not dramatically — not tearing, not falling — but the paper curling away from the plaster at the edges, decades of adhesion releasing, the pattern yellowing and the seams drawing apart. The paint on the skirting boards chalked and flaked. The carpet — practical, short-pile, the floor covering of a room used for work — was going thin, the threads loosening at no particular point, the pile thinning and separating until the boards beneath began to show, and the boards themselves were wrong: the surface grain blurring, the wood softening, the colour deepening toward something that had been wet and cold for a very long time.

The entity had been in London for three centuries. It had been in rooms where things were wrong before. It knew the difference between wrongness with a human origin and wrongness with another kind.

This was the other kind.

—

It scanned the room.

The medium was in her ceiling chair — still, hands in her lap, her face giving nothing, the professional surface of a practitioner in a session. She was not doing this. The medium was many things; this was not within her register.

The door to the hall was closed. The room was the room it had always been: session space, two chairs, the ceiling track. And something else now. Something that was not the medium and was not the uncle and was not anything the entity had assessed when it had decided this room was manageable.

From somewhere deeper in the flat — the kitchen, through the wall — it heard a voice. Not speech, not yet. A quality. The specific quality of something that had been behind the investigator’s presence every session the investigator had attended, the infernal presence the entity had categorised and maintained distance from throughout, the thing it had decided was present but not engaged.

It was engaged now.

—

The darkness reached the centre of the room.

The LED light was still on — the strip still bright at its source — but its reach had contracted, the warm yellow light pulling inward, the shadows it should have suppressed moving freely where the light no longer arrived. The wallpaper hung in strips. The boards beneath the carpet flexed with a give that wood should not have. The air in the room had the quality of a place that had been closed for a very long time and was only now being opened, cold and still and carrying something the entity recognised at the cellular level of its three centuries of operational existence.

Infernal. Ancient. Substantially older than the entity, and the entity was not young.

The voice, when it came, did not use the room’s air to travel. It was simply present — arriving through the same space the darkness occupied, the same layer, the infernal register that the entity moved through when it transited. It filled that space the way the darkness filled the corners: not announced, not deployed. Simply there.

Leave the host. A pause that had nothing casual in it. Now. Or I will extract you.

The entity ran its operational assessment in the time available, which was not long.

Emma’s body: the tether resolved, the life force present, the mechanism ready. But the mechanism required time to complete — the transit was not instantaneous, could not be executed under this pressure without a destination, and the destination required proximity to a new host, and there was no new host within reach.

The room: the infernal presence filled the liminal layer. The layer through which the entity moved when it transited. Attempting to transit through that space would be attempting to transit through something four thousand years old that had explicitly offered extraction as an alternative. Three centuries of operational knowledge reduced to a single consistent finding: do not.

The door: the same layer, the same space, the infernal presence filling everything between the entity and the exit.

One body in the room that was not already occupied by something that would remove the entity from the material plane.

The medium’s body.

The entity had always known the medium’s life force was substantial. It had catalogued it in the first session — the most substantial signal it had encountered in decades, housed in a vessel with physical limitations the entity had categorised as immaterial. The life force was the thing. The life force was always the thing.

The ultimatum allowed no time to assess further. The entity moved.

—

The body was empty.

Not weak. Not depleted. Not occupied by a life force that was low, or exhausted, or difficult to displace. Empty. The specific silence of a space from which everything had been removed — not the quiet of something present at a low frequency but the total absence of signal. No resistance. No consciousness to overwrite, no nervous system inhabited by anything that needed to be forced out. The body was here, physically present, and there was nothing inside it.

The entity ran the transfer mechanism and nothing caught. The mechanism required fuel to fire — it always required fuel, had always required it, the life force of the body’s current occupant consumed in the moment of transition, powering the final stage of the transit. Without that fuel the mechanism had nothing to burn. A key without a lock. An engine without the element it ran on.

It tried again.

Nothing.

—

The medium was gone.

Not gone recently. Already gone. The departure had been clean and complete and had preceded the entity’s arrival in this body by an interval it could not now calculate, but which had been sufficient. Sufficient for the mechanism to find nothing. Sufficient for the body to settle into the specific vacancy of a vessel that was no longer occupied by anyone.

The entity processed this with the precision it brought to all operational assessments.

The medium had left her body voluntarily. It had watched mediums work for three centuries — had watched the partial departure, the projection into the channel with the tether maintained, the controlled extension that always retained the thread back. In every session the tether had been present. The certainty of return.

No tether.

The medium had not extended. The medium had left.

—

It attempted to return to Emma’s body.

The path was still there — the original body, the life force that had returned to it, the resolution of the tether that had made everything else possible. Emma’s life force was in Emma’s body. The entity knew this. It could perceive it the way it had always perceived the contents of its vessels — as signal, as resource, as fuel.

The infernal presence was between the entity and it.

Not a physical barrier. What the infernal presence occupied was the same space the entity moved through — the liminal layer over the material, the channel that had allowed tonight’s session to function. And the infernal presence filled it. Not blocking so much as being — a quality of occupancy that the entity could not pass through any more than a physical body could pass through a wall.

The entity pressed against it.

The infernal presence did not yield. It did not react with force. It was simply present, and present in a way that was absolute.

The entity stopped.

—

The room: one occupied body, the investigator in the kitchen doorway now, the infernal presence behind his face and filling the space from wall to wall. Emma’s body — behind the presence, inaccessible. The body the entity currently occupied, blind and immobile and empty of everything that made a body useful.

Three centuries of accumulated knowledge reduced to the same finding it always reduced to: do not approach the thing that will remove you from the material plane. Expulsion without reserve was the end of everything the entity had preserved itself to avoid. The knowledge was three centuries old and it was correct and it was, in this moment, the thing that was going to kill it.

—

The medium had understood the timing.

This was the fact the entity arrived at, finally, with the specific quality of comprehension that came from accumulated evidence and no way to displace the conclusion. The infernal presence’s ultimatum had forced the move — leave the host or be extracted, and the only available body in the room was the medium’s. The entity had moved without adequate assessment because the time allowed for assessment had been the point of the ultimatum.

The medium had known the entity would not have time to assess. Had known the infernal presence would remove the option of careful deliberation. Had known that in the instant of the ultimatum, with the room filled and the liminal layer closed and expulsion the only alternative, the entity would take the available body without stopping to verify that there was someone still in it.

It had catalogued the medium as a resource, an asset, the most substantial life force it had identified in decades. It had never revised that assessment. It had never considered that the medium, sitting in her ceiling chair conducting sessions with the specific professional quality of someone who had been doing this her entire life, was conducting a session that was also her departure. That the channel she had been opening was the same channel she would use to leave. That she had been practising this since she was seven years old and knew exactly how to do it and had been waiting for exactly the right moment.

A seventeen-year-old blind practitioner, in a ceiling chair, with an uncle who opened doors.

The entity filed this. Not for use. Because it had been maintaining its operational knowledge for three centuries and this was new information and it had no mechanism for choosing not to receive it.

—

The body would sustain minimum function. This was not the same as being able to do anything with minimum function. Blind — the eyes had been non-functional since birth, the world perceived through sound and pressure and the specific geography of a space known for seventeen years. Immobile — the body had never been mobile in the ways that would matter now. The ceiling track above it. The equipment it required to be moved, all of it elsewhere, all of it controlled by people who were not in this room.

The entity tried the mechanism. Correctly, carefully, in the precise sequence it had executed hundreds of times across three centuries. No life force to consume. Nothing to power the final stage. The mechanism tried and produced nothing and the entity remained where it was.

Emma’s life force was still there, behind the infernal presence — fainter now, the depletion proceeding, the transit completing in the way of a life force that had finally cleared its last obstacle. The entity perceived the fading with the attention it had always brought to life forces, cataloguing, assessing. The perception produced nothing. There was nothing to do with it.

