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Synopsis
When SIU consultant Mick Hargraves is sent to the Cambridgeshire Fens to investigate a cluster of disappearances in the small village of Moreton Drove — a retired schoolteacher, an elderly man, a nine-year-old boy who did not come back from an afternoon in the fields — he expects something manageable. What he finds instead is a dead zone: a two-mile radius from which every passive infernal entity has been driven out, the shadow network already claimed and occupied by something old enough to have been there before the categories for such things existed. For the first time in six years, Marchosias arrives diminished and without orientation, in territory that is not his.                                                                                     

The entity at the centre of the dead zone is Agnes — over thirteen centuries old, operating entirely from the material side of infernal mechanics, with a practise refined across centuries of survival. She can see the seam of Mick and Marchosias's integration in a way nothing else has managed, and she knows exactly how to work it. The shadow network is hers. The flat open Fenland offers nowhere to operate from. Every tool Marchosias has developed over four thousand years was built for a different kind of opponent, and Agnes has had longer to prepare for this encounter than either of them has been alive.                                                                                                                                                   

The Gleaning is a novel about debt — what it means to sign something you don't fully understand, what it costs to run from it, and what it requires to stay. Agnes's history forces Mick to reckon with his own deal in ways he has spent six years not looking at directly, and the question the novel sits with is not whether the case can be resolved but what resolution costs and whether it can ever be enough.
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  The Slow Week

The case file had, at this point, twenty-three pages of entries that said the same thing in slightly different arrangements of words. Entity behaviour: territorial. Risk assessment: low. Remediation method: pending engagement of specialist contractor (see note re: landlord’s solicitors). Mick added another line, read it back, and deleted it. The substance had not changed since Wednesday.

“Still nothing,” Marchosias observed.

“Still nothing,” Mick agreed, and reached for his coffee.

He was on his third of the morning and it was not yet ten. The SIU office occupied the third floor of a building that had previously housed a firm of chartered accountants and still, at intervals, smelled faintly of carpet adhesive and quiet desperation. Four desks, two of which were used regularly. Filing cabinets, a whiteboard with the remnants of the last case’s evidence map still visible beneath the current one, a window that overlooked a car park and, beyond the car park, an Aldi. It was a functional space. Mick had stopped having opinions about it after the first six months.

The entity in the Barking property had attached itself to a dispute over service charge obligations sometime in 2021 and was, by Mick’s estimation, roughly analogous in the supernatural hierarchy to a very persistent bluebottle. It fed on the ambient frustration of bureaucratic process. It had, over three years of the landlord’s solicitors and the tenant’s solicitors exchanging letters of increasing technical specificity, grown fat on exactly the kind of low-grade institutional misery that kept Marchosias’s interest precisely as long as it took to assess it.

That had been approximately ninety seconds, on first encounter.

“I’ve been thinking,” Marchosias said.

“Have you.”

“I have. The entity has now occupied that particular ceiling void for long enough that it has become essentially architectural. Have you considered that what we are dealing with is not an infestation requiring remediation but a structural feature requiring management?”

“No. Because it’s making the woman’s bathroom ceiling damp.”

“A compelling counterargument.”

The damp was the thing that made the case technically SIU-adjacent rather than just a nuisance to be filed and referred. Damp that did not respond to normal treatment, that appeared on the ceiling after sustained dry weather, that the building management company had investigated three times without finding a cause. The entity was territorial and sulky and it expressed this primarily through controlled moisture distribution. It was not dangerous. It was not particularly interesting. It was the supernatural equivalent of a difficult neighbour, and it had eaten four days of their time because the landlord’s legal representation had yet to confirm they were prepared to accept the specialist contractor’s access request.

Mick had said this nine times. He had counted.

He updated the case file with the notation Awaiting landlord’s solicitors re: contractor access (ref. correspondence 14/10, 21/10) and closed the laptop. Across the office, Reeves was doing something with a spreadsheet that she had been doing, with minor variations, since eight-thirty. She had not looked up.

“Have you considered,” Marchosias said, “that we are, in the technical sense, wasting our time?”

“I’ve considered it, yes.”

“And?”

“And the woman’s bathroom ceiling is still damp.”

“The woman’s bathroom ceiling will remain damp until the solicitors confirm access. The solicitors will confirm access when they are ready to confirm access, which will not be hastened by our presence in this office.”

“Noted.”

“I’m noting that you’re noting it and still sitting there.”

Mick reached for the coffee again. It was down to the last inch and had gone cold, and he drank it anyway because there was something deeply unsatisfying about leaving a mug with coffee still in it, which Marchosias had once observed was a metaphor for something and Mick had told him to find a different hobby.

Through the window, a delivery lorry was attempting to reverse into the Aldi car park and doing it badly. Mick watched it for thirty seconds. It did not get materially better.

The entity had been, on direct encounter, deeply unimpressive. Small and pale and vaguely damp, which was apt. It had puffed itself up when Marchosias made himself known, the way small animals did when they felt cornered, and then appeared to reconsider when it understood what it was dealing with. The negotiation — if you could call it that — had taken twenty minutes and established that it would abstain from further moisture expression until the contractor came to formally relocate it, which was the supernatural equivalent of keeping the peace until the lawyers finished arguing about who was responsible for the paperwork. Marchosias had, Mick thought, found the entire encounter beneath comment. He had said six words during it and four of them were to Mick.

“It did agree to stop the ceiling,” Mick said.

“Conditionally.”

“Conditionally. Yes.”

“The condition being that the contractor accesses within a timeframe it described as ‘before the cold really sets in,’ which is not a legally enforceable specification.”

“Nothing about this is legally enforceable. That’s why we’re billing it as a specialist consultation.”

“We are billing it as a specialist consultation because ‘we convinced a low-tier territorial entity to pause its damp-generating activities pending contractor access’ is not a line item that survives accounts review.”

“Same thing.”

Marchosias made a sound that was not quite dismissive but in the vicinity. It had taken Mick some years to learn the register of that sound. Mostly he used it when he had an observation he had already made and did not feel the need to make again.

The case file had been thorough. Mick had made it thorough partly because thoroughness was habit and partly because when you were waiting for solicitors to respond to correspondence, the case file was the only thing you could control. Twenty-three pages of the same information differently organised. Marchosias had reviewed it once and not mentioned it again.

He pulled up the preliminary infernal ecology report for Barking instead, which he had already read twice, and began reading it a third time. Background infernal activity consistent with a London borough in the current economic conditions. Nothing anomalous. Nothing that connected to the entity in the ceiling void except the ambient misery that would have attracted it in the first place: a property dispute, two sets of solicitors, three years of a woman living with damp that no one would fix and everyone would blame on someone else.

“You are reading a document you have already memorised.”

“I know.”

“You have also been in this office for four consecutive days.”

“I know that too.”

“I am simply noting—”

“I know what you’re noting.” Mick set the laptop to one side. “I’m noting it as well. There is nothing else to do until they respond to the correspondence and I’m not driving to Barking again to look at a ceiling.”

Across the room, Reeves’s keyboard stopped. She did not look up. She said, “You’ve been saying that in various forms since Monday.”

“It’s been true since Monday.”

“I’m aware.” She made a small adjustment to the spreadsheet. “You’re also doing the thing where you talk to the middle distance.”

“I do that.”

“I know you do that. I’ve known you do that for six years. I’m telling you that you’ve been doing it more than usual, which is a metric.”

Mick looked at the middle distance in question, which was a point approximately eighteen inches past the edge of the desk. It was where his eyes went when he was addressing Marchosias rather than the room. He had been told this before. He persisted in it anyway because the alternative — addressing thin air or the ceiling, or worse, appearing to look directly at nothing — was harder to explain than the middle-distance habit, which people generally filed under Mick’s thing and moved on from.

“She’s not wrong,” Marchosias offered.

“You’re not helping.”

“I’m rarely the helpful one. You’re thinking of Reeves.”

“She’s not helping either.”

Reeves looked up. She had the expression she wore when she had been listening to something for long enough to have formed an opinion and was deciding whether to voice it. In Mick’s experience, she always voiced it. She just chose the moment.

“The solicitors,” she said, “will respond when they respond. You updating the case file isn’t going to move that. You talking to the middle distance isn’t going to move that. The entity, which you have described to me as roughly equivalent in threat level to a moderately determined mould problem, is not going anywhere.”

“Marchosias’s description, not mine.”

“Right.” She looked back at the spreadsheet. “So I’d suggest finding something else to do with your time until they respond.”

“Such as.”

“I don’t know. Read something. Go for a walk. There’s a very large supermarket directly outside.”

“She’s suggesting the Aldi.”

“She’s suggesting the Aldi.”

“I’m suggesting,” Reeves said, without looking up, “that you’re bored and you’ve been bored for four days and the specific quality of your boredom is beginning to affect the working environment.”

Mick considered this. It was not unfair. The specific quality of his boredom — he had not described it in those terms before but it was accurate — had a texture to it when cases went quiet: a low-level restlessness that expressed itself in over-detailed case notes and repeated conversations with Marchosias that circled the same points and the middle-distance habit intensifying because there was nothing productive to direct his attention toward. He knew what it felt like from Marchosias’s side, when the entity they were tracking moved out of range or the lead went cold. The ancient equivalent of a hand hovering over a door handle with nowhere to go.

“Apt,” Marchosias said. He sounded, for a moment, less sardonic than usual. Six years had given Mick the vocabulary for that too: the difference between dismissal and acknowledgement, the brief drop in register when something landed close to accurate.

“Sorry,” Mick said. “About the working environment.”

“I’m not looking for an apology. I’m looking for you to find something useful to do that isn’t iterating on a case file that’s already done.”

Mick looked at the window. The lorry had successfully reversed into the Aldi car park and was now unloading. A man with a clipboard was walking toward it with the energy of someone who was going to find a problem with the delivery.

He opened a new document and started writing up the methodology notes from the Barking encounter — not for the file, which was comprehensive, but because the entity’s integration into the building’s fabric raised questions about how long-term territorial attachment changed the remediation approach. There would be other cases like this. There were always other cases like this.

He had been doing this for four days and the restlessness had not gone away. It was, he thought, the specific kind of uncomfortable that came from looking at a problem that was too small for the tools you had brought to it. Not dangerous. Not interesting. Barely present. The bathroom ceiling in Barking and the slow procedural grind of getting someone to come and deal with it. Marchosias had assessed it in ninety seconds. He had spent four days finding different words for the same nothing.

The solicitors would respond when they responded. In the meantime there was a draught methodology note open on his laptop and Reeves’s keyboard resuming its steady pace across the office, and the delivery man outside still engaged in his ongoing dispute with the clipboard, and the early October light flat and grey over the car park below.

He typed the first line of the methodology note and stared at it for thirty seconds and deleted it.

“Still nothing,” Marchosias confirmed.

“Still nothing,” Mick agreed.

He reached for the cold coffee, remembered it was empty, and got up to make another one.
Wrong Shape

By Thursday Reeves had developed a theory.

The theory was that Mick was not, technically, complaining. Complaining would have been easier to address. What he was doing was existing in the office with a quality of restless, over-caffeinated dissatisfaction that communicated itself through the specific sounds of a laptop being closed and reopened, through coffee being made at intervals that did not correspond to normal human caffeine requirements, through a pattern of addressing the middle distance that had become, over the course of four days, less occasional and more sustained. She had not said anything. She had noted the escalating frequency and decided that what was needed was not a conversation about it but a solution to the underlying problem.

The underlying problem was that the Barking case had nothing left in it. The entity was managed, the file was done, and the solicitors would respond when they responded. There was nothing for Mick to do and Mick with nothing to do was a specific kind of difficult that she had known for long enough to have developed protocols around. The protocol, in this instance, was: find him something else.

She went through the pending referrals first. There were four. One was a noise complaint in Hackney that had a minor infernal footnote — a low-grade territorial entity, almost certainly below even the Barking case in terms of threat — and she set it aside immediately on the grounds that giving him something smaller than the thing he was already complaining about would not improve the situation. One was a cold case from Northumbria that wanted a second opinion on a piece of forensic evidence and was emphatically not SIU territory. The remaining two were ongoing matters that already had assigned teams.

She went back to her own case.

The benefit fraud file had a Cambridgeshire thread she hadn’t finished running down — a cluster of addresses around March that were almost certainly fictitious. She pulled the county records, confirmed three of the four addresses didn’t exist, and ticked the box. While she was in the system she ran the standard cross-reference against the anomaly flags, because the protocol said to and because the protocol existed for a reason.

The flag was not what she was expecting.

She looked at it for a moment. An infernal absence report: a dead zone centred on a village called Moreton Drove, twelve miles from March. Not the signature of consecrated ground, which she had learned to recognise over three years. Something older-feeling than that. A suppression, the report said, stable across the fourteen years of monitoring. Nobody had actioned it.

She opened the missing persons index for Cambridgeshire almost as an afterthought. Two results for Moreton Drove, both recent.

A retired schoolteacher named Graham Pearce, sixty-seven. Missing six weeks. His car had sat in a pub car park for nine days before anyone rang it in. The investigation had no active lines of inquiry.

A boy. Nine years old. Callum Ward, who had not come home from the fen three weeks ago. His mother was a GP. His father taught at the local secondary. There had been a search — a proper one, volunteers and waterproofs and a week of grid-walking. The fen had not given him back.

She sat with that for a moment longer than she had intended.

Two disappearances, a fortnight apart, in a village of three hundred people. Individually explicable, if you needed them to be. Together a shape she recognised, the way she recognised the outline of something in peripheral vision before she’d turned to look directly at it.

She thought about it practically. The absence flag was old, stable, and almost certainly not connected to two recent missing persons — the flag predated them by over a decade. The disappearances could have mundane explanations. An elderly man living alone in a rural area, a child in a landscape full of water and no fences. Nothing here was definitively SIU territory. Nothing here required Mick specifically.

But it was the right shape to justify sending him.

She printed three pages, clipped them, and crossed the office. She set the papers on his desk and went to refill her water glass.

When she came back he was looking at the top sheet.

“What’s this?” he said.

“Cambridgeshire. Came up in the county records while I was running down the Marchetti addresses.”

He turned to the second page. She sat down.

“Two disappearances,” he said.

“In a village of three hundred. Fortnight apart.”

“There’s an absence flag.”

“Fourteen years old. Nobody actioned it.” She pulled up the spreadsheet. “It might be something. It might be nothing. Wrong shape for a normal investigation either way.”

He was quiet for a moment. She did not look up.

“The boy,” he said.

“Callum Ward. Nine years old.” She kept her eyes on the screen. “He’s been in the fen for three weeks.”

Another silence. Heavier.

“This isn’t enough to take to Grayson as a full case,” he said.

“No. Which is why it’s not a full case. It’s a preliminary review.” She looked up. “It might be completely routine. Probably is. But it gets you out of this office, and if I’m honest, Mick, I’d like that very much.”

He looked at her for a moment. “I haven’t been that bad.”

She returned to the spreadsheet without replying.

“Right,” he said.

He picked up the file.

She was aware of him reading it — the particular quality of attention that meant something had caught, the way the middle-distance habit stopped because he had an actual direction to look now. She went back to column G and let him get on with it.

Ten minutes later she heard him on the phone to Grayson’s office. The careful, clipped language they’d developed for I need to go and look at something. Grayson would process it. There would be paperwork.

At some point in the next hour he put his coat on. She was already halfway through column H.

“I’ll call when I’ve got something,” he said from the door.

“You’ll call when you’ve decided it’s something and want me to confirm it.”

A pause. “That’s also what I said.”

“Drive carefully.”

The door closed. The office was quiet — genuinely quiet, not the loaded silence of the last four days — and she allowed herself a moment of it before she turned back to the screen.

She had sent him to Cambridgeshire on the balance of probabilities and a fourteen-year-old flag that probably meant nothing. She had done this primarily because the alternative was another four days of the Barking case and the middle distance and the coffee. If it turned out to be nothing he would come back in three days having had a change of scenery and she would hear about it in the form of one clipped sentence and that would be the end of it.