The passage completed.

Emma was gone.

—

The darkness left the room.

Not gradually — a recession, the shadows contracting back toward the corners and then gone, the infernal quality of the air draining out of the space the way a sound drains when the source stops. The wallpaper re-adhered to the walls, the seams closing, the pattern returning to its ordinary faded state. The carpet reconstituted. The boards beneath stopped giving. The LED light reached across the room again, clinical and even, illuminating everything that needed illuminating, and the room was simply a room again.

Mick stood in the doorway.

He was aware of Marchosias withdrawing — the specific contraction of something that had expanded through every wall and floorboard and cubic foot of air pulling back into the space behind his sternum, the familiar weight of shared occupancy settling back to its ordinary dimensions. His hands were at his sides. He did not remember walking to the doorway. He had been in the kitchen and now he was here and the room was a room.

In the ceiling chair, Jade was still.

She had been still throughout the session — that was the nature of her work, the stillness of someone operating somewhere other than the body. He had watched her in sessions for months and knew her stillness. This was not that stillness. This was the stillness of a thing that had been vacated, the specific quality of a body from which the person had fully departed, and he had been around enough of those in his line of work to know the difference even when he would have preferred not to.

He stood there and held both things simultaneously and found that he could not. The arithmetic of what had just happened exceeded what a human mind was designed to process in a single moment — the seventeen-year-old who had decided this and done it, and the ancient thing now trapped in the body she had left, and those were not two separate events, they were the same event, and the event had worked exactly as planned and he was standing in a room where a child was dead and a demon was caught and he did not have a way to feel appropriately about either.

Marchosias said nothing.

He stood there for a while longer. Then he went to find Reeves.

—

Outside, somewhere, London continued. All of it unreachable. All of it containing bodies that moved and had life forces in them, and the entity was here, and here was the only place the entity was.

The entity waited. Three centuries had made it very good at waiting.

This was not the same kind of waiting.

—
Liminal

It was what she had expected.

She had been here four times.

Not near it — not the projected state of a session with the tether still attached, the controlled extension that kept her connected to the body and the body connected to the room. Here. Fully in it, fully untethered, the body behind her and no return guaranteed. The first time she had been too young to have language for what she was experiencing but old enough to store the texture of it with the precision she brought to everything. The subsequent three times she had been older and better equipped and had spent each visit building on what she already knew, mapping the space with the specific thoroughness of someone who understood that the information would be useful later and that there might not be many more chances to gather it.

At nine and at twelve the current had come close. Those were the visits the doctors had been most alarmed about, the conversations held in the corridor in the specific lowered register of people who had decided she was too young to be a direct audience for her own situation. The current at nine had reached for her in a way that required active response — not effort, not resistance, but a quality of refusal that she had not known she possessed until she needed it. At twelve, it had been less urgent. The other two visits it had not approached her at all.

Ten years of session work had added a different kind of knowledge — tethered, managed, the controlled extension of a working medium who went into the liminal and came back. She had built a map of this space from those visits the way you build a map of any territory: incrementally, through accumulated experience, each visit adding detail to what the previous visits had established. She knew this space as well as she knew the flat in Tottenham.

The full untethered version was what she had expected it to be. The map held.

The body was gone. Not absent in the way it was absent during a session — not waiting behind her, not the weight she moved away from and returned to, the tether keeping the distance within limits. Gone. The ceiling track: gone. The chair: gone. The specific set of negotiations she had been conducting with her own physical form since before she could form the word for it — the management, the equipment, the twenty-three hours of the day that required assistance for things most people did without thought — all of it simply not present. Not removed. Resolved. The way a tension resolves: you only feel its absence once it has already been gone for a moment.

She did not perform a reaction to this. There was no one to perform it for, and she was not in the habit regardless.

She oriented herself. The liminal had a quality she could feel as direction, as pressure, as the specific topology of a space that was not physical and was also not nothing. Here, in the full untethered version, the map she had built across four deaths and a decade of session work held exactly as she had expected it to hold.

She found Emma almost immediately.

—

Not through the channel — the channel was not the mechanism here. What she found was the signal she had been receiving for months: the warmth of it, the specific quality she had come to know as precisely as she knew any other consistent signal. She had spent ten sessions learning Emma in fragments, receiving her in pieces, building the shape of her from transmission to transmission. She knew Emma’s signal the way a musician knows a theme — not one hearing but dozens, until the theme is simply part of what you know.

Here, without the channel mediating, without the partial connection of a session and the managed distance of a working medium, the signal was everything she had been receiving the fragments of. The full version of what the fragments had been fragments of.

Emma had been here since the beginning.

Jade understood this now in a way she had understood it theoretically before — Mick had explained it, the mechanics were clear, she had assembled the picture from all the pieces that Emma had pushed through over months of sessions. She had known it intellectually. Here, in the same space, it was different. Emma had been standing in this corridor for months, adjacent to the material world, tethered to a body she could not occupy and watching what occupied it in her place. Watching it move through London. Watching it enter rooms and conduct the rituals and mark people and burn the mechanism into bodies that rejected it, and walking away, and those people dying behind it.

Three people.

The weight of this came through the signal the way things always came through signals — not as words, not as images, not as anything that could be filed and labelled. As quality. As the specific texture of something that has been carried for a long time and has left marks on what carries it. Three deaths witnessed through your own eyes, through your own hands, through a body that moved and chose and acted and was not you.

Jade received this without comment. Emma did not need her comment. Emma had not needed anything from anyone she couldn’t push through a channel for months; she needed less now.

What passed between them was not a conversation. The liminal didn’t carry conversation. What it carried was the thing beneath conversation — the layer that conversation was usually an attempt to reach. Recognition. The understanding of two people who had been working toward the same thing from different sides of it and had arrived, finally, at the same place.

Emma had known what Jade was planning. She had understood it from the channel — from the quality of Jade’s transmissions in their final session, from the shape of what Jade was doing even as she appeared to be doing something else. She had received it the way she had always received things from Jade: not in words, but accurately.

She had followed the tether home and she had let it resolve.

She had done it knowing.

—

The current came.

Jade felt it as a quality of the space — directional, patient, present in the way that something is present when it has been present for a long time and is not performing urgency because urgency is not its nature. She had always known the current was here. She had been working adjacent to it for years, reaching into the space it occupied, maintaining the careful separation of a practitioner who went near the edge and came back. She knew its quality.

What she felt now was the current moving toward Emma.

Not toward herself. The current read the space and found Emma and oriented. Emma, who had been displaced for months, who had been held outside the passage by the specific obstacle of the entity’s occupation and the tether that kept her from completing what should have been simple. Emma, who had been waiting.

The claim on Emma was old. It had existed since Emma’s body was first occupied — the transit interrupted, held in suspension, the mechanism jammed. Months of suspension. And now: the tether resolved, the body released, the obstacle gone. The current came for what it had been waiting for.

Jade felt nothing from it. The current moved through the space toward Emma and arrived at Jade and passed. No pull. No orientation. Whatever the current read in her — whatever quality she had or did not have that determined whether the transit would take her — it found nothing to take. She stood in the liminal space and felt the current pass through and around her the way you feel a river when you are standing on the bank rather than in it.

She had told Mick this. She had been certain enough to say it aloud and mean it. The certainty came from four visits and ten years of session work — from the pattern of it, from what the current had done when it reached for her at nine and what it had not done at twelve and the two other times it had not done it at all. Four opportunities to collect her, and it had not. She was not someone the current was interested in taking.

She was still that. Whatever that was — whatever she was — it had not changed.

—

Emma felt the pull.