If it turned out to be something, she would hear about it in a different form entirely.

She opened column I and got to work.

—

In the car park below, Mick sat with the file open on the passenger seat and read the second page again.

Marchosias had been quiet since they’d left the office. Not the ordinary quiet of assessment — the other kind, the one that meant he was reading something Mick couldn’t see yet and hadn’t decided what it meant.

Mick looked at the name on the page. Callum Ward, nine years old, last seen at the edge of the fen on a Tuesday afternoon in early September.

After a moment: “Thank you,” Marchosias said.

Not to Mick.

Mick didn’t tell Reeves that.

He started the car.
Drove Road

The A10 out of London was, in Mick’s experience, a road that rewarded low expectations. He had driven it three times previously — twice for cases, once for reasons he preferred not to examine — and on each occasion it had delivered precisely the combination of heavy goods vehicles, indifferent roadworks, and dispiriting retail parks that constituted its character. He had communicated this to Marchosias somewhere around Tottenham, by way of managing expectations, and Marchosias had responded by taking control of the car audio.

The car audio was a point of ongoing negotiation. Mick’s position was that the driver controlled the music, which was self-evidently correct. Marchosias’s position was that the driver was also a host body with shared occupancy, which gave him standing to exercise a preference. The preference, which had not changed across six years of road trips, was for music in which the guitar was heavily distorted and the tempo was not so much fast as aggressively committed. Mick had managed this by reaching for the volume dial approximately every forty minutes. Marchosias had managed this by waiting until Mick’s attention was on the road and turning it back up.

They had, over time, arrived at a working arrangement: long drives belonged to Marchosias. Mick endured it. There were worse concessions.

He had told himself, pulling out of the car park, that he was going to Cambridgeshire because the anomaly flag warranted a preliminary look. Two disappearances in a village of three hundred was a pattern worth following up. The absence flag was old but unactioned. These were all true and none of them were the reason he had packed a bag in under twenty minutes and been on the road before five. The reason was Callum Ward, nine years old, three weeks in the fen, and Mick was constitutionally incapable of sitting in an office once he had a name.

He did not say this to Marchosias. He did not need to.

The music went off somewhere north of Cambridge. Not faded — off, cleanly, as if the question of it had simply ceased to be interesting. Mick registered the silence before he registered why.

“There,” Marchosias said.

Mick looked. The road had flattened, the hills of Cambridgeshire — such as they were, modest elevations dressed up by the surrounding flatness into something that barely qualified — levelling into something closer to a plain. The sky had expanded. It was a specific quality of sky he hadn’t seen since the last time he’d been this far east: enormous and grey and indifferent, occupying more of his visual field than sky had any right to.

At the edges of Ely, clustering around the approaches to the town, he could see them.

They were not easy to describe, which was part of why he had never tried. Not solid — the word for what Marchosias’s perception added to his own was something between translucent and implied, shapes that existed in the register of almost rather than the register of is. They gathered around the town the way gulls gathered around a fishing harbour: not moving toward anything, not hunting, simply present where the resource was. There were a lot of them.

“What am I looking at,” Mick said. It was not quite a question.

“Despair feeders.”

“I’ve seen them before. Around the Hackney case, the estate in Peckham.”

“You have seen them. I have not previously seen a reason to explain them.”

“Explain them now.”

“They are scavengers. Passive entities that exist at a low register of the infernal frequency — barely entities at all, in the taxonomy that matters. They do not generate misery. They feed on what is already present: ambient grief, chronic stress, the specific quality of suffering produced by prolonged difficulty without resolution. A deprived area, a town where the work has gone and not been replaced, a family in the third year of a dispute that no one will resolve. They cluster where the food is. They contribute nothing to it.”

Mick watched them thin out as the car moved through the town and the town’s density gave way to open road. “So they’re just — there.”

“They are indicators. The way a carrion bird circling is an indicator. Not the cause of what is below. The evidence of it.”

The road opened into the Fens proper.

He had been prepared for flat. He had not been prepared for this particular quality of flat — the land extending in every direction without interruption, the drainage ditches running alongside the road in ruled lines, the occasional silhouette of a farm building set against the horizon with nothing to contextualise its scale. The sky came down to the ground here. There was nowhere for it to stop.

“Interesting,” Marchosias said.

“That’s one word for it.”

“The shadow network is different here.”

Mick waited.

“In London the network is layered. Centuries of construction, compression, the shadows of buildings stacked against older shadows, a density that provides extensive range. Here—” A pause that had the quality of assessment in it. “The shadows are old. Drainage ditches. Old bridges. The underside of things built into flat ground because there was no elevation to build against. Ancient and sparse. I am not familiar with this network.”

“Is that a problem?”

“It is a condition. Note it.”

Mick noted it.

They passed through a market town he didn’t register the name of and he watched the feeders thicken again around the approaches — clustered at the edges of a housing estate, at a row of shops where two were shuttered and one had a closing-down notice in the window, at a bus shelter where a man sat with his head in his hands in the particular posture of someone who had been sitting there long enough to stop caring who saw him. The feeders did not touch him. They were simply in proximity. Indicators, Marchosias had said. Evidence of what was below.

Then the road turned east and they thinned. Then they were gone.

Not thinned — gone. The edge was precise enough that Mick noticed it without being able to say exactly where it had happened. One moment the feeders were present in the peripheral register that Marchosias’s perception lent him, the next they were not.

He pulled the car onto the verge and stopped.

“Yes,” Marchosias said.

“They’re not here.”

“They are not anywhere in this direction.”

“But the misery should be here. The disappearances—”

“The absence of feeders does not indicate the absence of misery. It indicates the presence of something the feeders will not approach.” Marchosias’s tone had shifted — not to alarm, but to the quality of precise, careful attention he brought to things that required it. “Carrion birds do not circle the apex predator. They wait at the edge of its territory and feed on what it leaves.”

Mick looked out across the flat fields. Grey October sky, the black lines of drainage ditches, a drove road running straight to a slight rise on the horizon where a cluster of buildings and a Norman church tower were the only vertical elements in the landscape for miles in any direction.

“How big is the dead zone?”

“I am still reading it. Significant. Centred on the village.”

Mick sat with that for a moment. He thought about Reeves’s voice saying probably routine, probably not our kind of thing, and about Callum Ward’s name on the page, and about the specific shape of a dead zone that something had been maintaining, the ecology report had said, for fourteen years. And longer than that, almost certainly. Much longer.

He pulled back onto the road.

He found accommodation in Wisbech — a guest house on a side street near the market square, run by a woman who gave him a key and a door code and did not ask questions, which was what he wanted. He left his bag, changed his shoes for something more useful, and drove back out to Moreton Drove in the early afternoon light.

He parked on the verge at the edge of the village and walked.

The scale of the sky was something you had to keep adjusting to. In London the sky existed in segments between buildings; here it was an event, a presence, something that required acknowledgement. The drove roads ran out from the village in straight lines that disappeared into the distance without deviation, following the old drainage geometries across fields that had been reed beds four hundred years ago and now grew sugar beet and winter wheat. The village was a slight rise, barely enough to register in a landscape this flat but legible as the reason people had settled here — the old logic of keeping above the water.

St Guthlac’s had a Norman tower that stood above everything for miles in the way Norman towers were designed to, the assertion of permanence in a landscape that had resisted permanence. The churchyard was tidy. The lychgate was painted. It was an ordinary small-village church in a flat county and Marchosias was reading it with an attention that was not ordinary.

“The church is built on something older,” he said. “The site resisted consecration. You can read it in the stonework if you know what you are reading.”

“What does resistance look like?”

“Like a frequency that hasn’t resolved. Consecrated ground has a specific signature — an imposition, technically, of celestial frequency on a space that would otherwise sit at material-realm baseline. Here the baseline is not neutral. Something underneath is older than the consecration and has not accommodated it.”

Mick looked at the tower. It looked like a Norman tower.

He walked the village slowly, the way he walked any space he was trying to understand — not looking for anything specific, letting the overall picture assemble. Three hundred people, the file had said. He counted: a pub that was also a post office, a village hall with planning notices in the window, a scatter of cottages in various states of maintenance, a small estate of council-built semis from the seventies. A place where people came to retire and to be left alone and occasionally to disappear, apparently.

The drove road on the south side of the village ran between fields toward the fen. At its far end, set back from the road behind a hedge and a gate and a kitchen garden of dimensions impractical for a single person, was a cottage.

The kitchen garden was the thing.

Everything else in the village existed in the ordinary register of maintenance — things kept up, things let go, the normal arithmetic of rural property. The kitchen garden at the end of the drove road was something else: precise in a way that suggested not just care but sustained, methodical attention over a very long time. The beds were laid out with a geometry that looked less like a vegetable garden and more like something that had been considered from first principles and refined. The late-season growth had been cut back exactly as far as it should be. The paths between the beds were clean.

Smoke from the chimney.

“The shadow network at this end of the drove,” Marchosias said. And then he stopped.

“What.”

“The territory is old. It reads as claimed.”

Not diminished. Mick registered the specific choice of word. Claimed was not the same as occupied, or active, or hostile — claimed was the word for something that had been established for long enough that the establishment itself was the fact, prior to any contest.

He stood at the gate for a moment and looked at the cottage without appearing to look at it, the way he’d learned to look at things he needed to understand without signalling that he was looking. Smoke from the chimney. The kitchen garden. A light in the window that was warm and domestic and entirely ordinary.

He walked back through the village and got in the car.

He did not call Reeves.
The Blog

The guest house had wifi that worked and a desk lamp that didn’t, which meant Mick sat on the bed with his laptop and the reading light from his phone propped against the pillow and worked through the evening by the kind of improvised illumination that Marchosias found quietly offensive. He had said so once. Mick had not replaced the bulb.

He found the blog in four minutes. Drove Roads and Dead Ends: The Unofficial History of Moreton Drove and the Surrounding Fens, by Graham Pearce. Sixty-three posts, the first dated four years ago, the most recent eight weeks before his disappearance. The title banner was a photograph Pearce had taken himself: a drove road running straight to a horizon you couldn’t quite reach, winter fields on either side, a sky that occupied most of the frame.

Mick read it from the beginning.

The early posts were what you’d expect from a retired schoolteacher with time to fill and a genuine, if modest, enthusiasm for the place he’d chosen to see out his retirement. Agricultural history, mostly — the enclosure records, the tithe maps, the way the field boundaries had shifted over two centuries of drainage improvement. A post about a Victorian farm labourer’s diary held at the county archive, another about the history of the specific drove road naming conventions, a third about the 1960s widening of the B-road that had, Pearce noted with mild indignation, involved the removal of a medieval field boundary that nobody had thought to document first. The prose was careful and slightly formal and had the quality of someone who had spent thirty years explaining things to people who hadn’t asked to be explained to and had made peace with it.

Mick read through twelve of them before the subject shifted.

Post thirteen was about St Guthlac’s.

Pearce had noticed, he wrote, that the church’s dedication was unusual. St Guthlac’s cult had been centred at Crowland, fifteen miles to the south, where the abbey founded on the site of his hermitage had become a significant ecclesiastical presence through the medieval period. There were other Guthlac dedications in the region — the saint’s influence had spread from Crowland outward — but they followed a legible pattern, clustering around the abbey’s historical reach. This one didn’t fit the pattern. Moreton Drove was too far north, too peripheral to the abbacy’s sphere of influence. The dedication should, by the normal logic of such things, have been to a different saint entirely.

Pearce hadn’t been able to explain it. He’d noted it as a curiosity and moved on.

Post seventeen came back to it.

He’d been looking at the ecclesiastical records — the visitation reports from the pre-Reformation period that were held, in fragmentary form, at the county archive — and found a reference he hadn’t seen before. The specific language of the Guthlac dedication at Moreton Drove, repeated across three separate records spanning a century and a half, was not the standard language of a saint’s patronage. It was the language of protection. Specific, invocatory, the ecclesiastical equivalent of a ward rather than a dedication. Guthlac defender against the works of darkness in this place. Not: this church is named for Guthlac. This place requires Guthlac’s intervention.

Pearce had written it up carefully and without drawing conclusions. He had found the language striking. He did not know what it was striking about.

Mick set the laptop down for a moment.

“He found the shape without the contents,” Marchosias said.

“He didn’t know what he was looking at.”

“No.”

Mick picked the laptop back up and kept reading.

Post twenty-two. Pearce had been working through the coroner’s records for the county, which were held on microfilm at the archive and had, he noted, the specific quality of patience required of anyone who wanted to use microfilm in the twenty-first century when they could be doing something else. He had been looking for records of deaths connected to the village as a way of building a picture of the community over time — a routine enough piece of local history, the kind of thing that produced small, human details about lives that had otherwise left no trace. He had found the deaths. And then, because he was a schoolteacher and schoolteachers counted things, he had noticed that certain categories of death recurred at intervals that did not correspond to what the demographics of a village this size should produce.

Elderly residents, living alone. Agricultural workers, seasonal, with no local ties. People with no one to notice quickly that they were gone.

The intervals were not random. They were not annual. They were closer to — he had worked out the rough frequency, which took him two posts to get to — every two to four years, going back as far as the surviving records could show. Which was 1836, when the county coroner’s system had been formalised.

He had not called it a pattern. He had written, with the careful hedging of someone who knew enough to be uncertain, that the data suggested a statistical anomaly that may reward further investigation. He had noted that he would need to look at the missing persons records, which required a different set of archives, and that he intended to write to the county archivist to discuss access.

Mick went through the remaining posts more quickly, looking for the shape of where Pearce’s thinking had gone. The next ten were local history — a return to safer ground, a post about the wartime use of the fens for experimental drainage, one about the specific etymology of drove as a place-name element. Then:

Post forty-one. He had written to the county archivist and received a reply. He had cross-referenced the deaths with the missing persons records for the same period, which the archivist had helped him navigate. The pattern held. More than held — in the missing persons records, the same demographic profile, the same intervals, and in several cases the same geography: the drove road, the fen edge, the land to the south of the village near the old tumulus. He had a map now. He had drawn it.

He had not yet understood what the map was of.

Post forty-seven was the St Guthlac post.

He had gone back to the question of the dedication. He had pulled the hagiographical sources — the Life of Guthlac, Bede’s account, the later medieval elaborations — and read them with the pattern in his head. The hagiographies recorded that Guthlac, during his years as a hermit in the Fens, had been subjected to sustained demonic torment. Visions, voices, physical assault. The accounts were detailed and specific and had, Pearce wrote, a quality of accumulated incident that went beyond the conventional hagiographical formula — there were too many separate episodes, too much specificity in the descriptions, for it to be purely literary convention.

Pearce had noted this. He had not known what to do with it.

He had written: I am beginning to think the dedication at St Guthlac’s is less about the saint’s cult and more about the specific history of this location. The church was built here, on this slight rise, at this specific point, because something here warranted it. I cannot yet say what.

Post fifty-eight. He had found something in the pre-Reformation records that troubled him. A reference, indirect, to a woman. Not named — the record didn’t name her — but described in terms that connected her to the tumulus site and to a series of incidents that the ecclesiastical record classified as works contrary to Christian order. This was not unusual language for the period; it covered a range of folk practices, local customs, and things that made the Church uncomfortable without rising to the level of formal accusation. But the reference appeared in records separated by sixty years, which should have been two different women. The record treated them as continuous.

He had written: Either the records are confused, which is possible, or I am looking at something for which I do not have the right framework. I have asked the archivist whether there are other references in the Crowland material. I suspect the answer will require a different kind of thinking than I have brought to this so far.

The last post was dated eight weeks before his disappearance.

He had heard back from the archivist. The Crowland material had references — pre-Dissolution, fragmented, the kind of thing that survived only because someone had thought to copy it into a later document. He had not yet seen them. He was going to Ely the following Thursday. He was, he wrote, increasingly convinced that what he was looking at went back further than the surviving local records could show and that the pattern he had found in forty years of data was itself only the visible end of something much longer.

He had written: I don’t quite have the vocabulary for what I think I’m finding. That’s unsettling in a way that is also, if I’m honest, rather exciting.

The post had six comments. Four were from regular readers saying they were looking forward to the follow-up. One was a question about the tithe maps. One, the last, was from eight weeks ago, from a reader asking if Pearce had managed to get to Ely yet. No reply.

Mick closed the laptop.

The room was quiet. Outside, Wisbech was doing whatever Wisbech did on a Thursday evening, which from the sound of it involved a distant pub and a car that needed its exhaust looking at.

Mick looked at the closed laptop. Graham Pearce had spent four years on this, working from the outside in, building the picture one archival visit at a time. He had not understood what he was looking at, but he had understood that something was there — something that had been there, doing whatever it did, for longer than the surviving records could reach. And then he had stopped posting, and his car had sat in a pub car park for nine days, and nobody had found him.

Whether those two things were connected was not yet established. Mick noted the gap and left it open.

He was standing in the space Pearce had cleared, working from notes left in a blog that still had a comment waiting for a reply.

He opened the laptop again and started a new document. He put Pearce’s chronology at the top, the key posts flagged with timestamps, and began building the timeline forward from there. The archive in Ely. The Crowland material. The pre-Reformation references to the woman at the tumulus. Whatever Pearce had been about to find.

He would find it instead.

Outside, the distant pub called last orders. He kept working.
The Archivist

The county record office was on a side street in Ely, a ten-minute walk from the cathedral, and it had the particular atmosphere shared by all county record offices: hushed, slightly cool, smelling of old paper and the specific institutional determination to preserve things that most people had forgotten existed. Mick had been in a dozen of them over the years. They all felt the same way. He found it, unexpectedly, one of the more calming environments he regularly worked in.

He had called ahead. The archivist — Helen Marsh, she had said on the phone, in the tone of someone who introduced herself by full name out of professional habit — met him at the reception desk and brought him through to a reading room that had three long tables, two other researchers bent over documents at the far end, and a window overlooking a car park. She was in her mid-fifties, precise in her movements, with the quality of patient competence that good archivists developed: the ability to locate information efficiently without appearing to hurry.

“Graham Pearce,” she said, when Mick had explained what he was looking at. Not a question. A placement, the way you placed a file in its correct position.

“You remember him.”

“He was here three or four times over the past year. Very thorough. He had a good instinct for where to look, which not everyone does when they come in with local history projects.” She paused. “He stopped replying to my emails. I assumed the project had run its course.”

“When was the last time you heard from him?”

She told him the date. It was a fortnight before his disappearance was reported. “I’d found some of the material he’d asked about — the Crowland correspondence — and I let him know it was available for viewing. He never made an appointment.”

Mick asked if she still had their correspondence. She did. She was that kind of archivist.

She brought the folder and set it on the table in front of him. It was not thick — eight or nine emails, printed and clipped — but it had the quality of a conversation that had developed over time, each exchange building on the previous one. Pearce’s first email was formal and slightly tentative, the opening gambit of someone who wasn’t sure how much assistance to expect. By the third or fourth exchange the tone had shifted; he was asking specific questions, following specific threads, and Marsh’s responses had become correspondingly more detailed.

Mick read through them slowly.

The core of Pearce’s interest, as it emerged through the correspondence, was a name — or rather, a pattern of names — that kept appearing in connection with Moreton Drove across a span of records too long for any single person. He had not found a single recurring name; he had found a recurring description. A woman, noted in various documents as a resident of the village or its immediate surrounds, associated with the land near the old tumulus. Witness to a property transaction in 1723. Named as a beneficiary in a will of 1801, described there as a neighbour of long standing. A death notice from 1887, in the local paper, for a woman of the village with no corresponding birth record in the parish register.

He had written to Marsh: The death notice describes her as a resident of the village ‘for many years.’ The 1801 will describes her neighbour as a woman ‘known to the family since my grandfather’s time.’ I cannot find a birth record, a marriage record, or any record of arrival. She appears to simply be there, across three documents spanning a hundred and sixty years, and then the death notice closes the account. I suspect this is simply the consequence of incomplete records — the gap in the register around 1760–1790 would explain the missing birth record — but I find the cumulative absence of documentation slightly peculiar.

Marsh had replied that incomplete records for that period were common across the county and that the gap in the Moreton Drove register was consistent with others she had seen. She had not found it peculiar. She had, instead, offered to pull the available pre-Reformation material that might provide earlier context.

Pearce had taken her up on it.

Mick set the correspondence down and looked at what Marsh had laid out alongside it: the material she had pulled for Pearce’s visit, some of which Pearce had seen and some of which had arrived after his last appointment. Sixteenth-century tithe records for the village, fragmentary. A copy of a visitation report from 1534, the year before the dissolution began in earnest, which mentioned Moreton Drove in passing as a settlement within Crowland’s administrative reach. The copy of a deed from 1571 recording the transfer of land near the drove road to a private individual following the dissolution — the land had previously been held by the abbey.

And, in Marsh’s careful hand on a Post-it note attached to the last document: G. Pearce — pre-Dissolution refs you asked about. Crowland catalogue fragmented but worth a look. HM

He had never seen it.

Mick sat with the documents for a while. The reading room was quiet except for the occasional turning of pages from the researchers at the other end and the distant sound of the cathedral’s bells marking the hour. Marchosias was quiet too — he had been since they arrived, the particular quality of attention he brought to situations where he was taking in information rather than processing it.

“The records before the dissolution,” Mick said quietly, angled toward the middle distance. “What’s available?”

Marsh looked up from the document she had been noting. “The Crowland material is scattered. The abbey’s dissolution was — thorough. Some records ended up at other institutions, some were lost. We have fragments, copies of copies, things that survived because they were folded into later documents that did survive.” She paused. “What specifically are you looking for?”

“The same location. The tumulus. Anything pre-1534.”

She considered. “There are references. I can pull them, but I should tell you upfront that they’re not going to give you a clear picture. We’re talking about notes in the margins of land records, a mention in an ecclesiastical complaint that’s been partially transcribed. The sort of thing that suggests something was there without telling you what.”

“That’s useful.”

She brought what she had. It took her twenty minutes and she apologised for the time, which he told her was not necessary.

The pre-Dissolution material was, as she had said, fragmentary. A land record from 1489 that noted the tumulus site as not held by the abbey and not held by any named party, being of ancient and disputed tenure. A marginal annotation in a copy of a Crowland administrative document from approximately 1510 that referred to the woman of the drove without further elaboration, in a list of local matters requiring abbatial attention that appeared never to have received it. A partial transcription of an ecclesiastical complaint — undated, estimated mid-fifteenth century — about practices at the old site near Moreton that the complainant described as contrary to Christian order and predating any living memory of the village.

Predating any living memory. In the mid-fifteenth century.

Mick looked at that phrase for a moment.

“Interesting,” Marchosias said.

“Is it.”

“The phrase has a specific meaning in that context. It is not rhetorical. Ecclesiastical complaint documents of that period are precise about living memory as a legal and theological standard. The complainant is asserting that no one then alive could remember a time when the practices were not present.”

Mick looked at the estimated date on the transcription. Mid-1400s. Predating living memory then would push the origin back to — the early 1300s at the furthest reasonable interpretation. Possibly earlier.

He did not know what that meant yet. He noted it.

“Is there anything from Crowland directly?” he asked. “From the abbey’s own records?”

“Very little of the Crowland archive survived intact. The bulk of what there is ended up at the British Library and Peterborough Cathedral. We have copies of some of it — mainly the land records, some of the correspondence. What I have here is what I could pull quickly, but if you’re following a specific thread it might be worth a trip to Peterborough.”

He made a note of that.

He spent another hour with the documents, working through them with the specific patience that archive work required: reading things twice, noting the gaps as carefully as the content, building a picture from the shape of what was absent as much as from what was present. The woman of the drove. Practices predating living memory. A site of ancient and disputed tenure that the abbey had apparently decided not to press a claim on.

None of it was conclusive. All of it was interesting. The interesting and the conclusive were not the same thing and Mick was experienced enough not to confuse them.

What he had, at the end of the hour, was this: the pattern Pearce had found in the modern records — the recurring, undocumented woman at the edge of the village, present across impossible spans — appeared to have a precedent in the pre-Dissolution material that pushed the same pattern back considerably further. And the records stopped not because the trail stopped but because the dissolution had scattered everything that might have taken it further, into archives in Peterborough and London and wherever else Crowland’s papers had ended up.

He thanked Marsh. She asked if he had found what he was looking for and he said he had found what he needed for now, which was true and not quite the same thing.

“If you make any progress on Mr Pearce’s project,” she said, at the door, “I’d be interested to know. He was — it was an interesting line of inquiry. I was curious where it was going.”

“So was he,” Mick said.

He drove back to Wisbech in the early afternoon. The fens opened out around him as he left Ely, the cathedral receding in the mirror until it was just the lantern tower above the flat horizon, and then the flat horizon alone.

“The phrase that interests me,” Marchosias said, when they were clear of the town, “is not the date. It is ‘disputed tenure.’ The abbey did not hold the site. They noted it as disputed. They did not press the claim.”

“Meaning they’d tried and failed?”

“Meaning someone had been there before them and had not left.”

Mick drove. The drainage ditches ran alongside the road. The sky was the same enormous grey it had been yesterday, and the day before, and would probably be tomorrow. In the distance, the slight rise of Moreton Drove was a interruption on the horizon too small to name from here.

He still didn’t know what he was looking at. He was more certain than he had been this morning that there was something to look at.

That would do for now.
Callum

She had not told anyone she was coming. She had driven up on a Saturday morning without logging it, without filing it, without mentioning it to Grayson’s office, because this was not a visit she could frame as official and she was not going to pretend it was.

She had spoken to Dr Ward twice by phone — once when the file first came across her desk, asking routine questions about the search, and once the week after that because she had found she needed to know how the family were managing and there was no procedural category for that particular need. The second call had been longer than the first. At the end of it, Dr Ward had said, with the composure of someone who had been composing herself for weeks and had got very good at it: If you’re ever in the area. It was not quite an invitation. Reeves had heard it as one.

The house was on the edge of the village, a 1930s semi with a garden that showed, in its current untended state, the shape of what it had been before. A trampoline against the back fence, the protective netting sagging in one corner. A bicycle against the wall of the house, too small for an adult.

Dr Ward met her at the door. She was in her early forties, dark-haired, wearing the specific expression Reeves had seen on the faces of people who had been holding themselves together for long enough that the effort had become invisible: not stoic so much as factored in, something managed rather than felt. She offered tea. They sat in the kitchen.

The conversation was not about Callum, exactly. It was around him — the way conversations in those circumstances always were, the subject everywhere and nowhere at once. Dr Ward talked about the search, about the police liaison officer who rang on Wednesdays, about the coroner’s process and what it required before a finding could be made, about these things in the level, informative register of someone who had needed to understand them and had. She was a doctor. She had a framework for managing information that was very bad. She was using it.

At some point she said: “Do you think he’s still out there?”

Reeves did not answer immediately. She had learned, over twenty years, to treat the pause before an answer as something to be earned rather than avoided.

“I think the fen hasn’t given everything up yet,” she said. “The search was thorough, but the geography is difficult. There are places—” She stopped. “I don’t think the absence of a finding means the absence of an answer.”

It was the most honest thing she could have said that was also kind. Dr Ward nodded, once, and looked out the window.

Reeves left an hour later. She walked the perimeter of the search area because she had the map and because she was constitutionally unable to be in proximity to an investigation without looking at the ground. The search had covered the fen edge to the south, the drainage ditches running east and west, a radius of approximately a mile from the village in all directions. It had been well-executed, from the documentation. Thorough enough to say: if he was in the obvious places, they had checked the obvious places.

The fen edge was a specific kind of desolate in October. The reed beds ran back from the drainage ditch in dense grey-brown stands, the water between them dark and shallow, the sky overhead the particular flat white of cloud that had been there for days without committing to rain. Everything was horizontal. Everything was quiet.

She walked south along the drove road.

At the end of it was the cottage she had seen on the map — the one in the same geography as every reference Pearce had noted in his blog, the one Mick had walked past without telling her anything about it yet. Kitchen garden, she had read in his notes when she’d asked for a status update. Smoke from the chimney.

The woman was in the garden.

Elderly — genuinely elderly, not the performed kind. White hair pinned back. She was doing something with the beds that had the quality of routine rather than occupation, the kind of work that gets done at this time of year as a matter of course. She did not appear to notice Reeves until she did, and when she looked up, across the gate and the drove road and the thirty feet of distance between them, her expression was one of straightforward, uncomplicated sympathy.

Not the sympathy of someone who knew who Reeves was or why she was here. The sympathy of someone who had been watching a woman walk the edge of a search area and had understood what that meant.

She did not speak. She did not need to, at that distance. She simply held the look for a moment — warm, unhurried, the exact expression of someone who had seen grief before and was not frightened of it — and then returned to her work.

Reeves walked back to the car.

She sat for a moment with her hands on the wheel before she rang Mick.

He picked up on the second ring. “You’re here,” he said. Not a question.

“I went to see the family. Dr Ward.” She paused. “You’ve been here three days and you haven’t called.”

“I was going to call when I had something.”

“That’s what you said before you left.”

A beat. This, she had learned since the Emma Curtis case, was how to do it — not the pointed silence she used to use, which had always felt to her like a door held ajar, but the actual pause, the one that said: I’m waiting for the honest version.

“The ecology is wrong,” he said. “And the territory is old.”

“How old?”

“The archive suggests pre-Dissolution. The actual baseline—” She heard him shift, the small sounds of him deciding how much to say. “Marchosias says older than that. He’s being careful about it.”

That was new. In the earlier years he would have said Marchosias thinks or hedged it further, turned it into something she could rationalise. He had stopped doing that around the time of the Emma Curtis case, when she’d finally told him she was capable of hearing what Marchosias actually said without needing it translated. She still wasn’t sure she had been entirely right about that, but she had said it and he had believed her, and now he passed the information without the translation layer.

“There’s a woman in the village,” she said. “End of the south drove road. Kitchen garden.”

A silence that was different from the previous one.

“What about her?” he said.

“Nothing. She looked up at me when I was walking the search perimeter. Her expression—” She stopped.

“Tell me.”

“It was sympathetic. Completely appropriate for the situation. The right expression at the right moment.” She looked out at the drove road, empty in the afternoon light. “I cannot tell you why it was wrong.”

Mick didn’t say anything for a moment. “Did she approach you? Say anything?”

“No. She was thirty feet away and she looked at me and went back to her garden.”

“What time did you get there?”

“About three. Why?”

“Because if she was in the garden at three in October she was already expecting to be seen,” he said. “The light goes at half four. That’s not an afternoon’s work, that’s a position.”

Reeves considered this. It had not occurred to her in those terms. That was why she rang him.

“You’ve been watching the cottage,” she said.

“I’ve walked past it twice. Marchosias says the shadow network at that end of the drove reads as claimed. Specifically. Not — ambient. Claimed.”

She did not have all of the vocabulary for what he meant by that, but she had enough. “Is this our case?”

“I don’t know what it is yet. It might be our case.” A pause. “Stay away from the cottage.”

“I wasn’t planning to knock on the door.”

“I know. Stay away from it anyway.”

She looked at the drove road in her mirror. Empty, straight, vanishing into the flat distance.

“The family,” he said. It was not quite a question — it was the opening of a question he wasn’t going to finish.

“She’s managing. She’s a doctor. She’s managing in the way that doctors manage things.” Reeves watched a heron work its way across the fen edge, slow and deliberate in the failing light. “She asked if I thought he was still out there.”

“What did you tell her?”

“I told her the fen hadn’t given everything up yet.”

He was quiet for a moment. “That was the right thing to say.”

“I know.” She started the car. “I’ll be back in London tonight. Call me when you have something.”

“Right.”