Jade received this not through the signal but through simple proximity — the way you feel a change in someone standing next to you, the specific quality of a person who has been holding still for a very long time beginning, finally, to move. Emma had been carrying the weight of three deaths and months of displacement and the specific torture of watching her own hands do things she had not chosen, and now the current was here and it was patient and it had a claim and it was offering the thing Emma had been waiting for since the beginning.

The passage forward. The transit that had been interrupted and was now, finally, possible.

Emma did not hesitate.

The departure was quiet. Not a tearing — not the severing of something held too long under tension. More like an opening: the way a door opens when someone on the other side turns the handle, the specific ease of something that was always going to move in this direction and is now moving. The current took Emma the way the current takes everything it comes for, which was without drama and without ceremony and with the patient finality of something that has been doing this since before there were people to do it to.

Jade watched.

She had spent ten years receiving signals from the other side of exactly this passage. She had spent ten years as the intermediary, the channel, the person who could stand in this space and translate between what was here and what was on the other side of it. She had known this transit academically, professionally, the way you know something you have always been adjacent to without ever going through.

Emma went through.

Not in stages — not a gradual recession, a fading. One moment the signal was there, the specific warmth of it, the quality she had been receiving in fragments for months now present in its full version. And then it was not. Not diminished, not retreating. Simply gone, the way things are gone when they have actually gone rather than when they are merely absent. The space where Emma had been was empty in a way that was not the same as the space around it being empty. The difference was legible.

The current was simply the current. Emma was not in it any more.

Jade stood in the liminal space and was alone in it.

—

She had planned to die.

She had sat in the ceiling chair and assembled the plan and explained it to Mick and to Reeves and to Marchosias and to Emma, and the plan had always ended with this: Jade in the liminal space, the transit coming for her as it came for Emma, the current collecting what it had a claim on. She had told Mick there was nothing on the material side that she would anchor to. She had told him this with the specific quality of a thing she meant rather than a thing she was hoping, and she had meant it, and she had prepared herself for exactly this.

The current had passed through her.

It had not come for her. It had orientated on Emma and not on Jade, and Emma was gone, and Jade was here, in the liminal space, with no body behind her and no current in front of her and the specific quality of a plan that had concluded without concluding.

She considered this for a moment with the precision she brought to all assessments. She had been wrong about one thing. She had been right about everything else.

—
What the Room Sees

He was aware of Marchosias expanding.

Not a loss of himself — he had been a passenger several times in six years and every time it had been a clearly delineated event, a handing-over, a specific moment of absence. This was not that. Marchosias was not taking over. Marchosias was filling out, the way a held breath fills a room when it is finally released, the specific quality of something four thousand years old choosing to occupy more of the space it inhabited — the walls, the floor, the air between the wallpaper and the ceiling track, all of it receiving Marchosias the way dry ground receives rain, and Mick still there inside it, present, aware, watching through his own eyes what those eyes were no longer sufficient to perceive alone.

He saw the room change.

He had been in the kitchen, close to the wall as Jade had told him to be, and the session had proceeded with the specific quiet of sessions he had been attending for months: the medium working, the quality of attention in the room. He had heard the entity settle into its chair. He had heard Jade’s voice — even, professional, without affect. And then something else, beneath the session’s ordinary surface, a change in the air pressure that had no physical explanation and that Marchosias perceived as clearly as Mick perceived sound.

Emma. Returning.

He felt it through Marchosias’s awareness — the tether resolving, the life force that had been displaced for months travelling back along the thread that had always connected it to the body where it belonged. Not an arrival so much as a completion: the thing that had been held outside its own home for months finally stepping back through the door. Emma’s life force was in Emma’s body. The tether released. The mechanism in the entity was ready to fire.

And Marchosias expanded further.

—

The darkness was his.

Mick understood this now with the specific clarity of someone watching something be done from the inside. The shadows thickening in the corners — Marchosias. The warmth draining out of the air — Marchosias. The wallpaper beginning its slow recession from the walls, the carpet’s pile thinning toward the boards beneath, the boards themselves taking on the give of something that had been wet for a long time — all of it Marchosias, pressing through the material world with four thousand years of accumulated being, age made physical, the infernal substrate of the room becoming briefly visible as Marchosias pressed against it from the inside.

The LED light still burned. Marchosias was not interested in darkness for its own sake. What the light could no longer reach was simply where Marchosias was, and Marchosias was everywhere now.

Mick felt the entity register it. He felt this through Marchosias — the way Marchosias felt the entity’s sudden attention, the three-centuries-old operational awareness finally understanding what was in the room with it and what that meant. The entity had known about Marchosias since the first session. It had maintained careful distance throughout. Careful distance was no longer available.

Marchosias gave the ultimatum. Not through Mick’s voice — not through any voice, not through the air at all. Through the space the entity moved through when it moved, the layer the entity called home in the way a fish calls water home. The ultimatum arrived there: leave the host, now, or be extracted.

Mick watched the entity consider its options. He could not perceive the entity’s interiority — that was not available to him, even through Marchosias. But he could feel the moment of the decision, the specific quality of something very old arriving at the only available conclusion.

The entity moved.

—

What happened next was not visible.

Mick saw Jade in the ceiling chair. The specific stillness of a session — her hands in her lap, her face at the angle of a working medium, her breathing the deep, even rhythm of someone operating from somewhere other than the body. He had watched her in sessions for months and he knew this stillness. He was not looking at it. He was looking at what Marchosias was looking at, which was the layer beneath the physical, the liminal surface of the room where the entity transited.

The entity left Emma’s body.

He felt this through Marchosias — the specific signature of an ancient infernal life force detaching from a human vessel, the mechanism activating, the transit beginning. The entity moved across the room the way such things move: not through the physical space but through the layer beneath it, the layer Marchosias had been filling for the last several minutes with everything he was.

It arrived in Jade’s body.

Marchosias perceived the moment of arrival and Mick perceived it through Marchosias, and what he perceived was wrong. Not wrong in the way that an entity in a body was wrong — he had felt that before, had perceived the quality of the occupied vessel, the specific displacement of a life force in a body that housed something else. This was different. This was the silence of a body from which everything had already been removed before the arrival. The entity arriving in Jade’s body was not a displacement. It was an entity arriving in an empty room and finding the room empty and not yet understanding what that meant.

The mechanism tried. Mick felt it through Marchosias — the entity running the transfer sequence, the mechanism requiring fuel and finding nothing, the sequence running and producing nothing and running again and producing nothing. Three times. Each time the same silence.

She is not there, Marchosias said, inside him. Not for the room — for Mick alone. She was already gone when it arrived.

Mick held this.

—

The entity tried to return to Emma’s body.

Marchosias was between the entity and Emma, filling the liminal layer with the specific quality of something that did not yield. He did not fight the entity. He did not expend effort. He simply occupied the space, and the space was not passable, and the entity pressed against it the way you press against a wall and found the same result.

Emma’s life force was still there — fading now, the transit proceeding. Mick could feel this through Marchosias, faintly, the quality of a life force in the process of completing the passage it had been prevented from completing for months. Emma was moving. The tether had resolved, the obstacle was gone, and Emma was finally moving in the direction the current had been waiting to take her.

He was distantly aware of this the way you are aware of something happening in a room adjacent to the room you are in: real, present, but not the thing you are looking at.

The entity’s desperation had a texture. Even through Marchosias’s alien perception, it registered — not as emotion but as operational urgency, the specific quality of something very old running its accumulated knowledge and finding no option it could use. The investigator’s body was occupied by Marchosias. Emma’s body was inaccessible. Jade’s body held nothing that would fire the mechanism. The entity was in a body that was blind and immobile and empty of everything that made a body worth having.

Marchosias did not move against it. He simply remained.