She pulled onto the road. In her mirror: the drove road, the hedgeline, the last of the afternoon light going gold across the flat fields. The cottage somewhere at the end of it, out of sight, smoke from the chimney.

She drove back toward the A10 and tried, and failed, to name what had been wrong about the woman’s expression.
St Guthlac’s

The vicar was called Martin and he was delighted.

This was not a word Mick would usually reach for in the context of a man opening a church on a grey October morning for a stranger who had rung him the previous evening with a story about local history research, but it was accurate. Martin was in his early sixties, had driven twenty minutes from March on what was nominally his day off, and had arrived in a waxed jacket carrying a thermos of coffee with the specific generosity of someone very pleased to find that someone else cared about something he cared about.

“St Guthlac’s doesn’t get many enquiries,” he said, unlocking the porch door. “Most visitors are passing through, if I’m honest. They look at the tower — it is a very good tower — and they move on. Anyone who wants the registers is a treat.”

“The tower is excellent,” Mick agreed.

Marchosias said nothing.

That was the first signal. He had been quiet on the walk from the car, which Mick had attributed to the cold and the early hour and the general Marchosian position on mornings. But this was a different quiet — not the comfortable absence of commentary but the quality of something bracing.

He felt it when he crossed the threshold.

Not pain. Not quite. A pressure, arriving without direction, the way a change in air pressure arrived — something that registered in the body before the mind had language for it. His ears didn’t pop. His vision didn’t blur. But something that usually occupied a particular frequency in his awareness had just become significantly less present, and the absence of it created a specific kind of wrong.

“Don’t—” Marchosias said, and then the word was gone, as if the next word had been swallowed before it could form.

Martin was showing him the register storage with proprietary fondness. Mick focused on what was being said about archival tissue and Civil War gaps and nodded at the appropriate intervals. The pressure was not getting worse. It was simply there, a persistent thing he was going to have to work around.

“You’re welcome to photograph anything you need. I’ll leave you to it.” Martin retreated toward the vestry, then paused and looked back. “Are you all right? You look a bit—”

“Cold,” Mick said. “Long drive.”

“Of course.” Martin held up the thermos. “I’ll make you a cup. There’s a pew near the south window that gets the light, if there is any.”

He disappeared into the vestry. Mick sat down in the front pew and waited.

“—” Marchosias tried again. The word was compressed, effortful, arriving with the quality of something pushing through resistance. “…mark.”

“What kind of mark.”

Silence. Then, with what felt like significant effort: “Celestial. Not — transit. Deliberate.”

Mick kept his voice low. “Can you function?”

A pause that was its own answer. Then: “Work quickly.”

He pulled the registers from the storage box.

The church had the usual quality of old ecclesiastical spaces — hushed, slightly cool, the particular smell of stone that had been absorbing centuries of candle smoke and damp wool. But underneath that, if he paid attention, was something else. Not the faint shimmer he usually registered in consecrated ground, the vague celestial resonance that Marchosias described as background frequency, irrelevant and easily filtered. This was not background. This was a mark left by something that had been specifically present in this place, for a specific reason, and had wanted whatever it left to be felt.

He understood, in a dim and indirect way, that this was not directed at him. He was not infernal. He was simply carrying something that was, and the mark did not distinguish.

Martin reappeared with a cup of coffee and set it on the pew beside him with the solicitousness of someone who had decided the stranger looked worse than just cold and was too polite to say so.

“Take your time,” he said, and went back to his paperback.

Mick drank the coffee and worked through the registers.

He found it faster here than at the archive because he had Pearce’s blog in his head and knew the shape of what he was looking for. The clustering that didn’t fit natural mortality patterns — solitary deaths, marginal people, the drove road and the fen edge recurring as geography. He photographed each relevant entry without pausing to think about it, moving through the volumes with a deliberateness that was partly efficiency and partly the background awareness that he didn’t want to be here longer than necessary.

Marchosias was largely silent. Occasionally a compressed fragment arrived — not commentary, just signal: “—there—” when Mick passed an entry he should photograph, “—same—” when a demographic profile matched the pattern. Working in reduced form. Present but not fully.

He reached the 1680 volume.

The register for the second half of the seventeenth century was better preserved than some of the earlier ones. Mick opened it carefully, conscious of Martin in the vestry, and turned the flyleaf.

Between the flyleaf and the first page of entries, tucked flat with the care of something placed deliberately rather than forgotten, was a piece of paper. A4, folded once, from a domestic printer. Pencil on one side.

He unfolded it.

A hand-drawn map. The village: church, pub, drove roads running in four directions, the estate of semis on the north edge, the fen to the south. The tumulus marked with a small circle south of the drove road. The cottage at the end of the south drove, marked with a small cross and, in handwriting that was careful and slightly cramped:

First rec. 1571 (deed). Same site, all refs. How long?

And below that, in different pressure — the same pencil, harder, as if returning to something: check Crowland.

Mick held it for a moment.

Graham Pearce had sat in this pew. In this building, with this register open, with this piece of paper folded into this flyleaf. He had meant to come back to it. He had gone home and then had not come back to it.

Marchosias said nothing. The silence where his response would have been was particular — not absence, but suppression. Mick felt it as a specific kind of alone.

He photographed the map twice, folded it, and put it in his jacket pocket. Worked through the remaining entries. Finished.

Martin emerged from the vestry when Mick was packing up, with the timing of someone who had been listening for the sounds of completion.

“Find anything useful?”

“Enough to go on with.” Mick looked at the tower arch — the stonework very old, very plain, dark with the inside of centuries. “The dedication here. St Guthlac specifically. Was that conventional for the area?”

“Unusual, actually. His cult was centred at Crowland — the abbey, fifteen miles south. The dedications in this region cluster around Crowland’s reach, and this is too far north to fit the pattern neatly.” Martin tilted his head. “It’s in the early ecclesiastical correspondence — the decision to use his name here was specific. Something about the site requiring a particular kind of attention.”

“The correspondence says that directly?”

“The language is somewhat oblique. The medieval church was careful about naming things it would rather not name.” He paused. “My own interpretation — and this is just me reading between the lines — is that something was already here that the church felt it needed to address. The dedication wasn’t devotional. It was responsive.”

Mick looked at the stone floor. The pressure was still there, steady and impersonal, not hostile so much as absolute. Something had come to this specific site, for a specific reason. Had addressed whatever it found. Had left this behind.

“Thank you,” he said. “For coming out.”

“Any time.” Martin held out the thermos. “Finish it. You still look cold.”

He took it because refusing would have required an explanation. Outside, he walked quickly back through the churchyard, through the lychgate, onto the drove road.

The pressure released the moment he cleared the gate.

Marchosias came back with the quality of a long breath released — not dramatic, not announced, just a sudden return to presence that made the ordinary integration feel like restored circulation.

“Well,” he said, after a moment.

“Well.”

“That was not consecration.”

“I know.”

“Consecration is a human practise. It has a theological intention and a limited metaphysical effect. What is in that building—” He paused, assembling it. “Something came here. Something celestial, and not in transit. Drawn here deliberately. Something in this specific location merited a specific visit, and whatever arrived left a mark with intent — not the residual frequency of a passing, but a placed thing. Directed.”

Mick walked. The drove road ran ahead of him, ruler-straight, and at the far end the hedgeline and the chimney smoke of the cottage.

“Drawn by what?”

“Called. Not drawn.” A pause, assembling the distinction. “The hagiographies record that Guthlac was subjected to sustained infernal assault during his years here — torment, voices, physical suffering. The accounts are specific enough that I believe them. And Guthlac — whatever he was, whatever capacity he had — called for aid. Something responded to that call. It came not because of the infernal activity but because of him. Because he asked.” Another pause. “When it departed, it left this. A mark placed in answer to a specific invocation, in a specific location, for a specific man. Thirteen centuries ago.”

“Would it have stopped whatever was here?”

“The ward dismisses infernal frequency. Whatever Guthlac needed protecting from — I cannot say whether it operated at that frequency. What I can say is that it is still there to be protected from. The ward is functioning. Whatever prompted it apparently did not leave when Guthlac died.”

Mick thought about that. The celestial response had addressed the infernal — the torments the hagiographies recorded — and left a mark still functioning thirteen centuries later. Whether the thing that prompted the original assault was infernal, whether it was connected to the pattern in the records, whether it was still present in the village: none of that was established. It was a thread. He had it.

“It came to deal with the symptom,” he said. “Not the cause.”

“That,” Marchosias said, “is a very precise description of the celestial approach to the material realm, yes.”

The tower rose behind him in the flat October light, solid and certain and built on something it had never fully displaced. Mick put his hands in his pockets and felt Pearce’s folded map against his fingers.

How long? Pearce had written.

He was beginning to understand that the answer was longer than either of them had been asking for.
1,300 Years

The garden needed nothing from her this evening. She was in it anyway.

This was the thing she had tended longest — longer than any name she had worn, longer than this body, longer than the records that the archivist in Ely had pulled for the man from London, longer than the church whose tower she could see above the roofline from where she knelt. The beds ran in the same geometry they had always run, adapted over the centuries as her understanding of what grew here deepened, but the geometry itself unchanged. She had laid it out when the drove road was still a causeway between reed beds and the water stood in the fields to within a hundred yards of this ground.

She could look across the flat land now and see what it had become. She had watched Vermuyden’s drainage in the seventeenth century with a professional interest — the Bedford Level, the great project, the deliberate replacement of one landscape with another. She had watched the reed beds go. The open water. The islands that had been islands since before the Romans had tried to manage the fen and given up. The world she had worked in when she first came here had been made into something else entirely, and she had remained, and the garden had remained with her.

There was something in that she had not named and did not intend to.

The soil under her hands was the same soil. That was not nothing.

She was aware of the man. She had been aware of him since he arrived — three days ago, sleeping in Wisbech, walking the village in the manner of someone who had learned how to look without appearing to look. She had seen investigators before, across the centuries. She had seen the kind who came with official standing and left with paperwork. She had seen the kind who came alone and left with questions. She had seen the kind who found the edges of the pattern and did not understand what they had found, and she had addressed those as she addressed everything that required addressing.

Most of them never reached that point. Most of them were deflected long before — not forcibly, nothing that announced itself as intervention. Her wards worked at the level of inclination. A visitor who looked too carefully at the cottage would find their attention sliding to the garden, would remark on it to whoever they were with, would leave thinking that was what they had come to see. A researcher who found the property records would note the tenure and then find themselves thinking about lunch, about the drive home, about something else entirely. Someone asking the older residents about her would be told she’d always been here, hadn’t she, nice woman, wonderful garden, and the conversation would move on because there was nothing unusual to say and nothing unusual to notice. The wards did not create false memories. They simply provided a surface smooth enough that curiosity found no purchase and moved on.

Pearce had not moved on. He had come back, and back again, each visit finding a further thread, his attention catching where it should have slid. She had watched his blog with the detached interest of someone watching a controlled experiment: how far would he get before the wards redirected him? He had reached further than anyone in decades. He had stopped posting when she addressed the problem, but by then he had already written enough that the trail existed, archived and indexed, available to the next person who looked.

The man from London was the next person who looked. Three days, and still here. The wards had been functioning — she could feel them operating normally — and he was continuing regardless.

She had not seen one who carried what this one carried.

She had noticed it on his second pass of the village, when he walked the south drove road and stood at her gate for thirty seconds with his hands in his pockets looking at the cottage without appearing to look at it. She had let him look. From the kitchen garden she had read what she always read when something interesting came close — the material-side frequencies, the texture of what was present and how it was arranged — and she had found something she did not have an immediate category for.

A seam.

She knew infernal entities. She had trapped them, drained them, cleared her territory of them across centuries of practise. She knew their signature the way a fisherman knew water — not from study but from the accumulated familiarity of long acquaintance. They operated at a frequency she could read without effort. They came through the shadow network, which had been hers in this territory for as long as the territory had been hers, and when they came she dealt with them.

This was not that.

The infernal signature was present — ancient, significant, not a low-tier entity but something of genuine depth and age. But it was not operating through the shadow network. It was operating through the man. Through living tissue. Expressed at material-realm frequencies in a way she had not seen before, integrated into a living body not as a possession but as something she could only describe as a weaving — two distinct frequencies occupying the same space in a configuration that appeared, against all logic, to be stable.

She had turned this over in the days since, the way she turned all interesting things: methodically, without urgency, giving it the time it required. She had watched him walk to the church this morning. She had watched him leave the church faster than he entered it, and she had understood what that meant and found it, in a small way, satisfying. The ward was not hers and was not aimed at her, but she appreciated its function in the abstract the way she appreciated any well-maintained working.

She did not know yet what he was looking for. She knew what Pearce had been looking for, and she knew what was in the archive and what the registers contained and how far back a determined researcher could trace the pattern before the dissolution of the abbey closed the road. She knew the shape of it because she was the shape of it. If the man from London was following Pearce’s trail, he would reach the same places Pearce had reached and would need to go further, into the Crowland material, to find the older references. She had time.

She sat back on her heels and looked at the last of the light going gold across the fen.

She had thought, in the early centuries, that she would feel the time passing. It had not worked that way. The years had not accumulated in any meaningful sense — each year was its own distinct present, attended to fully, placed behind her when it was done. The dead did not pile up in her awareness. The names she had worn did not weigh on her. She was not haunted, which she had once expected to be and had eventually understood she would not be.

What she had, instead, was the garden. The specific constancy of this ground, this geometry, these beds which had needed the same things every autumn for thirteen centuries. It was possible that this was the thing that had kept her coherent — not the practise, not the harvesting, not the maintenance of the territory, but this: the annual requirement to put her hands in soil that was always the same soil and do work that was always the same work.

She did not examine this too closely.

The despair feeders were at the edge of her territory tonight, as they always were — she could sense their presence at the boundary the way she sensed the edges of her own working, a peripheral awareness that required no particular attention. They clustered in the market towns, the housing estates, the places where the ordinary difficulty of living without sufficient resource produced the ambient quality they fed on. They did not come near her. They had learned, over the centuries of her presence in this territory, that the apex predator’s ground was not available to them. She had not taught them this. They had simply understood it, the way scavengers understood territories.

She did not think about what she left at the edges of her territory that they fed on. She had stopped thinking about that somewhere in the ninth century.

The man had been in the church for two hours this morning. He would have found the registers, found the pattern, possibly more.

The integration was the thing she kept returning to. She had never seen this configuration — the genuine weaving of infernal and human consciousness in a single body at material-realm frequencies. She understood the theory of it, in the same way she understood the theory of things that should not be possible: they were impossible until they were not. Infernal entities had been possessing human bodies for as long as there had been infernal entities and human bodies. She had trapped enough of them to know the standard architecture of possession: an infernal presence dominating or suppressing the host, operating through the host rather than with it.

This was different. The seam she had read was not a domination. Both frequencies were fully present. The human consciousness was intact and the infernal was — she searched for the right word and arrived at integrated, which was technically accurate and also inadequate, like describing a river as wet.

She wanted to look at it more closely.

This was the thing that had been making her careful about her usual methods. Her standard approach to an investigator who came too close was to wait until they were at sufficient remove from anyone who would notice quickly, and to work. But she wanted to understand what she was looking at before she acted. She had thirteen centuries of patience and there was no particular hurry.

She pulled a small section of dead growth from the nearest bed and set it on the pile at the path’s edge.

The threat assessment was not entirely straightforward. The wards were functioning and he was not being deflected. That was the first complication — her primary passive defence was operating and producing no result. She had not encountered this often, not in the modern period. She did not know whether to attribute it to the integration or to something in the human component alone. Pearce had been an ordinary man with an unusually persistent mind, and the wards had slowed him without stopping him. This one was not being slowed.

The infernal component could not come at her through the shadow network — her network was too thoroughly established for anything to navigate it without her knowledge. The celestial mark in the church meant she had a restricted operating zone, which was inconvenient but not limiting. The human component was ordinary — a man, a detective of some kind, alone in the county and not expected back in London for several days. She had dealt with more organised opposition than this in the fifteenth century.

She did not know what the infernal component could do. That was the variable. The nature of the integration — genuine, stable, apparently consensual — implied capabilities she had not encountered in the standard possession architecture. She would need to assess it directly before she moved.

She would arrange that.

For now: the garden, the fading light, the fen running out to the flat horizon the way it always had and always would. The drove road behind the hedge, quiet in the October evening, the way it had been quiet on the evenings of every October she had worked this ground.

She thought, briefly and without intending to, of her daughter.

The thought arrived and departed the way it always did: cleanly, without catching. She had learned, somewhere in the first century, to let it pass through rather than hold it. Holding it had not served her. Letting it pass had not served her either, in any way she could describe to anyone, but it had kept her functional and functional was what she needed to be.

She gathered the dead growth from the path edge and put it on the compost heap.

The man from London was interesting. The configuration he carried was interesting. Whatever he was here to find, he would not find it before she had assessed him properly.

It would be manageable.

She went inside.
The Thin Place at Stow Fen

Marchosias had said dawn, which meant Mick was up at five-thirty in a guest house room in Wisbech with the heating not yet running and a coffee made from sachets that tasted like an argument about coffee rather than coffee itself. He drove out to Moreton Drove in the dark and parked on the verge and waited for the light.

“The reading will be cleaner without direct sun,” Marchosias had said the previous evening, which was the closest he came to explaining himself.

“That’s not how daylight works.”

“It is how this particular kind of reading works. Dawn. Before the day has established itself.”

Mick had not pushed it. Six years had given him the working understanding that when Marchosias was specific about method it was worth following, even when the explanation was insufficient.

The light came slowly, the way it came in flat country — not a sunrise so much as a gradual admission that darkness was no longer defensible. The drove road emerged from it by degrees. The hedgelines. The silhouette of St Guthlac’s tower against a sky that was moving from black to a grey that might, eventually, become something else.

He got out of the car.

The tumulus was in the field to the south of the drove road, fifty yards from the hedgeline — a slight rise in the flat ground that you would walk past without registering unless you were looking for it. Iron Age, the historical record suggested, though the historical record for this part of the Fens was patchy enough that the designation covered a considerable range of possible origins. Unremarkable. A slight swelling in a flat field, ringed at its base by the kind of coarse grass that grew where drainage didn’t quite reach. A low shape against a low horizon.

“Go to it slowly,” Marchosias said. “Don’t step onto it. Walk the perimeter.”

“What am I walking around?”

“I am still establishing that. Walk.”

Mick crossed the field. The ground was damp underfoot, the October soil soft from recent rain, and he picked his way along the field margin until he reached the tumulus and began to circle it.

He felt it on the second pass.

Not dramatic — nothing about it announced itself as significant. More like the sense of walking into a room where the furniture had been rearranged in the dark, a spatial wrongness that the body registered before the mind caught up. The air pressure was the same. The temperature was the same. But there was a quality to the space around the tumulus that had a texture, a faint resistance, the way water had resistance even when you weren’t moving against it.

“Stop,” Marchosias said.

He stopped.

“The thin places I have read before — natural thin places — feel like a weakening. A place where the material frequency thins and the distance between here and elsewhere is shorter than it should be. An easing. Like pressure releasing.”

“I know what a natural thin place feels like.”

“This is not that.” A pause, and in the pause the quality of something being read very carefully. “This is structured. There is a — I want to say weave. A deliberate arrangement of the veil at this location. It has been thinned and maintained and thinned further and maintained again, repeatedly, over—” He stopped.

Mick waited.

“Walk the perimeter again. Slowly.”

He walked it. The wrongness was consistent — not stronger at any particular point, evenly present around the base of the tumulus the way a field’s electromagnetic signature was consistent, something established throughout rather than emanating from a point. Whatever had been done here had been done to the site as a whole.

“It is a net,” Marchosias said finally. “The best word I have. Not a gap in the veil but a net laid over a specific location where the veil has been deliberately compromised. The structure maintains the opening. It can be activated — made fully permeable — and closed again. And it has been, repeatedly.”

“How long has it been here?”

The pause this time was longer. Mick stood at the edge of the tumulus and looked out across the flat field, the drove road, the hedgeline with the cottage somewhere beyond it. The light was coming properly now, grey and flat and even, the fen emerging from the dark in the same unhurried way it had been emerging from the dark every morning for longer than the records went.

“I am reading the residue,” Marchosias said. “Each working leaves a layer. The net has been activated and closed, activated and closed, over an extended period. The layers accumulate. I can read through them — not precisely, but directionally. The oldest residue is—” Another stop. “Further than I was expecting.”

“How far.”

“Thirteen centuries at minimum. Possibly more. The oldest layers are degraded enough that I cannot be certain of the lower bound. What I can say with confidence is that this working has been active since before the Norman church was built on that site.” A pause. “Before Guthlac arrived in the Fens.”

Mick looked at the tumulus. A slight rise in a flat field. Iron Age origin. Ancient and disputed tenure, the land record had said. The abbey had noted it and not pressed a claim.

“The records at the archive,” he said. “The pre-Dissolution material. The woman of the drove — the references going back to the fifteenth century at least, probably further. And the pre-Reformation ecclesiastical complaints about practices at this site predating any living memory of the village.”

“A consistent timeframe, yes.”

“So whatever is operating here and whatever left those records are the same age. Whether they’re the same thing—”

“Is not yet established. But the timeframe is consistent.”

He walked back to the drove road. The field was ordinary in the morning light — damp, flat, unremarkable. You would walk across it without any sense that the ground had been worked for a thousand years, that something had been coming here and doing whatever it did here and leaving again, maintaining a structure in the fabric of the world at this specific location with the patience of something that had nothing but time.

“What does thirteen centuries mean,” Mick said. “In terms of what it can do.”

The pause before Marchosias answered was not the usual kind — not the assembly of language, not the weighing of how much to say. It was the pause of someone deciding to answer honestly rather than usefully.

“I do not have complete information. I cannot read what it does from the residue — only that it does, and how long, and approximately how often. But I can tell you what thirteen centuries of practise at a single working means structurally.”

“Tell me.”

“Everything it does, it has done ten thousand times. Every refinement that could be made has been made. It is not operating from theory or approximation. It is operating from complete mastery of a specific set of techniques developed over a span of time that makes my own experience look recent.” He paused. “And it is operating at material-realm frequencies. Which means my capabilities — the shadow network, the infernal register, the tools I have spent centuries developing — are not the tools that apply here. Whatever it does, it does not do it through channels I can counter.”

Mick had been in enough situations with Marchosias to know when he was being managed and when he was not. This was not the voice of someone managing a situation. This was the voice of someone who had looked at something carefully and was reporting what he found.

“Can it be countered?”

“Everything can be countered. What I cannot tell you yet is how.” A pause. “The shadow network here is claimed. I have told you that. If I try to use it — to navigate through it, to read through it, to project through it in the usual ways — I am moving through territory that something else knows better than I do and has known for longer. I would be visible in a way I am not accustomed to being visible.”

“So you’re operating without your primary tools.”

“I am operating with reduced capacity in a territory that is specifically unfavourable to my capabilities. Yes.”

Mick stood on the drove road and looked at the field, the tumulus, the flat line of the horizon.

“You were going to say something else,” he said. “After thirteen centuries at minimum.”

“I was noting that the timeframe corresponds to the period when Guthlac was in the Fens.”

“And?”

“And I have been reconsidering the question of what called the celestial entity to this site. I had been assuming the sustained infernal assault on Guthlac was incidental — entities drawn to a thin place in a territory with high infernal activity. But this thin place is not natural. It is constructed and maintained. Whatever is operating here was actively working this site while Guthlac was forty miles to the south at Crowland.” A pause. “The assault on him may have been deliberate.”

Mick looked at the tumulus. The idea that whatever had been maintaining this site for thirteen centuries had, at some point in that span, specifically directed infernal entities at a seventh-century hermit — not randomly, but as a campaign — added a dimension to the picture that he did not yet know what to do with.

“That’s a significant inference from thin evidence,” he said.

“It is. I noted it as a possibility, not a conclusion.”

“What would the motive be?”

“I don’t know. Territory, possibly. The hagiographies place Guthlac at a site he described as previously claimed by something — he interpreted the resistance he encountered as demonic. If whatever operates here considered that ground its own—”

“Then Guthlac arriving and consecrating it would have been a territorial dispute.”

“A very old one. Which it did not win.” Another pause, the careful kind. “And which, if the ward in the church is any indicator, it has not forgotten.”

The drove road ran straight ahead of him toward the village. Behind him, the tumulus sat in its flat field, unremarkable, patient, maintaining its structure in the fabric of the world the same way it had been doing since before anyone had built anything on this ground.

He did not know what he was dealing with. He had a timeframe, a location, a constructed thin place that was thirteen centuries old at minimum, and a pattern of deaths in the records that suggested it was still active.

He had no mechanism. No identity. No method of approach that Marchosias could currently offer.

“Right,” he said.

He walked back to the car.
What the Record Shows

He had Blu-Tack from the guest house office — he had asked for it and the woman at the desk had produced it without question, which said something useful about the kind of guests this establishment typically received — and a replacement bulb for the lamp by the desk, because the lamp by the desk had a blown bulb and he was going to need to see the wall, and a roll of A4 printouts and the handwritten notes from the past four days and Graham Pearce’s folded map, which he pinned to the wall at the centre and worked outward from.

The Wisbech guest house room was, it turned out, the right size for this. Small enough that he could see the whole wall from the desk without moving. He worked through the afternoon, and when the afternoon became evening he drew the curtains and kept working, and Marchosias was quiet in the way he was quiet when he was doing his own parallel thinking, and the pattern emerged.

It started with the names.

Pearce had found a recurring description in the records — a woman, always elderly, always at the drove road cottage, recorded under different names at intervals too long for any single life. But working through what he had from the archive, the registers, the pre-Dissolution fragments, Mick could see more than Pearce had seen because Pearce hadn’t had the thin place reading, hadn’t had Marchosias’s thirteen-century timeframe to calibrate against.

The intervals between the recorded names were not random. They ran to between fifty and eighty years — long enough that no person alive when one name disappeared would still be alive when the next one appeared. Long enough to avoid any single living memory bridging the gap. Short enough that the property records didn’t go untenanted, the garden didn’t go untended, the slight rise at the end of the south drove road was always occupied. It wasn’t a series of different women. It was a series of different names worn by the same presence.

That was the first conclusion the evidence would support. He pinned it.

The second pattern took longer to see because it required reading the death records differently. He had been looking at the anomalous deaths as a consistent background phenomenon. They were consistent, but they were not evenly distributed. When he mapped them against the name-change intervals, a shape appeared: the deaths clustered most densely in the years immediately before each identity change. The frequency increased. The margins got tighter — the victims slightly less marginal, slightly more likely to generate documentation. Then the name changed, and the frequency dropped, and the cycle ran quiet for a decade or two before building again.

He looked at that for a long time.

“It is running a cycle,” Marchosias said.

“Running low. Taking more. Taking less carefully. Then changing the name and resetting.”

“The increased frequency before each identity change suggests diminishing returns. Whatever the mechanism, it becomes less efficient over time. The practitioner compensates by taking more often. Then — presumably — some threshold is crossed, and what follows is the reset.”

“Which means the current cluster—”

“Two in a fortnight. A retired researcher and a child. The demographic of the second is not consistent with the usual profile.”

Mick looked at the map. The child meant Callum Ward, nine years old, three weeks in the fen. Taking a child broke the pattern — the usual demographic was the marginal and the unnoticed. A GP’s son generated press coverage and family pressure and a week of search volunteers. That was exactly the kind of attention the pattern had been avoiding for centuries.

“It’s not being careful,” he said.

“The current cycle is more accelerated than previous ones. The interval between this cluster and the previous anomalous period is shorter than any in the record. Either the efficiency has dropped further, or the demand has increased, or both.” A pause. “It is making errors it has not made in living memory. Arguably in recorded memory.”

“Which means it’s under pressure.”

“Which means something has changed in how it operates or what it requires. I cannot read the mechanism from the documentary record. But the pattern is consistent with something running close to a limit.”

Mick stood back and looked at the wall.

The woman of the drove. Practices predating any living memory. An elderly woman in various names across the surviving records, clustered around the same geography — the drove road, the cottage, the tumulus at the field’s edge — for as far back as the documents went and, if the thin place reading was right, for several centuries before the documents began. The name-change cycle. The death pattern that preceded each reset.

The contemporary situation: a retired schoolteacher who had found the edge of the pattern. A nine-year-old boy. A dead zone maintained in the infernal ecology for fourteen monitored years and presumably much longer. An elderly woman in the cottage at the end of the drove road with a kitchen garden that had a specific quality of long maintenance.

He looked at the cottage on Pearce’s map. The small cross. First rec. 1571 (deed). Same site, all refs. How long?

“When did it become she,” he said.

“When the documentary record became consistent enough to support it.” A pause. “The records describe a woman. Elderly, consistently. The description is constant across every source — the 1723 property transaction witness, the 1801 will, the pre-Dissolution references, the current occupant of the drove road cottage. There is a physical form being maintained or consistently presented. The pronouns follow from that.”

“The form could be a front.”

“It could. But the material-realm working — the thin place, the ward deflection, operating outside infernal channels — is consistent with something that has a sustained material existence rather than something projecting a temporary form. Whatever this is, it lives here. In the full sense of the word.”

Mick thought about the woman in the garden. Reeves’s description — the sympathy, the wrongness she couldn’t name. An elderly woman in a kitchen garden in October, meeting a detective’s eyes with perfect, appropriate warmth.

He thought about what thirteen centuries of maintaining a human form meant. About how many names. How many deaths to sustain each one.

“Right,” he said. “She.”

He wrote it on the notepaper at the top of the wall, under the date: Subject: female, elderly, presenting as local resident, long-term occupation of drove road cottage. It was a thin description for something that had been operating in this landscape since before the Normans arrived, but it was what the evidence would support and he would not write more than the evidence would support.

“There is another observation,” Marchosias said.

“Go on.”

“A human existence sustained for thirteen centuries through non-natural means — this does not happen without a mechanism. Life extension of this duration, in my experience, has a cost structure. Something is being drawn on. Something was initially agreed.”

Mick turned from the wall. “You’re talking about a contract.”

“I am talking about the high probability of one. Something that has maintained a material existence for this long, with this level of capability, and that operates specifically at material-realm frequencies in ways that suggest it is not drawing on infernal resource directly—” A pause. “The most parsimonious explanation is that it acquired its initial extension through a formal infernal arrangement. Whatever the terms, the harvesting is almost certainly the mechanism for sustaining them — maintaining whatever the contract granted, year on year, century on century.”

“You can’t read the terms from here.”

“No. I can read the shape of the thing. I cannot read what was asked for or what was agreed. It could be extended life. It could be something else — capability, protection, knowledge. These arrangements are not all of the same kind.” Another pause. “I cannot even say with confidence that it is ongoing in the usual sense. Some contracts have fixed terms. Some are open-ended. Some are oriented toward a specific outcome — a condition to be fulfilled, something that has not yet concluded.”

Mick looked at the wall. The name-change cycle. The death pattern built across centuries of patient, regular maintenance. “If it was just life extension — indefinite life — why would the efficiency be dropping? Why the pressure? She’s been doing this for thirteen hundred years. She should have the method perfected.”

“That is the part I cannot account for from the record. The diminishing returns are real — the pattern is consistent with something becoming less efficient over time, not more. A purely mechanical life extension should not degrade like this. Something is either changing in the mechanism, or what she is maintaining the mechanism for has not been achieved.”

“An unfinished purpose.”

“Possibly. Or the mechanism itself is compromised in some way I cannot read from the outside. Something about how it was structured, or what it has accumulated, that is working against the efficiency.” He stopped. “I am speculating. The pattern tells me the what. It does not tell me the why.”

Mick stood in the middle of the room and looked at the wall.