Emma’s life force completed its transit. He felt this through Marchosias as a resolution — something that had been suspended for months finally completing, the specific quality of a release. Emma was gone. The room was quieter for it, in a way that had nothing to do with sound.

—

Marchosias contracted.

Not gradually — the specific reversal of what had been happening for the last several minutes, the infernal age and weight that had been pressing through the walls and floor and air pulling back, withdrawing, condensing back into the familiar dimensions behind Mick’s sternum. The darkness retreated. The wallpaper re-adhered to the plaster, the seams closing, the pattern returning to its ordinary state. The carpet reconstituted. The boards stopped giving. The LED light reached across the room again, even and clinical, illuminating everything.

Mick was standing in Jades bedroom.

He did not remember moving from the kitchen. His hands were at his sides. The room was a room — the session room, the ceiling track, two chairs, the ordinary surfaces of a flat in Tottenham. He stepped through the doorway and into it.

In the ceiling chair, Jade was still.

He had watched her in sessions for months and he knew her stillness, knew the quality of a working medium in the projected state, the specific breathing that meant she was operating from somewhere other than the body. This was not that. He had been around enough vacated bodies in six years of this work to know the difference without needing to look twice, and he looked twice anyway, and the difference was still there.

He stood at the edge of the room and he looked at Jade and he let himself feel, for the first time, the full weight of what he had agreed to. Not the plan — he had carried the plan for days, had turned it over in his mind until its shape was worn smooth. The specific event of it. Jade in the ceiling chair. Seventeen years old, in the body she had been in her entire life, which she had left voluntarily to do something that had needed doing, and was not in any more.

He had agreed to this.

He had been in the room when it happened.

Marchosias said nothing. This was its own thing — the quiet from inside him, the absence of the commentary and assessment that was usually available. Marchosias was present. He simply had nothing to say.

Mick stood there.

—

From Emma’s body, across the room, a breath.

He heard it before he understood it — the sound registering and the meaning of the sound not following immediately, his mind still occupied with the weight of Jade in the ceiling chair and the arithmetic he could not make add up. A breath. The sound of lungs filling, the specific quality of a body that had not been breathing and was now breathing.

He turned.

Emma’s body was in the chair across the room, the body that had been still since the entity departed it. He had not been looking at it. He had been looking at Jade. He turned toward the sound and there was Emma’s body, and it had taken a breath, and Emma had transited — he had felt Emma transit through Marchosias, had felt the completion of it, Emma was gone — and the body should not be breathing.

He crossed the room. He did not think about it. His feet moved and then he was standing over Emma’s body, looking down at a face he had never seen in life, only in a case file photograph taken in the context of a murder investigation that had been entirely wrong about what it was looking at.

Emma’s body took another breath.

He did not understand what he was seeing.

Then it spoke.

“Mick.”

Not Emma’s voice — he had no reference for Emma’s voice, had never heard it, Emma had been a ghost before he knew her name. But it was not Emma’s voice in a different sense: it was said the way Jade said his name, without announcement, without question. The specific quality of a person who had located him in the room by the sound of his footsteps and was confirming the location. Present, even, without affect.

He stood very still.

“I was wrong about one thing,” Jade said, from Emma’s face. “I was right about everything else.”

—
Morning

She was not going to be able to walk.

She understood this within the first few minutes of being in Emma’s body — not because the legs didn’t work, not because there was something wrong with the body, but because she didn’t know how. She had spent ten years in a body that didn’t move, and seven years before that in a body she had been seven years old in. What she had of a working body was a child’s memory of it: running, falling, the particular clumsy competence of someone who had not yet grown into their own limbs. It was not preparation for this. Emma’s muscle memory was somewhere in the tissue, the learned patterns of a twenty-nine-year-old woman who had spent her adult life walking through London and using her hands for work, and it was present the way a library is present when you can read some of the books but none of the ones you need.

She could breathe. She could speak. She could turn her head. She had managed these in the session room and they had been extraordinary enough.

Mick was looking at her.

“I can’t walk,” she said. “Not yet. I don’t know how.”

He processed this. She heard him do it — the specific quality of someone taking in information and integrating it without performing the integration. She had spent months learning the sounds he made when he was thinking and the sounds he made when he was decided.

“Right,” he said.

Then he picked her up.

—

She had been moved before. She had been moved hundreds of times — the ceiling hoist, the bath chair, the wheelchair transfers that required two people and a specific sequence and a body that cooperated with the mechanics because the mechanics had been designed around it. She knew the quality of being moved. She knew the impersonal efficiency of equipment and the careful, professional handling of people who were good at their work.

This was not that.

Mick picked her up with the specific directness of a man who had decided this was what needed doing and had done it — one arm under her knees and one at her back, and Emma’s body was lifted, and she was being carried. The quality of it was entirely different from anything she had experienced: the warmth of another person’s body, the movement of being held rather than transferred, the specific sensation of being carried through a doorway by someone who was not thinking about the mechanics of it.

She was aware of her own weight in a way she had never been. Emma’s body was heavier than she had expected, or perhaps she had simply never felt weight from the inside before.

She did not perform a reaction. She filed it.

—

The living room.

Reeves was there. She heard her stand when Mick came through the door — the specific sound of a person who had been sitting in a state of controlled waiting and had just received the information that the waiting was over. Reeves was not a person who made unnecessary sounds. The intake of breath she made when Mick came through the door carrying Emma’s body was not unnecessary.

“She’s in there,” Mick said. Not explaining — confirming. Reeves already knew; Mick had gone to find her after the room had returned to normal and had said something brief through the doorway and come back. The confirmation was for both of them.

Mick put her down on the sofa — carefully, the specific care of a man who was doing something he was not sure about and was trying to get it right. Emma’s body settled against the cushions. Jade oriented to the room: the sounds of it, the quality of the air, the specific geography of a flat she had been in for months and now occupied from a different position.

“Jade,” Reeves said.

“Yes,” Jade said.

A pause. Then Reeves sat down in the chair across from the sofa, and the quality of her sitting was not the quality of an investigator taking a position. It was the quality of someone who needed to be off her feet for a moment and was not going to pretend otherwise.

—

Hendricks arrived twenty minutes later.

Jade heard her in the hall — the specific, considered footsteps of a person who moved through unfamiliar spaces with careful attention. She had heard Hendricks before, in the flat during the sessions when the whole team had been present, and she knew the footstep quality. The door opened. Hendricks came in.

She stood in the doorway of the living room for a moment.

“Well,” Hendricks said. It was not the beginning of a sentence. It was the complete thing.

She sat down in the chair next to Reeves’s. She looked at Jade the way she looked at everything — with the specific quality of a person who was cataloguing what they observed and had decided that the most respectful thing she could do was to observe accurately. Jade had always found Hendricks’s quality of attention easier to be under than other people’s. Other people’s attention wanted something from her, wanted a performance or a response. Hendricks’s attention was simply paying accurate witness.

“How are you finding it,” Hendricks said.

“Strange,” Jade said.

“I imagine so.” Hendricks settled back in the chair. “In what specific way?”

—

In what specific way was a question that required a real answer, and Jade considered it properly.

The hands, she said. She had had hands before but she had not been able to use them. These hands had already learned to do things — she could feel the knowledge in them, the specific literacy of hands that had been used for a working life, that had made meals and carried bags and done the practical work of a community support worker who met vulnerable people in their homes and tried to make their days more manageable. The knowledge was there. She could not yet access it deliberately but she could feel it waiting, the way you can feel a word you know is available before you can retrieve it.

The weight, she said. The specific sensation of a body with a different relationship to gravity than the one she had always had. She had known intellectual weight — the mathematics of her body, the calculated loads of the hoist equipment, the specific angles of transfer. She had not known this: the continuous low-level physical experience of being in a body that held itself upright, that had spent years maintaining its own posture without assistance, that carried its weight in ways she was not yet directing.

The age, she said. Emma’s body was twenty-nine. She was seventeen. She had known this as a fact and it had not prepared her for the physical experience of it. The body she was in was not a larger version of a child’s body — it was a different country. Different proportions, different weight distribution, the specific quality of a body that had spent a decade more in the world than she had and wore that decade in the way it moved and breathed and occupied space. She was not sure how long it would take to feel at home in it. She was not sure at home was the right word.

There were other things. She did not catalogue them to Hendricks. They required more careful inventory than she had yet had time to do, and some of them she did not yet have language for — sensations and qualities in the body that were new and specific and not yet interpretable. She filed them for later. There would be time.

The cold, she said. She had not expected to be cold. She had always been precisely warm or not warm, managed to within a degree by the people who managed such things. Now she was cold in the specific way of a person who had been in a strange flat in the morning with no one having thought to put a blanket over her.

Reeves stood up immediately and went to find a blanket.

—

The sounds of the flat were the same. She had been in this flat for months — not this room, not this position, but these sounds. The boiler. The street outside. The specific quality of the building’s settling. She knew all of it. The familiarity of the auditory geography of a place she had always occupied from a different angle was a specific kind of strange: everything she recognised, nothing in its expected relation to where she was.

Mick was in the kitchen. She could hear him making tea with the specific quality of a man who needed to be doing something and had found something to do. She heard him fill the kettle and set it on its base and stand there in the kitchen while it heated. She heard the sound of him being very still while the kettle heated.

“She is going to be interesting,” Marchosias said. Through Mick — across the hall, through the wall, audible to Jade in a way she did not think she had previously been able to hear. She had always received Marchosias through the channel. Now she was receiving him through the air, through Emma’s functional ears, from the kitchen where Mick stood with the kettle.

A pause.

“I know,” Mick said.

—

Reeves returned with the blanket and put it over her with the precise care of someone who had decided this was a thing that needed doing and was doing it properly. Jade felt the weight of it settle across Emma’s body. The warmth began immediately.

She did not say anything. Reeves did not say anything. This was one of the things about Reeves that Jade had come to know over the short time of the case — the specific professional discipline of a person who understood that silence was sometimes the most accurate response to a situation and declined to fill it with noise simply because the noise would have been easier.

Hendricks was looking at the door to the hall. Down the hall, in Jade’s bedroom, in the ceiling chair, was Jade’s original body. Jade did not need to tell Hendricks this. Hendricks had been briefed by Mick, and Hendricks’s capacity for accurate observation had assembled the rest.

“It can’t do anything,” Jade said. Meaning: the thing in the bedroom. “It’s in a body it can’t use and it has no mechanism to leave. It’s contained.”

“I know,” Hendricks said, without looking away from the hall. “I wasn’t worried about it.” A pause. “I was thinking about how to move it.”

The practical problem. The next immediate thing after this room, after this blanket, after the kettle in the kitchen. The body in the bedroom could not stay there. The flat was not an SIU facility. The uncle would come back. There were logistics that had been planned in outline and now needed to become specific.

Jade was not responsible for those logistics. This was the first time in the case that something needed to happen and she was not the mechanism for it. She lay on the sofa under the blanket, in Emma’s body, in the living room of the flat she had occupied for seventeen years, and let other people manage the next thing.

It was strange. She filed it with everything else.

—

Mick brought the tea.

He stood over her with the mug, and she understood the problem a moment before he did — or perhaps he understood it before she did, and was waiting for her to catch up. She had hands. She could, presumably, hold a mug. She had not yet managed anything with deliberate intention. She had turned her head, and breathed, and spoken. She had not yet tried to make the hands do something she told them to do.

She tried.

It took longer than she expected. The hands were there, the body knew how to hold a mug, but the chain between her intention and the muscle was unfamiliar territory, the pathway new and requiring conscious navigation that it would not always require. The mug came up from his hands. Her hands were around it. Warm, through the ceramic — she felt this immediately, the specific warmth of a hot drink held, which she had no memory for.

She held the mug.

She did not say anything about it. There was no one in the room she needed to perform it for.

She drank the tea.

—
The Body in the Bed

The facility had the quality of a place that had been repurposed rather than purpose-built. The corridor was NHS-adjacent in its proportions and its lighting, the kind of corridor that suggested a ward that had been decommissioned and quietly reallocated, the building having passed through several administrative hands without anyone having changed the floor. The room itself was adequate: a hospital bed with the appropriate support equipment, a monitoring unit, a ceiling hoist for moving a body that could not move itself. The window had been fitted with frosted glass at some point. The effect was of a room that had decided privacy mattered more than outlook.

Hendricks had been in rooms like this before, though not for this purpose.

She stood in the doorway for a moment before entering. This was her habit — to take the initial observation from a position that was not yet part of the scene, to let the scene have its full quality before she became an element of it. She had been doing this long enough that it was not conscious practise but simply what she did, the specific discipline of someone who had learned that the first impression, correctly attended to, contained information the subsequent impressions could not provide.

The body in the bed was very still.

Not the stillness of sleep — she had observed enough sleeping bodies in her professional life to know the difference, the minute adjustments of respiration, the slight movements that a resting body made because resting was not the same as stopped. This was the stillness of something that had reduced itself to minimum. The chest rose and fell with the regular, uninflected quality of a machine performing a function it had been calibrated to perform. The hands on the blanket did not move. The head did not move. The eyes were closed.

The eyes had never functioned. She had read the case file.

She entered the room.

—

The entity knew she was there before she reached the bed.

She felt this the way she always felt these things — not through any of the senses she had been born with but through the one she had not been, the specific perception that had made her useful to the SIU and that she had spent twenty years learning to calibrate precisely. She felt the entity’s attention shift toward her the moment she crossed the threshold, a reorientation in the quality of the room’s occupancy, the specific texture of a very old intelligence becoming aware of a new presence and beginning to assess it.

She pulled the chair to the bedside and sat down.

She looked at the body with the attention she brought to everything: accurate, interested, unperformed. She had been in the presence of infernal things before. She had interviewed two contained entities in her career — one in Edinburgh, one in a facility in the Netherlands — and she had encountered unconstrained ones on several occasions, two of which had ended with outcomes she preferred not to dwell on. She knew what infernal presence felt like in a room. She knew the range of it.

This was different. Not the presence itself — presence was presence, the quality of something very old that had been in bodies for centuries and knew exactly what it was. The difference was the constraint. She had never been in the same room as something this old that had absolutely nowhere to go.

“I expect you know why I’m here,” she said.

The body did not move. She had not expected it to. She was not addressing the body.

—

She opened the other perception.

This was the part she did not advertise. It was, as far as she was aware, not something that could be taught — she had encountered two other practitioners in her career who had it in some degree, and neither of them had learned it any more than she had. You had it or you did not. It was part of what she was in the same way that the colour of her eyes was part of what she was: not earned, not developed, simply present. What she did with it was the part she had developed. Twenty years of careful, precise use had given her a calibrated instrument rather than a blunt one.

She opened it fully and directed it at the bed.

The entity was there. Ancient — she had read the archive material Hendricks had assembled on the transfer mechanism’s London history, the pattern going back centuries, the same structure under different names in different traditions. She had read it as an investigator reads evidence: for what it established. Now she was perceiving the actual thing, and the actual thing was substantially older than the documentary record. The London record went back as far as records could show. What she was perceiving in this body in this bed had been in the city for longer than most of the city’s existing buildings.

It perceived her back.