The deaths on the wall. The name-change cycle. Callum Ward in the fen. An efficiency that had been declining across centuries, or had begun declining recently, and was now declining fast enough to produce errors. A child. Press attention. The kind of visibility that the pattern had been specifically, carefully avoiding for as long as the records went.

Something was wrong with what she was doing, or what she was doing it for. He could not read which from the documentary record any more than Marchosias could read it from the residue.

“The dead zone,” he said. “The despair feeders staying out. That’s been maintained for fourteen monitored years, presumably much longer. Is that the contract? Something in the ecology being held back?”

“It is a consequence of her presence and her working, not necessarily a contracted term. Feeders avoid apex predator territory. She would generate that effect simply by being what she is and operating as she does, without any specific arrangement being necessary.” A pause. “But I cannot rule it out.”

Mick looked at the map. The small cross at the end of the drove road. How long?

The answer, as near as they could reconstruct it, was thirteen centuries and running. And somewhere underneath all of that — underneath the harvested signatures and the name changes and the centuries of careful invisibility — was the original Agnes. The woman who had made some kind of arrangement in the old Fens before the world she knew had been drained into fields. What she had asked for, and what she had agreed to, and whether she was any closer now to whatever it was than she had been in the eighth century — none of that was in the record.

It was not enough. It was nowhere near enough. They had a shape without a content, a mechanism without a motive, and no safe way to get close enough for Marchosias to read anything he couldn’t read from the outside, in a territory where his primary capabilities didn’t function and hers were operating at full strength.

He left the map on the wall and sat on the edge of the bed.

“The how,” he said.

“Yes,” Marchosias said. “The how.”

Neither of them had an answer for that yet.

    
    The Apex Predator

    


  The Drove Farm

The farmer who mentioned it was called Reg Feltwell, and he was not worried, not exactly. He was in the way of someone whose worry had not yet settled into a specific shape because his experience told him not to be worried yet, but whose instinct was running ahead of his experience.

"Desmond's always been here," he said. "His whole life, same farm. You get used to knowing where people are. Three mornings running now and he hasn't fed the chickens."

Mick was standing on the verge of the drove road outside Feltwell's gate, having introduced himself as a researcher in the general way he'd found smoothed conversations in villages like this — not specific, not claiming any institutional weight, just researcher and local history and the pause that let people fill in whatever they needed to fill in. Feltwell had produced Desmond Holt without prompting, in the way that people in small communities produced anything out of the ordinary when asked, because the ordinary was what they were accustomed to and out of the ordinary was what they had.

"Chickens," Mick said.

"Rhode Island Reds. He's had them for years. They're not fed they come over the fence into my yard." Feltwell looked down the drove, away from the village. "His Land Rover's still there. I knocked yesterday evening and there was nothing. Door wasn't locked."

"Did you go in?"

A pause. "I shouted. I didn't — no. It didn't feel right to go in." He looked at Mick with the direct assessement of a man who had been asking his own question for two days. "You said you were researching history."

"Local history," Mick said. "I keep running into Moreton Drove. Old village."

"Old as anything round here." Feltwell opened the gate. "You go and have a look, if you want. I'll not stop you."



The drove road ran south-east from the village, straight as everything else was straight in this landscape, for three-quarters of a mile before it ended in a field gate and the farm track beyond it. The fields on either side were cut back to stubble now, the October harvest done, the ground dark and damp under a sky that had not made up its mind about rain since Mick arrived.

Holt's farm was small by the standards of the fens — not the industrial-scale operations that had replaced the small holdings across most of the region, but something that had contracted over generations to the size one man could manage, and then contracted further. A farmhouse, two outbuildings, a yard. The Land Rover Feltwell had mentioned was parked by the barn, driver's door shut, a patina of mud suggesting it had last been driven several days ago. A hay bale in the yard, half-pulled apart. The chickens were not in evidence, which meant they'd gone where Feltwell said they'd go.

Mick stood at the gate.

"Something," Marchosias said.

"What kind of something."

"I can't read it from here. Go in."

The yard gate was unlocked. The farmhouse door — he tried it from outside first, knocked twice, called Holt's name into the silence — was unlocked in the specific way that farmhouse doors in isolated locations were unlocked when the person who habitually unlocked and locked them was no longer present. Not left open. Not forced. Simply not secured, because the person who would have thought to secure it when they went inside and when they came out had not done either of those things in a while.

He went in.

The hallway had the accumulated texture of a life lived without much editorial judgment about what came in and stayed: boots in pairs and not, a waxed jacket on a hook that had been on that hook long enough that the hook had slightly bent under it, a shelf of local maps and a tin of something that had lost its label. The smell was old house, damp wool, cooked food, something specific about the damp that was the flat land coming through the walls the way flat land did. The kind of smell that said a particular person has lived here for decades in a way you only registered in its absence.

It was not yet absent. But the quality of the air in the hallway was — slightly off, in a way his body registered before his mind identified it.

"Keep going," Marchosias said.

The kitchen was at the back of the house. A table, four chairs, two of which had clearly not been moved in some time. A window onto the yard, facing south, with the drove road visible through the gap in the outbuildings. A gas cooker with a kettle beside it. A tin of digestives open on the counter, five or six left in the bottom. The kettle was cold.

"Here," Marchosias said.

Mick stood in the middle of the kitchen and waited.

"The thin place residue. It is different from the tumulus reading — more recent, less layered, a single event rather than thirteen centuries of accumulation. But the structure is identical. The same net. The same frequency. The same practitioner's working."

"She was in this room."

"She opened it in this room. She was standing—" A pause, the kind of pause that was reading rather than hesitation. "By the table. The residue concentrates there. He was sitting down. She was standing. It was brief."

Mick looked at the table. Four chairs. A mug that had not been washed up, sitting at the near edge with a tea ring inside it, the level of the last tea indicating it had been made and not finished. A newspaper, folded open at the crossword, a few answers filled in. An ordinary afternoon that had not finished being ordinary.

The newspaper was dated three days ago.

"How can she open them anywhere," he said. "The thin place is at the tumulus. That's where she's maintained the working."

"The tumulus is her anchor. Her long-term construction. The working there goes back to the beginning of her practice." Marchosias was quiet for a moment. "But a practitioner who has been doing this for thirteen centuries does not need the permanent structure for every working. The permanent structure is the origin point, the reserve, what she returns to. But any location she has worked long enough becomes usable. Any place where she has done this before — where she has opened the frequency and closed it, repeatedly, across sufficient time — can serve as a temporary site."

"This isn't her first time in this kitchen."

"No. I cannot say how many times. Several. Enough that the frequency here has memory of her working. She activated what was already in the room."

Mick looked at the window. The drove road beyond the outbuildings, ruler-straight, the flat fields on either side. The cottage at the end of the south drove would be — he worked out the direction — half a mile from here, to the south-west. Visible from the road between them on a clear day. Holt had been here his whole life, Feltwell had said. Same farm. He would have known his nearest neighbours for decades. He would have known the cottage at the end of the drove.

He would have known her.

"She has had access to this location for a long time," Marchosias said, reading the same thought or something adjacent to it. "This is not an opportunistic taking. She knew this man, knew this kitchen, had it prepared — had been preparing it, over however long a span — and came when she needed to."

"She's running low."

"The current cycle is more accelerated than anything in the record. Yes."

Mick stood in Desmond Holt's kitchen with the newspaper on the table and the unfinished tea mug and the open tin of digestives, and he looked at the space where Marchosias said she had stood, by the table, and thought about what the last few minutes of an afternoon in this room would have looked like. Whether Holt would have known it was coming. Whether she would have let him.

He thought about the warmth of the sympathy Reeves had described. Appropriate. Unhurried. The exact expression of someone who had seen grief before and was not frightened of it.

He did not say anything for a moment.

"Mick," Marchosias said.

"I know."

"He has been gone three days. There is nothing here that can be helped."

"I know."

He went back through the hallway. Stood in the yard for a moment with the cold air after the kitchen's particular stillness. The chickens, wherever they were, were Feltwell's problem now and Feltwell probably knew it. The Land Rover sat in the yard without any use for itself.

He took out his phone.

Reeves picked up on the third ring. He could hear background noise that said London — traffic, something interior, the specific ambient quality of the SIU office that he could identify without being able to explain how.

"Mick."

"I need you to run a name," he said. "Desmond Holt. Moreton Drove, Cambridgeshire. Farmer. Elderly, living alone. He's been missing from his farm for three days."

A pause — the kind that was writing something down. "Is this connected."

"Yes."

"Connected how."

He looked at the farmhouse door. He had pulled it closed behind him out of some instinct that was about not leaving a dead man's house standing open, which was its own category of reflex, the kind you developed and did not examine.

"I can't tell you yet," he said. "There's no crime scene. There's nothing on the material side that would hold up anywhere. But there has been another one and the interval—" He stopped.

"What is the interval?"

"Two weeks since Graham Pearce. Less."

He heard her inhale. Not sharply — she had, across twenty years and more, developed the capacity to receive information that warranted a sharp intake of breath without producing one. What she produced instead was the briefer, more controlled version, the one that said: I have registered that, and I am going to keep going.

"He's not in the house," Reeves said. It was not a question.

"No."

"Where will they find him, if they find him."

Mick looked south along the drove road, past the gate, toward the flat fields and the drainage ditches running in parallel lines to the horizon. The same geography. The same slight desolation of an October afternoon going gray.

"Probably the fen edge," he said. "Probably the drainage ditches."

A silence. "Same as Callum."

"I think so. Yes."

She was quiet for a moment. Mick waited, watching the drove road.

"She is accelerating," Reeves said.

"That seems to be what the pattern says."

"Pearce was seven weeks after Callum. If Holt is two weeks after Pearce—"

"The cycle is compressing. Whatever is driving the acceleration is not resolving."

He heard the sound of her chair, the specific creak he knew from years of sitting across from it.

"What are you doing about it?" she said. It was not quite what it would have been before the Emma Curtis case — not the version that had an edge of and you'd better be doing something underneath it. It was the genuine version. The one that was asking because she wanted the information.

"Marchosias has an angle," he said. "It requires—" He stopped again, because the honest completion of the sentence was it requires going to London and working the infernal network from somewhere that isn't her territory, which was not something he had worked out how to say in a way that did not raise more questions than it answered. "We need access to the infernal record from outside this area. Her territory is too well established. I can't tell you the method yet."

"Can you tell me it will work."

"No. I can tell you it's the right direction."

A beat. "That's something."

It wasn't, not particularly. But it was what he had.

"File the missing persons," he said. "Don't flag it to Grayson yet. Just get Holt in the record."

"He's already going in as soon as we're done talking," Reeves said.

"Good."

He walked back up the drove road toward the village. The fields on either side, the sky overhead, the absolute flatness in every direction broken only by hedgelines and the remote geometry of other farms at the edge of the visible distance. Everywhere he looked was evidence of a land that had been made into what it was by sustained human effort — the drainage, the levelling, the drove roads running straight because they had been cut straight — and underneath all of it, something that had been operating at its own frequency since before the first drainage ditch had been dug.

"She is going to know we were in that kitchen," Marchosias said.

"Yes."

"She will know you can read the residue. Or rather, she will know I can, through you. She already knew that from the thin place reading. This confirms that we have been inside her working zone, close to a recent event."

"What will she do with that."

"She will assess." A pause. "She has been assessing since we arrived. This is additional information for that assessment. She will make a decision on the basis of what she has gathered."

"How long does that take her."

"Less time than we would like," Marchosias said. "She has not survived this long through hesitation."

Mick walked. The drove road ran ahead of him, straight as everything else was straight, toward the village and St Guthlac's tower and the Wisbech road beyond it, toward the car and the map on the wall of the guest house room and the problem that now had two recent deaths attached to it and a narrowing window.

He had a direction. He did not have a timeline.

"She will move before we do," Marchosias said. "If we give her time to move, she will. So we don't."

"London," Mick said.

"London."

He walked.
The Reeves Track

The Pearce file was not a file, technically. It was a folder of paper copies she had made herself, drawn from three separate systems that did not talk to each other, supplemented by printed pages from an archived blog and a set of notes from a phone call with the county archivist in Ely who had been, to her credit, more forthcoming than the situation strictly required of her.

Graham Pearce: retired schoolteacher, sixty-eight, resident of Sutton, Cambridgeshire. Reported missing by a neighbour after six weeks, when his car was still in the public car park in March and his lights had not been on. No known health concerns. No family in the county. No financial irregularities. No indication of intention to travel. He had been working a local history project. He had corresponded with the county archivist. He had driven to Ely on what the archivist believed was a Thursday, because he had mentioned it in his last email, and he had not replied to her follow-up.

Reeves sat at her desk with the folder open and her notes from the Ely call beside it, and she built the file in her head the way she had been building files for twenty years: what she had, what she could source, what she could prove, what she could present.

What she had was a retired man who had found something in local records and had not come back from the library.

What she could prove was nothing. There was no crime scene. There was no forensic evidence. There was no witness account of any contact, hostile or otherwise, in the days before he disappeared. There was a pattern in local records that, if she presented it to anyone, would look like coincidence or misinterpretation. The alternative explanation — the one she had assembled from three days of Mick's increasingly cautious phone calls — was not an explanation she could put in a report.

She closed the folder and opened the Callum Ward file instead.



The search records were detailed. They had to be — a missing nine-year-old generated a level of documentation that a missing sixty-eight-year-old did not, and Reeves had learned, over many years, to be grateful for the asymmetry even while finding it uncomfortable. The search had been coordinated across four days: trained search-and-rescue teams, dog units, volunteers from the village and the surrounding parishes, a helicopter run on day two. She read through the sector maps, the day-by-day records of what had been covered and what had been flagged as covered, the search coordinator's written assessments at the end of each day.

She had read these before. She read them again with the specific attention of someone who is looking for what is not in the document rather than what is.

The fen to the south of the drove road had been searched in sectors. The coordinator — a woman named Fletcher, experienced, her annotations throughout the record legible and precise — had divided the ground systematically and worked outward from the last-known location. The drainage ditches running east-west had been walked. The reed beds at the fen edge had been checked where access was feasible. The search had been thorough. It had been executed under conditions that were, Fletcher's notes acknowledged, suboptimal — October rain, soft ground, fading light by late afternoon that compressed the usable working day.

Reeves turned to the sector map.

The grid was divided into lettered sections. Each section had a completion marker — a tick, a circle, in one case a circle with a note attached. She found the note. Sector J: ground too soft for safe search team deployment — risk of searcher injury. Aerial review confirms no visual from above. Flagged complete pending conditions assessment. In the margin, in different ink, added later: conditions did not improve during search period. Sector J not covered on foot.

Sector J was at the fen-side base of the slight rise in the field — the tumulus, though the search record had no reason to name it as anything other than a field with an irregular topography.

Reeves sat with this for a moment.

It was a reasonable call. Fletcher had made it correctly — the risk to searchers was real, the aerial review had found nothing, and the ground conditions throughout the search period had not improved. A search coordinator was not responsible for deploying people onto ground that would injure them. The decision was documented, justified, and entirely defensible.

It meant there was a twenty-metre approach to the base of that rise, from the fen side, that no one had walked.

She pulled up the satellite imagery on her laptop. The tumulus showed as a slight elevation in the field — from above, barely distinguishable from the surrounding ground. The fen-side approach to it was a narrow corridor between the drainage ditch and the reed bed margin, running for perhaps thirty metres before the ground rose enough to be stable. You could get there from the drove road side — the field was accessible from the gate — but the fen-side base, the low ground between the rise and the water, was the sector Fletcher had marked as impassable.

Impassable for a search team. The ground would take one person, if they were careful, if they knew where to step.

She looked at the satellite image for a long time.

Then she opened her email and sent a brief holding message to the family liaison officer on the Ward case — a scheduled weekly update, nothing in it that wasn't already in the file — and closed her laptop.



The call from Mick had come two days ago. She had processed it in the order the information arrived: name, location, duration, interval. The interval was what mattered. Seven weeks to two weeks. She had done the arithmetic before she finished the call and she had been doing it at intervals since, not because the arithmetic changed but because the shape of what it implied kept clarifying.

Whatever was happening in Moreton Drove was not stable. Whatever she was doing — Reeves had arrived at she through the same evidence Mick had assembled, following it independently and reaching the same conclusions in a different sequence — whatever she was doing was not working the way it had been working. The pattern that had held across centuries of documentary record, with its careful spacing and its selective targeting and its maintenance of a specific kind of invisibility, had been producing anomalies for at least two years. Callum Ward was the most visible anomaly. Graham Pearce was the second. Desmond Holt, if Mick was right about the nature of the interval, was the third.

The pattern was accelerating. Mick had said as much. The cycle is compressing. Whatever is driving the acceleration is not resolving.

Reeves knew what not resolving meant in an operational context. It meant the next interval would be shorter. It might already be shorter.

She also knew that everything she had — the Pearce folder, the Callum Ward search records, her notes from the Ely call, the satellite image open on her laptop — amounted to nothing she could take to Grayson, nothing she could take to the Crown Prosecution Service, nothing she could convert into action through any channel she was authorised to use. The investigation had no crime scene. It had no suspect in any legally meaningful sense. It had a pattern in three centuries of records that pointed to a location and a presence that no court would hear.

There was Mick's angle. Marchosias has an angle. She had not pressed him on it because pressing him on the infernal mechanics of a situation she could not fully see would not produce information she could act on. Whatever the angle was, it required London, and he was coming back to London, and whatever came next would come through him and Marchosias and whatever resources that combination could reach.

In the meantime, there was Sector J.



She would drive up on Saturday. She would not log it. She would not tell the liaison officer or Fletcher or the Ward family or Grayson's office. She had no grounds to be there in any official capacity and she was not going to create the fiction of having them. She would take the satellite image and the sector map and waterproof boots and she would walk the fen-side approach to the base of the tumulus and she would see what the search team had not been able to reach.

She did not expect to find Callum Ward. She had not expected it when she walked the search perimeter the first time either, and she had not found him. What she expected to find, if anything, was evidence of the site — of what had been done there, for how long, by whom. Anything that closed the distance between the documentary pattern and the physical ground. Anything she could photograph and submit and say: look at this, in a context where look at this had a receiver.

The decision was not professional. She had spent enough time around Mick to know what the professional version looked like and to know that this was not it. The professional version would wait for the angle, wait for London, wait for whatever mechanism Marchosias was going to work through the infernal network. It would not drive two hours each way on a Saturday to walk a stretch of fen that had already been designated inaccessible.

She thought about Dr Ward in her kitchen, the composed precision with which she had described the coroner's process. The trampoline with the sagging netting. The bicycle against the wall of the house, too small for an adult.

If you're ever in the area, she had said. It had not quite been an invitation. Reeves had heard it as one.

She was going to be in the area on Saturday. She would not go to the house. She would go to Sector J, and she would walk the ground carefully, and she would take photographs of whatever she found, and she would come back to London and add it to the folder that was not technically a file, in the investigation that was not technically an investigation.

She pulled the sector map out of the Callum Ward folder and set it on top.

It was not enough. It was the only thing she had that was hers to do, and so she would do it.

She put the files in order and went to make coffee and stood at the machine in the SIU's small kitchen with the specific patience of someone who has been carrying a thing for long enough that carrying it has become structural rather than felt, and she waited for the machine to finish, and she went back to her desk.

Mick had not called today. He would call when he had something. She had told him to call when he had something and she had meant it, and he would, and in the meantime she would work the edges of what she could reach and she would go to Sector J on Saturday and she would not think about the arithmetic of the narrowing interval more often than was useful.

She opened the folder again and started at the beginning.
An Accidental Meeting

He had come back to the church for the earlier volumes — the registers before 1680 that he had photographed but not fully worked through, the pre-Civil War material that had been water-damaged in places and required more time with the images on his laptop before he could read them confidently. Martin had left him a key with the pub landlord without being asked, which said something about Martin and also something about the kind of research Mick was apparently performing convincingly. He let himself in, left the key on the nave shelf where Martin had said to leave it, and set up at the south window with the register box and his phone.

The pressure arrived when he crossed the threshold. The same as before — not pain, not quite, but the particular wrongness of something that lived at one frequency encountering a space tuned to suppress it. He sat with it for a moment in the way you sat with the first minute of very cold water: not comfortable, but something you could work around once you had confirmed it was not going to get worse.

“Work—” Marchosias began.

And then he was gone.

Not gradually. The way a signal dropped in a dead zone — present, then not, the absence arriving before you’d registered the last word. The church settled around Mick with the specific quality he now knew to expect: the stone, the cold, the smell of centuries of candle smoke, and underneath it the mark that was still functioning as it had been functioning since the seventh century, pressing down on everything that operated at the frequency it was built to suppress.

He was alone in the way he was not usually alone. The distinction was more pronounced each time.

He opened the register box and went to work.

—

She came in forty minutes later.

He heard the porch door first — the specific sound of the outer door, then the inner — and looked up to see an elderly woman in a grey coat moving down the north aisle with the ease of someone who knew every inch of the building. White hair. Sensible shoes. She was carrying a canvas shopping bag in one hand and, in the other, a small bunch of dahlias — orange and burgundy, still tight, just cut. She went directly to the vestry without looking at him, disappeared for thirty seconds, then reappeared with an empty glass vase and went to the font, where she filled it.

She had not acknowledged him. She was not performing not acknowledging him. She simply had not looked his way, the way you did not look at strangers reading in libraries, which told him she had registered his presence and was not threatening it.

He watched her arrange the dahlias in the vase. Her movements were precise and unhurried. She knew exactly where the vases were kept, where they went when filled, what the Sunday arrangement required. She had done this before. She had done this, by the evidence of her comfort in the space, many times.

She was entirely unaffected by the church.

He sat with that for a moment.

The mark that had driven Marchosias behind a wall of suppressed sound — that was present, he could still feel it, steady and impersonal in the stone, pressing down on whatever it pressed down on — was not registering on her at all. She moved through the building the way Martin had moved through it. The way any person moved through a space that was simply a building to them.

Which meant she was not what the mark was built to address.

He turned that over once, quickly, and filed it without reaching a conclusion. He did not have the vocabulary for the conclusion. He did not have Marchosias to give him the vocabulary. What he had was his own observation, and what it told him was that the thing he was looking at and the thing the celestial mark was designed to repel were not the same category of thing.

She finished with the dahlias and looked across the nave at him.

“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to disturb you. I try to come mid-week when I can.”

Her voice was warm and local. Not the broad Fenland of the older farmers — something more modulated, the accent of someone who had been in this part of the world long enough to carry it naturally without being entirely of it.

“You’re not disturbing me,” Mick said. “Registers.”

“Ah.” She tilted her head slightly — not performing curiosity, just registering it. “Are you the researcher Martin mentioned? He rang to say someone was interested in the local history.”

“That’s me.”

She came down the south aisle toward the window where he was working, not quickly, stopping at the end of the pew two rows back from him. Not crowding. The distance of someone who had assessed the correct distance for the situation.

“Finding anything useful?”

“Enough to keep going,” he said. Which was what he always said, and was always true, and which he noticed he had produced automatically even without Marchosias to run any kind of assessment in parallel.

“The registers here are unusually complete,” she said. “For a parish this size. There was a particularly careful incumbent in the 1840s who recopied a great deal of the earlier material that had degraded. It inflates the continuity somewhat — it looks more unbroken than it actually is, once you know to look.” A small smile. “But still better than most.”

He looked at her.

She had the kind of face that communicated warmth through specific channels — the eyes, a particular quality of attention — rather than through expression. You could have photographed her at this moment and produced an image of a pleasant elderly woman in a church, and everything in the photograph would be accurate, and nothing in it would tell you what he was looking at across two rows of pews. The wrongness Reeves had described — the sympathy that was right and was not right — was present here too, if present was the word. It was not in her face. It was underneath her face. The face was correct and the face was a surface.

“You knew Graham Pearce,” he said.

He had not planned to say it. He said it because it was there and because he was alone and operating on pure instinct and his instinct said: she already knows why you’re here, and probing is more useful than waiting.

She did not react. For half a second — a beat too precise to be nothing, too short to be refusal — there was nothing on her face at all. Not blankness. Something more like the surface of still water before anything has broken it. Then warmth, appropriate and immediate.

“Yes. A lovely man. Very thorough in his research — he came to the church several times. Used the registers.” She looked at the box he was working from. “I was sorry to hear he’d gone missing. These things happen, I’m afraid. Men who live alone, a certain age — sometimes they simply aren’t found.” She paused. “Have you been following his work?”

“Some of it,” Mick said. “He found some interesting threads.”

“He did. He was very taken with the Crowland connection — the dedication here. He talked about it once, in the churchyard. He felt it was underexplored.”

“He was probably right.”

“What brought you to it specifically?” The question was direct and natural and exactly what anyone would ask, and her eyes on his were exactly the eyes of someone who was curious in a normal way, and underneath all of that was something he could not name without vocabulary he did not currently have access to.

“The St Guthlac dedication,” he said. “The ecclesiastical language around this site. The specific invocation.”

The half-second of stillness again. Shorter this time. Faster to recover.

“It is unusual,” she said. “The language of protection rather than patronage. Martin’s talked about it.” She looked at the tower arch, unhurried. “There was something here that the early church felt needed addressing, I’ve always thought. Whatever it was, the addressing seems to have taken.” She looked back at him. The warmth returned with the look, effortless as breathing. “There’s a reasonable survey of the Guthlac dedications in the region if you haven’t found it — Barker, 1987, I think. The county library in Wisbech should have a copy.”

“Thank you.”

“Of course.” She picked up her canvas bag from where she’d set it by the font. “I won’t keep you. I’m glad the registers are still useful to people.” She glanced at the dahlias in the vase by the altar — orange and burgundy, bright against the stone. “They’ll do for Sunday.”

She walked back up the north aisle. The porch door opened and closed.

—

The pressure was still there. It did not change with her departure, because it had not changed with her arrival. She had come in and gone out and the mark in the stone had neither flinched nor reacted, because the mark was not built to react to what she was.

Mick sat with the registers open and did not read them for two minutes.

He went through what she had said. The warmth, the specific details — the 1840s incumbent, the Barker survey, Martin’s ring to say a researcher was coming. Each detail verifiable or forgettable. The Pearce mention smooth and appropriate and containing the phrase these things happen in a register that was not callous and was not quite ordinary. The stillness at St Guthlac dedication — there twice, shorter the second time. The questions that were normal questions asked in a normal tone that felt, in retrospect, like more than normal questions.

He did not know exactly what she had been doing. He knew it had been deliberate, because nothing about her was incidental, and he knew he had not been able to read it without Marchosias, and he knew that she had chosen to come in here, to this specific building, while Marchosias was suppressed.

He packed the registers carefully and put them back in the box.

Outside, the pressure released the moment he cleared the lychgate. The clarity of Marchosias returning was sharper for the absence — the ordinary weight of the integration settling back into place like hearing restored after depth.

“Well,” Marchosias said.

“She was in the church.”

“I know. I could not read what was happening. I could read that something was happening — the quality of your physiological response registered, even through the suppression.”

“She walked in and the mark did nothing.”

“The mark suppresses infernal frequency. If she operates at material-realm frequencies only—”

“Then she’s not what the mark is built for. The church is no obstacle to her at all.” Mick walked. The drove road ran ahead of him, the ordinary cold of an October morning, the tower behind him. “She knew that.”

“Yes.”

“She chose the church specifically. She came in while you were down.”

Marchosias was quiet for a moment. “Tell me what happened.”

Mick told him. The full conversation, the details, the pacing of it. The Pearce mention and the register of it. The questions that were normal questions. The two moments of stillness. Marchosias listened without interrupting, which was unusual enough to mean he was concentrating.

When Mick finished, Marchosias was quiet for longer than was comfortable.

“What was she doing,” Mick said.

“Exactly what she came to do.” A pause. “The entire conversation — the warmth, the questions, the way she moved through the space near you — she was reading the integration from the outside. Probing the seam. The material-side expression of me through you: how it sits in your body, how the frequencies are arranged, where the boundary runs between what I am and what you are. She was mapping it.”

“She couldn’t do that from a distance.”

“Not with the precision she would want, no. She needed to be in the same space. Close enough to read at the resolution she required.”

Mick thought about her standing at the end of the pew two rows back. The exact correct distance. The quality of attention underneath the warmth.

“Did she get what she wanted.”

“Yes.” He paused. “And so did we.”

“She’s real.”

“She is real and she is the right woman and she is not a practitioner of recent vintage doing something dangerous in the Fens. She is what the record says she is. I had not doubted it, but I have now read her presence through your body’s response to it, even suppressed, and I am certain.”

Mick walked. The drove road stretched ahead of him, ruler-straight, the flat fields on either side.

“And?”

“And she is not afraid of us,” Marchosias said. “At all.”

The drove road ran to the horizon. The cottage chimney was visible above the hedgeline, half a mile south. The smoke from it was thin and steady in the grey morning air, climbing without urgency into a sky that had been the same colour for days.

“She knows what you are,” Mick said.

“She has known since he arrived. She knows the integration. She knows the seam. She has now mapped it with the care of someone who intends to use the information.” A pause, and in the pause the quality of something being said carefully rather than assembled. “The church was not an encounter. It was a calibration.”

Mick put his hands in his pockets and kept walking.

He had no Pearce map to add to. The pattern was complete. He was standing in it, and she had just spent forty minutes learning the precise shape of what she was standing opposite, and he had been in a suppressed church with no resource but his own reading of a conversation he had only half understood while it was happening.

“We need to move faster,” Marchosias said. “She has what she came for. We do not yet have what we need.”

“Crowland,” Mick said. “The pre-Dissolution material. Pearce’s note said check Crowland. We haven’t checked Crowland.”

“The hagiographies. The documented record of what was here before the church, before the abbey, before any of the surviving archive. If there is anything that tells us what she is working toward — what the contract was for — it will be there or it will be nowhere.”

Mick walked. The drove road stretched ahead of him, ruler-straight, the flat fields on either side. The cottage chimney visible above the hedgeline, half a mile south. The smoke from it thin and steady, climbing without urgency into a sky that had been the same colour for days.

She was not afraid of them. She had come into the church and left dahlias and recommended a book and mapped the integration seam, and she had done all of it with the ease of someone who had thirteen centuries of practise at being exactly what a situation required.

They had the shape. They did not have the content. And she had just confirmed that she was not going to wait indefinitely for them to find it.

“How far is Crowland from here,” he said.

“Fifteen miles south.”

“Right,” Mick said.

He walked back to the car.
The Fen Edge

She was there by eight.

The drove road was empty at that hour on a Saturday, the village not yet moving, the sky the particular pale grey of a morning that had not decided anything yet. She parked where she had parked before — the same verge, the same view of the hedgeline and the flat fields running south — and sat for a moment with the sector map and the satellite image open on her phone before she got out.

Sector J was accessible from the drove road side via the field gate, but approaching it from the field meant crossing two hundred metres of open ground with the farmhouses on the north edge of the village visible behind her and the cottage at the end of the drove road visible to the south-west. She had thought about this on the drive up. She had decided that the fen side was better — the approach along the drainage ditch that ran parallel to the field’s east edge, which would keep her below the hedgeline until she reached the point where the ground dropped toward the reed bed margin. Less visible. Less explicable if she was seen.

She climbed the stile at the field gate, crossed the drainage ditch on the wooden plank that served as a bridge, and turned south along the ditch bank.

The ground was soft but not impossible. Fletcher’s assessment had been for a team — multiple people, equipment, the cumulative pressure of boots over the same ground for hours. One person, picking her way carefully, was different. She moved slowly, testing each step before committing, staying where the grass was longest and the ground most consolidated. The reed beds to her right thinned and thickened in sections as the drainage pattern varied, the water between the stems dark and still. The sky above her was enormous in the way the fen sky was always enormous, pressing down on a landscape that offered nothing to interrupt it.