The quality of its attention was not what she had expected. She had expected something adversarial — the specific quality of an intelligent captive assessing a visitor for leverage, for weakness, for any gap in the situation that could be exploited. She had felt that before with the Edinburgh entity. That one had been younger and less patient and had spent the first twenty minutes of their encounter trying to find a way through her perception and into something it could use.

This entity did not try. It assessed her and it found what she was and it did not try.

What it found, she understood, was that there was nothing to try with. She was not a medium. She had no life force in the sense the entity understood life force — not the fuel it had been consuming for centuries, not the thing that powered the mechanism. What she had was something else, something the entity had no category for, and without a category it had no approach. She was, to the entity, a thing that could see it and could not be consumed by it and could not be escaped by it.

It had been in the dark for however many days since the flat in Tottenham. She was the first thing it had perceived in that time that was not the room.

—

She sat with the perception open for several minutes.

What passed between them was not a conversation. She was not equipped for conversation with an infernal entity and she would not have attempted it — the risks of attempting a dialogue with something of this age and intelligence in this state of desperation were not worth whatever information such a dialogue might produce. But information was produced, as it was always produced when two perceptions were in the same space and both of them were functioning.

She perceived its situation. She knew its situation already from the case file, from the mechanics Jade had explained, from everything she had assembled over the course of the investigation. But there was a difference between knowing something and perceiving it directly, and what she perceived directly was the specific quality of something three hundred years old that had never been caught and was now caught and had arrived at the full understanding of what that meant.

Not despair. She was not anthropomorphising it with despair. Something more fundamental than despair — the specific operational state of something that had been running the same programme for three centuries and the programme had reached a dead end and could not be restarted. The mechanism that had defined its existence, the one operational capability around which it had organised its entire presence in the material world, was starved. The body it occupied had no life force. The body could not navigate toward another life force. The mechanism had nothing to consume, nothing to fuel the next transit, nothing. And without the transit it would stay here. In the dark. In a body that breathed the minimum and did nothing else.

For as long as the body lasted. Which, she was noting, could be quite some time.

The entity perceived her perceiving this. There was a moment — she could not have described it to a sceptic, could barely have described it to a colleague — where the perception was mutual and acknowledged. Both of them sitting with the same facts. Not agreement, not communication. Acknowledgement.

She closed the perception and sat back in the chair.

—

The body in the bed breathed. In and out, the uninflected minimum. The monitoring unit recorded everything it was designed to record and the numbers were what they needed to be.

She remained seated for a few minutes, not because she needed more time with the entity but because she was writing the assessment in her head and it was better to write it completely before she moved. She worked this way — assembling the report in full before she wrote it down, so that when she wrote it down it emerged fully formed rather than requiring revision.

The body could be maintained indefinitely. The entity was sustaining minimum biological function with no apparent deterioration. The transfer mechanism was inactive — she had perceived it directly, the specific silence of an engine with nothing to run on. Without a life force present in the body the mechanism would not fire. Without the mechanism the entity could not transit. Without transit it would stay in this body until the body failed, and the body was not currently failing.

Duration: unknown, and not in the way that meant it might be short. The SIU should plan for a long-term custody arrangement.

Risk: minimal, provided the body was not brought into proximity with a living person whose life force was accessible to it. She would specify the conditions in the report. They were not complicated conditions.

The last item she assembled was the one that would cause the most administrative difficulty: the SIU had no protocol for the custody of a living body containing a captive infernal entity. She had looked for one before coming here, on the assumption that the SIU had encountered sufficient oddities in its operational history that something resembling guidance might exist. It did not.

She stood, replaced the chair, and looked at the body in the bed one final time.

The entity was aware of her leaving. She felt the quality of its attention follow her to the door the way it had tracked her from the door to the chair — the only thing available to it in this room that was worth tracking.

She did not say anything further to it. There was nothing further to say.

She went to find somewhere to sit down and write her report, in which she would note the absence of any established protocol with the particular dryness of someone who had already decided she would be writing that protocol herself and would begin as soon as the current report was filed.

—
What Grayson Does

She went to Grayson’s office.

It was the kind of office that did not advertise itself — a floor in a building in Bermondsey that had the quality of government without being government, the sort of place where the reception had no signage and the lift required a code and nobody asked what you were there for because everyone already knew. She had been here three times in the three years since she had moved from the Met to the SIU. He had been to her office twice. They had the kind of working relationship that operated in offices, that produced paperwork that had real addresses on it, that existed in daylight. What she did not ask about was not a point of personal ethics. It was operational practise — the same way she had always worked, the same way most people worked when the job required it. Do your part. Let others worry about theirs.

She sat across from his desk and told him what there was.

Four bodies. Three with the absence-of-cause that had started the investigation, all with the same mark. A fourth, older, that Hendricks had linked to the entity’s transit into Emma Curtis — the previous host, dead before the investigation began, filed elsewhere under a different cause. A primary suspect — face matching the security footage at every scene, contact history consistent throughout — who was now officially deceased. The deceased’s face was also currently the face of a woman who was alive and working out how to walk in a flat in Tottenham, which created an administrative problem of a specific kind.

Grayson listened. He had the quality of someone who was very good at listening without performing surprise, which was the quality she valued most in the people she worked with through channels she did not examine.

“The identity question,” she said, “needs to be resolved legally.”

“It can be,” he said.

“I want it done cleanly.”

“It will be.”

She told him the rest of it. The body — not Emma Curtis’s body, the other one, the one that had belonged to a seventeen-year-old girl and now contained something she could not put in any official document. The facility Hendricks had identified. The ward-of-state pathway and the medical cover. The guardian who would need to be managed.

“He won’t push,” she said. “I don’t think he’ll push.”

“If he does,” Grayson said, “he’ll find it difficult to push very far.”

She did not ask what that meant. It was not her part of the job.

—

She took the stairs rather than the lift on the way out.

The case file was in her bag, the physical copy she had been working from — the victim photographs, the scene reports, the contact analysis that had pointed at Emma Curtis as a primary suspect with the specific weight of evidence that had nothing on it except Emma Curtis’s face in every place the investigation needed a face. She had built this case. She had assembled it carefully, procedurally, with the professional rigour of twenty years of investigative practise. She had done it correctly.

She had been wrong about almost all of it.

Not wrong about the evidence — the evidence had been exactly what it was. Wrong about what the evidence meant. Wrong about what Emma Curtis was and what had happened to her and who was responsible for the four bodies in the file. She had spent months building a case against a woman who had spent those same months watching, from outside her own body, as the thing occupying it moved through London and killed people and created the evidence that Reeves then assembled into a case against her.

She opened the file and looked at the photograph.

Emma Curtis, age twenty-nine, community support worker. The photograph had come from her employer’s records — the standard institutional photograph of a professional working life, the kind of photograph that was taken quickly and filed and used for ID badges and staff directories. She looked like someone who had been slightly distracted when it was taken. She looked ordinary in the way that most people were ordinary when photographed in professional contexts: present, human, not quite fully themselves.

Reeves had looked at this photograph a great number of times over the course of the investigation. She had looked at it with the professional attention of an investigator working a suspect. She had annotated it, mentally, with everything she thought she knew about the person in it.

She looked at it now with the knowledge of what Emma Curtis had actually been doing while Reeves was building a case against her. Displaced, tethered, pushing fragments through the only channel available to her, trying to give someone enough to work with. Not once. For months.

She closed the file.

—

Grayson’s work took twelve days.

She knew what the timeline was because he told her, with the specific economy of a person who communicated what was necessary and nothing else. Twelve days. She did not ask him to explain the process. She asked him, once, whether the documentation would hold under examination, and he said yes in the tone that meant the question was unnecessary, and she did not ask again.

On the fourth day she called the guardian.

She had thought about how to make this call for three days before making it. She had thought about what to say and what not to say and what the most likely responses were and what she would do with each of them. She had prepared, in the specific way of someone who had been having difficult conversations professionally for twenty years and had learned that preparation reduced but did not eliminate the requirement to be present for what actually happened.

He answered on the second ring.

She told him that his ward’s condition had deteriorated unexpectedly. She told him that she had been transferred, as a precautionary measure, to a specialist facility. She told him the transfer had been arranged through the same channels that had been managing the safeguarding referral, and that it was in his ward’s best interest. She told him the facility’s location was not being disclosed at this time, for reasons relating to her ward’s protection.

She waited.

He said: all right.

That was all. She had expected questions. She had prepared for the specific questions a guardian would ask when told their ward had been moved to an undisclosed location: where exactly, who authorised this, I need to see her, you can’t just — She had prepared for all of it. He said: all right, with the specific flatness of a man for whom the news had not landed as bad news. She understood, after a moment, what she was hearing. Without the care burden, the trust remained. The insurance money his wife’s niece had generated since the accident when she was seven — the fund that had paid for the equipment and the care package and presumably a proportion of other things besides — continued to sit where it sat, and the costs that had been drawing on it no longer applied. He was, on balance, relieved.

She did not tell him that when the state’s costs for continued specialist care were eventually tallied, the claim on that trust would follow. That was Grayson’s problem, or a solicitor’s problem, at a point sufficiently far in the future that it was not Reeves’s problem today.

She thanked him for his time and ended the call.

She sat with the call for a moment. Then she moved on.

—

The case closure was the most straightforward piece, in the technical sense. Four homicides, cause of death unestablished, primary suspect deceased. The investigation had identified Emma Curtis as the suspect, the suspect had subsequently died — she did not specify the circumstances of the death in the closure documents, and the circumstances she did not specify were not false, they were simply not the circumstances a reader of the closure documents would imagine — and with the suspect deceased the case was closed in the specific administrative way of cases that were resolved without producing anything that could be tried.

It would be reviewed. They were always reviewed, at intervals. She had accounted for this. The review would find a closed case with consistent documentation and a deceased suspect and an absence of surviving material witnesses to any of the four incidents, and it would find nothing to reopen on.

She was not certain she felt good about this.

She was not certain that feeling good about it was the relevant consideration. She had thought about the alternative, which she did regularly with the discipline of someone who wanted to be honest with herself about the decisions she was making. The alternative was a case file that accurately described what had happened, which was not a document she could write, which was not a case she could bring, which was not a situation that had a legal framework anywhere in the jurisdiction she operated within. The alternative was Emma Curtis’s face in the documentation of something she had not done, which was the situation as it currently stood, except without the closure. The alternative was a seventeen-year-old girl who was now technically deceased in the body that had belonged to her, alive in a different body, with no legal identity and no path to acquiring one through any channel Reeves was aware of that did not involve Grayson.

She had thought through the alternative carefully and thoroughly, as she did everything. She had arrived at the same conclusion each time.

She signed the closure documents.

—

The identity documentation arrived on the twelfth day, as Grayson had said it would. She looked at it with the professional attention she brought to documents she needed to evaluate. It was clean. She could not have said how it had been produced, and she was not going to speculate, and it would hold under examination because Grayson had told her it would and Grayson did not tell her things that turned out not to be true.

Emma Curtis: date of birth, address, employment history, National Insurance number, medical records. Everything that constituted, in administrative terms, the existence of a person.

She would need to give this to Jade. Or to Mick, who would give it to Jade. There were conversations attached to this that she had not yet had.

She put the documentation in the file and closed the file and set it on the corner of her desk where she put things that needed to happen next and had not happened yet.

From the corner of the desk it looked like an ordinary file. It was not an ordinary file. She was aware that it was not an ordinary file in the way she was aware of the thing in the facility, and Jade in a flat somewhere working out how to walk, and a case that was closed in every legal sense and would remain open in every other sense for the rest of her career.

She left the file on the corner of the desk and went to make tea.

—
The Team That Remains

The left side of the bed was just a bed again.

This was what he had been waiting for — the case to end, the ghost to go, the specific quality of a presence that had occupied his flat for months to resolve into ordinary empty space. He had it now. The left side of the bed was just the left side of the bed, and the foot of it was just the foot of it, and the flat had the specific quality of a space that contained only what it was supposed to contain.

He had expected this to feel like relief.

It did not feel like nothing. He was not sure yet what it felt like. It felt like the morning after something large, when the large thing is over and what remains is the ordinary world which has been there all along and which you are now required to re-enter.

He made coffee and drank it standing at the kitchen counter and thought about Emma — not the ghost, the person. The community support worker who had spent months watching through her own eyes as something that was not her moved through London with her face. Who had found the one channel she had and used it exhaustively and systematically, sending fragments through to a medium she had never met through an investigator she had found at the foot of his own bed. Who had done all of this without knowing whether any of it would work or whether anyone on the other side of the channel was capable of understanding what she was pushing through.

They had been capable. They had understood. They had been late and they had been insufficient in ways he was still cataloguing, and they had been capable.

He finished the coffee and rinsed the mug.

—

Reeves called on a Tuesday. She had the quality she always had after a case — not lighter, exactly, but more herself, the specific quality of a person whose professional competence had been fully engaged and was now returning to its ordinary operating register. She told him the identity documentation was ready and that she had passed it through Mick’s hands and Mick would get it to whoever needed it. She told him the case file was closed. She told him Hendricks had filed her assessment report on the facility and there were three separate administrative conversations happening about what to do with it, none of which had reached a conclusion, and she had decided these were not her problem until someone made them her problem.

“How are you,” he said.

A pause. “Tired,” she said. “You?”

“The same.”

“Right,” she said, and they ended the call.

—

He went to Tottenham once.

He did not plan to. He was in the area on something unrelated and he walked the route without deciding to, the specific quality of a body that had been to a place often enough that it knew the way without instruction. He stood outside the building and looked at it.

The flat was still there. The curtains in the front window were drawn in the way they were always drawn — the uncle had not changed anything, as far as Mick could see from the street. The building had the ordinary quality of a residential building in north London on a Wednesday afternoon. There was nothing to see.

He stood there anyway, for a moment that was longer than it needed to be.

The uncle was in there. He knew this because Reeves had confirmed the uncle had returned to his normal routine within forty-eight hours of the call — the call where she had told him his ward had been transferred to a specialist facility, the call where he had said all right in the specific way of a man for whom the news was not unwelcome. He was in there doing whatever he did when the flat was his again, conducting the routines of a life that had been built around a resource that was no longer present.

“The notation is filed,” Marchosias said.

“I know.”

“It will be collected.”

“When.”

A pause. “When it is appropriate.” This was not evasion. It was Marchosias’s accurate description of how such things worked — not on a human timeline, not on a schedule that would mean anything to someone who thought in years. The mark on the uncle’s life force was a debt. Debts of that kind accrued and were called in at the moment of their collection, which was the right moment, which Marchosias would know when it arrived and Mick did not need to know in advance.

He had found this irritating for most of the six years they had shared a body. He had made his peace with it somewhere around year four. The mark would be collected. The uncle would find, at some point in his life, that the ease of things had become something other than ease. He would not understand why. He would not know to connect it to the instinct he had been unable to act on since the safeguarding referral, the specific quality of a thing-that-should-be-done that kept failing to become action.

Mick looked at the building for another moment.

Then he walked away.

—

The case had cost what it cost.

He sat with this in the way he sat with things — not avoiding it, not accelerating through it, just holding it until it was the correct size. Emma was gone, transited, at rest after months of the specific exhausting work of existing between states and pushing evidence through a channel to people who were trying to catch up. Jade was somewhere, in Emma’s body, working out how to walk. The entity was in the facility in the body that had been Jade’s, blind and immobile and caught, and Hendricks had been to see it and filed a report and three separate administrative conversations were happening about what to do with it.

The case was resolved. This was the correct word. Not finished — he was not sure this kind of case finished in the way that other cases finished, the clean ending where the facts arranged themselves into a conclusion and the conclusion was sufficient. Resolved. The way a tension resolves: the pressure released, the shape changed, the situation that had been a problem no longer a problem in the way it had been, though traces of it would remain in the landscape for a long time.

“You did the work,” Marchosias said. It was not a reassurance. It was an assessment.

“We did the work.”

“Yes.”

He was aware of this as a category of thing Marchosias did not often say — the acknowledging of a shared effort, the specific recognition that what had been done had been done by both of them and not by one. Marchosias had been in this body for six years and the relationship had evolved in ways that were not always comfortable and not always clean, but it had evolved, and this was one of the things it had arrived at: the acknowledgement, when it was warranted.

“Emma,” he said.

“Yes.”

“She’s at rest.”

“She is.” A pause that had something careful in it. “She did something very difficult. For a very long time. Without knowing whether it would be received.”

He had thought about this a great deal in the days since the session room. The months of sessions — the fragments Emma had pushed through, the smell and the faces and the burning sensation and the room and the person-who-was-there. The failed sessions where she’d tried to push too much and Jade had closed them down and told her to pick one thing. The patience of that. The specific exhausting patience of someone who had one tool and used it as precisely as she could manage and trusted that eventually the person on the other side would have enough.

He had come to the case at the foot of his bed. She had been waiting.

He had done what he could with what she gave him. He would have to live with the distance between that and what he wished he had done.

—

Hendricks sent a report. Not the official one — she sent that to Reeves for the administrative files. She sent him a separate document, two pages, in which she described what she had observed in the facility with the specific precision of someone who had decided he needed to know and was going to make sure he had an accurate account. Not a briefing. Not a recommendation. Just: this is what I observed, in detail, so that the person who was the anchor for this case has a complete picture.

He read it twice. He filed it.

He sent her a reply that said: thank you. She sent back a reply that said: of course, which was Hendricks for you’re welcome.

—

Two weeks after the session room, he walked into the kitchen at half past seven in the morning and stood in front of the kettle and thought about nothing in particular, which was what he normally did while the kettle heated, and realised that the nothing in particular was actually nothing in particular and not a trained response to a ghost he was managing not to look at.

The flat was his.

This was a thing he had not had, unqualified, for six months. He had shared it with Emma and before Emma with only Marchosias, who had specific qualities as a flatmate — demanding in some respects, in others not present in any sense that required accommodation. Emma had required accommodation. Not much — she had been more considerate than most of the living people Mick had shared space with — but some. The specific awareness of her, the careful habit of not walking through her when she was standing at the foot of the bed.

The kettle boiled. He made coffee.

The flat was his and the case was resolved and Emma was at rest and the entity was caught and Jade was somewhere working out what her life was now, which was not his to manage or worry about. He had done the work. There would be more work. There was always more work.

“The next one,” Marchosias said, with the specific quality of something observing a fact rather than making a suggestion.

“There’s always a next one.”

“Yes.”

He drank his coffee. Outside, London continued. Unremarkable, occupied, full of people going about the ordinary work of their lives, which contained within it, distributed and quiet and mostly undetected, the specific category of things that were his.

He put on his coat and went out.

—
Emma’s Face

She had not looked yet.

Not refusal — she had filed the distinction early. She had been sequencing. The inventories had been extensive, and the face had been last.

She had seen it once. At the entity’s visit to the flat, ten days before the session room — Emma’s body at the door. She had looked at it with the specific precision of someone who needed as much information as possible and was not going to see it again. The face had been occupied by something that was not Emma. She had known this because she could feel Emma beneath it — the displaced signal, tethered, watching from outside a body that wasn’t cooperating. She had not let on that she knew. She had kept her face — her own face then — neutral.

What she had assembled from sessions was fragments, not a portrait. Smell-as-memory. Other people’s faces, not Emma’s own. One moment, early in the transmissions, what might have been a reflection — a surface that caught light, too brief to confirm. The composite she had built was approximate and weighted heavily toward the features she had confirmed at the door.

She had looked at Emma’s body in Tottenham and amended the composite with certainty.

She had not, since the session room, looked in a mirror.

—

The flat had a bathroom with the specific quality of temporary accommodation: functional, impersonal, nothing selected. A mirror above the basin, the institutional-grade kind that did not advertise its own presence. She had used the bathroom every morning for eleven days without looking at it.

This morning she stopped.

—

The face looked back.

She sat with it before cataloguing. The composite had been accurate — she confirmed this now. Brown eyes. A nose that had been broken at some point, which she had not known from the visit, too much to process in that room with an ancient thing watching her through it. Hair Emma had kept practical for someone who went to people’s homes and needed to be approachable, not alarming. The specific kind of face that moved through London without being noticed — the face of a person living a specific life, carrying that life in the way that faces did.

She looked for several minutes.

—

She had not anticipated the face.

Not the logistics — she had anticipated those. The identity documentation had arrived through Grayson’s channels on the twelfth day: Emma Curtis, date of birth, history, National Insurance number, everything administrative that constituted a person’s existence. She was, on paper, Emma Curtis now. She had read it and filed it.

What she had not anticipated was what it meant to look at the face and know what it had carried.

She knew Emma the way you knew someone who had passed things through a wall to you for six months. Not their face. Not their voice. Their specific quality of mind: practical, persistent, with the stubbornness of someone who had one channel and had decided to use it precisely rather than desperately. Emma had always picked one thing. She had been doing the most sophisticated thing the situation permitted and doing it without instruction, because there was no one in her position to take instruction from.

The face in the mirror had gone to work every day. Had walked into people’s difficult lives and tried to make them more manageable, year after year, while something ancient occupied her nervous system and she watched from outside it and could not stop it and did not give up trying to get a message through.

The face belonged to that person.

It did not belong to Jade.

She concluded, after a moment, that Emma would have been practical about this. She had been practical about everything else. She had not been sentimental about the constraints she was working with.

This is the situation. Work with it.

—

She moved to the living room. Sat in the chair by the window — not a ceiling chair, not a hoist, just a chair — and settled into it the way she was still learning to settle into things, the body’s weight distributing in ways that were almost but not quite natural yet.

She closed her eyes.

—

She stood in the living room and looked down at Emma’s face - the face that was now hers.

The body in the chair was breathing — the even, uninflected rhythm of a body whose occupant was elsewhere. She had seen this from the other side before: the specific quality of a vessel whose owner had stepped out and left the minimum running. It looked different from the outside. She had not expected to find it strange.

The face was familiar and not. She had looked at it in the mirror this morning. She had assembled it over months. She had seen it worn by something ancient in a flat in Tottenham. Now it was at rest in a chair by a window, and it was hers, and it was Emma’s, and it was both of these things at the same time without contradiction.

Emma had spent six months watching from outside a body that wasn’t cooperating. Jade was spending a morning watching from outside a body that was waiting for her.

The difference, she filed, was choice.

—

London outside the window. The ordinary sounds of a building conducting its ordinary business. She could move through this room — could go further if she chose, through the wall and out into the street, the way she used to move through the walls of the flat in Tottenham on the nights when the uncle was home and the flat was not large enough to contain both of them. She was not tethered to the ceiling chair. She was not tethered at all.

Eventually she would go back. The body in the chair would take a breath that was different from the others and she would be behind its eyes again, learning what the hands could do, catching up on the decade of use Emma’s muscle memory remembered and she did not.

Not yet.

She stood in the room and looked at the face and let the morning be what it was, which was the first morning of a thing that did not yet have a name.

—
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