She was not looking for Callum. She had been clear with herself about that on the drive up. Callum Ward was in a drainage ditch somewhere in this landscape and had been for five weeks and the fen would give him up when it chose to and not before. She was not here to find him. She was here to see what Fletcher’s team had not been able to reach.

—

The tumulus was more visible from the fen side than from the drove road approach — the slight rise, the coarser grass at its base, stood out against the flat ground in a way that the aerial image had not fully conveyed. Not dramatic. A gentle elevation, the kind you would not notice if you were not looking, but present. The ground around its base on this side was the soft territory Fletcher had flagged — not wet exactly, but with the particular give of ground that had water close under the surface, the kind that held a footprint rather than releasing it.

She came around to the south-facing base of the rise and stopped.

The stones were arranged in a rough arc, following the contour of the rise at a distance of perhaps a metre from where the ground began to firm up. Not large stones — none bigger than a fist, most smaller, the kind of pale grey flint that turned up in ploughed fields throughout the Fens. But they had not turned up here. The ground at this edge of the field was too soft for ploughing, had presumably never been ploughed, and the stones were placed rather than scattered: each one upright or angled in a specific direction, the spacing between them deliberate, the arc they described not quite a semicircle but something more precise — a curve that had a specific geometry she could not immediately name but which was clearly not random.

She crouched and looked at the nearest stone without touching it. The soil around its base was undisturbed, the grass growing up to it as though it had been there long enough to be incorporated. She looked along the arc. Seven stones, possibly eight — one at the far end was harder to see, partially obscured by the reed bed margin. The arc described the south and south-east face of the tumulus base.

Between two of the stones, pushed into the ground at a low angle, was a structure made from cut withies — the long flexible shoots of willow, the kind that grew along every drainage ditch in the Fens. Someone had cut several and bent them into a form that was partly arch, partly cradle, the stems woven around each other at the crossing points with a precision that suggested practise. Not decorative. Purposeful. The weave had a pattern to it — a specific over-under sequence that was repeated consistently — and at the centre of the woven structure, where the stems crossed most densely, there was a depression in the earth, a circular indentation perhaps ten centimetres across, as if something had been placed there and removed. The grass around the depression was slightly yellowed, the discolouration that came from something covering ground long enough to matter.

She stayed crouched and looked at it for a long moment.

She photographed it from four angles. She photographed the stones individually and the arc as a whole. She photographed the woven structure, its crossing points, the specific pattern of the weave. She photographed the depression at the centre.

She did not touch anything.

She walked the rest of the arc, stepping with care. There was a second woven structure, smaller, near the stone at the far end — simpler than the first, fewer withies, but the same weave pattern in miniature. No depression in the earth here, but a slight scoring in the ground that might have been made by something pressed into it deliberately, a faint line connecting the two structures along the base of the rise.

She photographed all of it.

Then she stood up, stretched her back, and looked at the tumulus.

Whatever she was looking at, it had been here long enough for the grass to grow up to the stones. The withies had greyed in the weather — not fresh, not from this year. The woven structure had the look of something that had been maintained rather than made: repaired or replaced in sections, the older stems still intact at the core, newer ones worked around the outside where the older ones had dried and become brittle. Someone had come back to this. More than once.

The search team had not reached this ground. From the drove road side, from above, from any approach that didn’t come at the fen-side base of the rise along the drainage ditch, you would not see it at all.

She climbed back to firmer ground before she made the call.

—

Emily Hendricks answered on the second ring, which meant she was working — she always answered quickly when she was working, as though the call was a relief from whatever she was in the middle of.

“Reeves. Where are you?”

“Cambridgeshire. The fen edge.” She was standing on the ditch bank with the reed beds at her back and the field stretching north toward the village. “I’ve found something I want your opinion on.”

“Send me the photographs.”

“I want to describe it first. In case I’ve missed something.”

A pause — Hendricks registering this, calibrating. “All right. Go ahead.”

Reeves described it systematically: the stones, their size, their placement, the arc they described, the spacing. The woven willow structure, the weave pattern, the way the stems crossed. The depression. The second, smaller structure. The line between them. The age of the materials, as far as she could assess it. She described without interpreting because interpretation was what she was calling for.

Hendricks listened without interrupting, which was unusual for her.

“How many stones,” she said, when Reeves finished.

“Seven or eight. I can count exactly from the photographs.”

“And the arc — does it follow the contour of whatever it’s at the base of, or is it oriented toward a compass direction?”

Reeves thought about this. “Both, maybe. It follows the base of the rise, but the rise itself runs roughly north-south, so the arc is on the south face, facing south-east.”

“Is there any damage? Anything that looks like it was disturbed and replaced?”

“There’s weathering. The inner core of the woven structure is older than the outer — it looks maintained. Repaired over time.”

“The depression,” Hendricks said. “At the centre of the weave. What shape?”

“Circular. Clean edge.”

A silence that was not the silence of uncertainty.

“Send me the photographs,” Hendricks said.

“Sending now.” Reeves attached them to a message and waited.

Another silence. She could hear Hendricks opening the images — the small sounds of attention, the absence of speech that meant she was looking carefully.

“Right,” Hendricks said.

“What am I looking at.”

“I’d want more time with these. I’d want to see it in person.” A pause. “But what you’re describing — the stones, the weave pattern, the maintained structure, the depression where something was regularly placed and removed — this isn’t recent. This isn’t someone reading about ritual practise on the internet and having a go. The weave pattern is specific. The arc orientation is specific.” Another pause, longer. “This is a prepared site. Not spontaneous, not a one-time thing. Someone has been maintaining this for a very long time. Returning to it. Keeping it functional.”

“How long.”

“I’d need the photographs examined properly. There are people who could date the stone placement from soil compaction, from the root growth around the bases.” A pause. “But from what you’ve described, and from what I can see in these images — the degree of weathering, the way the grass has established around the stones, the depth of that depression — I wouldn’t be comfortable saying less than decades. And I wouldn’t be confident putting an upper limit on it without a proper analysis.”

“Decades,” Reeves said.

“At minimum. Probably considerably more.” Hendricks’s voice had the quality it got when she was saying something she wanted to say carefully. “The kind of maintenance you’re describing — returning to a site, keeping the working structure intact, replacing degraded material with the same pattern — that’s not casual. That’s a site someone considers active. Worth maintaining. Still in use.”

The fen ran away from her in every direction, grey-brown and flat and quiet. Half a mile to the north, above the hedgeline, the tower of St Guthlac’s.

“I want to come up,” Hendricks said. “I want to see this properly.”

“I’ll let you know when the timing is right.”

A beat. “Is there a reason the timing isn’t right now?”

“There are people involved in the active investigation. It needs to be coordinated.” Which was true, and was also not the whole truth, and Hendricks was too careful to miss the gap but too professional to press it on a call.

“Send me anything else you find. And Reeves—” A pause. “Be careful on that ground.”

“I’m already off it,” Reeves said.

She ended the call and stood on the ditch bank with her phone in her hand and the sector map in the other, looking south toward where the tumulus sat in its soft ground, invisible from here behind the reed bed margin. She could not see the stone arc. She could not see the woven structure with its specific pattern and its cleaned depression where something had been placed and removed, placed and removed, across whatever span of time it took for the grass to grow up to the stones and the withies to grey and the ground itself to bear the mark of repeated return.

Still in use.

She walked back to the car.

She did not go past the cottage on the way back to the drove road. She had not planned to. She took the field path to the stile and crossed the drainage ditch and came out on the verge where her car was parked without having been visible from the south drove at any point.

On the A10 heading back toward London she rang Mick. He picked up after three rings.

“I’ve been to Sector J,” she said. “The area of the search that wasn’t covered on foot.”

A beat. “What did you find.”

She told him. The arc of stones. The woven structure. The depression. What Hendricks had said.

He was quiet for a moment.

“How old,” he said.

“Hendricks won’t commit without a proper analysis. She said decades at minimum.” A pause. “She said the site reads as still in use.”

“It is,” Mick said. “Yes.”

The A10 ran ahead of her, flat and straight, the Fens beginning to give way to the margins of the market towns. She drove.

“Mick,” she said. “Where are you.”

“Crowland,” he said. “South of you. Give me two hours.”

She drove.
Contamination

He went back to the tumulus at night because Marchosias had asked him to, and Marchosias had asked because the Crowland material had shifted something in his reading of what the site contained.

It was past eleven. The drove road was empty, the village a scatter of lit windows half a mile north, the farmhouses beyond it dark. He parked on the verge and crossed the field on foot, moving by the light of his phone held low, the ground soft but navigable. The sky was clear enough for stars — the first clear night since he had arrived, the cloud that had been sitting on the Fens for a week finally thinning. The tumulus was a shadow against a dark field, the silhouette barely distinguishable from the flat ground around it until he was close enough to feel the quality of the air shift.

He walked the perimeter in silence. Not looking for anything. Giving Marchosias room to work.

“Stop,” Marchosias said.

He stopped. He was on the east side of the rise, facing north.

“There is something here that was not prominent in the dawn reading. I was focused on the thin place structure — the net, the layered residue. I did not look past it.” A pause. “Walk the perimeter again. Slowly.”

Mick walked. The cold was sharp now that he had stopped moving, the October night with something close to frost in it, his breath visible in the thin starlight. He went around the full circumference and came back to where he had started.

“It is underneath the thin place residue,” Marchosias said. “A separate layer. Not the working — not the harvesting mechanism, not the net structure. Something else woven into the site at the same locations. The same anchor points.”

“What kind of something.”

“Warding.” A pause with a specific quality to it — the quality of something being read carefully before being stated. “There are marks set into this ground. At each of the anchor points of the thin place structure — I count six in the perimeter. Small workings, not large. Very old, like everything else here. But not part of the primary mechanism. A separate layer, placed at the boundary of the thin place, facing outward.”

“Facing outward,” Mick said. “Meaning—”

“Meaning they are not designed to contain what is inside. They are designed to repel something approaching from outside.”

Mick stood with that.

“What are they repelling.”

The pause was longer than usual. “That is the question I am sitting with.” He stopped. “They are not celestial markings. The church has a celestial mark — I know that signature, I have felt it, it is unmistakeable. These are not that. There is no celestial frequency in them. They are practitioner work — material-side, constructed, the same hands as everything else at this site.”

“She made them.”

“Yes. Or laid them — some of the older layers predate the clarity of recent centuries. But the pattern is consistent throughout. The same warding, maintained, repaired, the same way the site itself has been maintained.”

“Against what.”

“Against a specific infernal entity.” He stopped. “Not a category. Not a general exclusion of infernal frequency, the way the church mark suppresses broadly. These are targeted. There is a signature in them — not the signature of what made them, but the signature of what they are directed against. A specific frequency that she has woven into the warding as the thing to be kept out.”

Mick turned slowly, looking at the flat field around him. Nothing visible. The drove road, the hedgeline, the dark distance of the fen to the south. “Can you read the signature.”

“I can read it. I cannot immediately place it.” A pause. “It is old. Not recent infernal work — not something I have encountered in the current period. Something from further back in the network. I would need to cross-reference against records I cannot access from here.”

“But it’s specific.”

“Entirely specific. She has not warded against infernal activity in general. She has warded against one particular entity, by signature. With the precision of someone who knows exactly what they are keeping out and why.”

Mick crouched at the edge of the tumulus base, his hands in the cold grass. Above him the stars were sharp and close in the way they were only in genuinely flat country, with nothing between the ground and the sky to interrupt the distance.

“Then the dead zone,” he said. “The despair feeders staying at the boundaries. If the warding is targeted — if it’s aimed at one specific entity and not at infernal activity generally — why does everything stay out? Why did we notice the absence before we noticed anything else?”

“Because the warding and the dead zone are not the same thing.” A pause. “The warding keeps one specific entity from reaching this location. The dead zone is not a ward. It is a reputation.”

“They know she’s here.”

“They have known for thirteen centuries. Not through any mechanism she has constructed — she has not built a general exclusion, she has not needed to. What she has built, by operating in this territory for this long, is a history. Every infernal entity that has come into the Fens in the last thirteen hundred years has encountered her territory. Most of them have not encountered her twice.” A pause. “The despair feeders at the boundary are not being repelled. They are choosing not to enter. There is a distinction. Something is keeping one entity out by force. Everything else stays away because it is not stupid.”

Mick looked out across the flat dark field. The ecological reading from the drive up — the dense clusters around the market towns, the conspicuous hole centred on the village — had been the first signal that something was wrong here. He had read it as a predator’s territory. It was a predator’s territory. But the mechanism was not a ward. It was thirteen centuries of consequence.

“So when we came in,” he said.

“We were noticed. By her, yes — she has been aware of us since we arrived. But also by whatever remains of the infernal presence in this part of the county. A Great Marquis of Hell walking into a territory that the local infernal ecology has been avoiding for over a thousand years is not an event that passes without comment.”

“We announced ourselves.”

“We could not have done otherwise. There is no quiet entry into a territory this thoroughly established.” A pause. “It is one reason she was able to assess us so quickly. She was not the only thing paying attention when we arrived.”

“This is wrong,” he said.

“Tell me.”

“The church has a celestial mark. We know what that is — Guthlac called for aid, something responded, what it left is still functioning. That makes sense as a piece of this landscape.” He was thinking aloud now, working through it the way he had worked through the wall of printouts. “These are something else. Two different kinds of protection on the same site, and neither of them is her harvesting mechanism, neither of them is the thin place. These are — defensive. She built them. To keep something specific away from this specific site.”

“Yes.”

“Why would she need that.” He looked at the tumulus. “She has thirteen centuries of practise here. This is her territory. She cleared the shadow network, she maintains the dead zone, she has made herself effectively invisible to every form of investigation for centuries. The wards around the village deflect attention without effort. She does not seem like someone who needs to build defensive perimeter markings against an infernal entity.”

“No,” Marchosias said. “She does not.”

“Unless that entity has a reason to come here. A reason she cannot simply deflect.” He stood up. “A right.”

The silence that followed was not the silence of Marchosias thinking. It was the silence of something being confirmed rather than assembled.

“The celestial mark in the church — I said it was placed to address the infernal assault on Guthlac, not to address whatever else was operating at this site. And that is correct. The celestial has never directly engaged with what she is. Her signature is not infernal. She operates at material-realm frequencies. She would be, from the celestial perspective, a mortal practitioner — unusual, old, operating at the edge of what is visible, but not something that calls for direct celestial intervention in the way that a demonic incursion would.”

“So the celestial has never identified her as a problem.”

“Not in the record I have access to. Guthlac suffered infernal assault and called for protection. The protection came. Whatever else was happening in the Fens was not the target. Celestial intervention in the material realm is specific rather than comprehensive.” A pause. “She is not a celestial problem. She is a mortal problem with an impossible duration.”

“Where does the duration come from.” Mick began walking the perimeter again, slowly. “If it’s not celestial — she doesn’t carry that signature. You would have read it.”

“Immediately. Yes. A celestial grant of extended life has a frequency I cannot miss. There is nothing of that kind in her.”

“Then the age has to come from somewhere else.”

“It does.”

“Something was arranged.” He was thinking it through, step by step, the way you worked through a case when the evidence was indirect but the logic was sound. “Something was agreed. She obtained this — the duration, the capability, the life-force mechanism, all of it — through a formal arrangement with an infernal entity. Not celestial. Infernal. Which means whoever gave her this has a claim on the other side of the arrangement.”

“Yes.”

“And the warding is keeping that claim from being collected.”

He stopped walking.

“The warding,” Marchosias said, “is directed at a specific infernal entity by signature. Not a random exclusion. Not general infernal repellent. She has woven the signature of the creditor into every anchor point of this site and she has been maintaining that warding for as long as the thin place itself has been active. Thirteen centuries of keeping one specific entity from reaching this location.”

The starlight. The flat field. The tumulus sitting in it, unremarkable, ancient, wired through with layers upon layers of work he had not been able to see until now.

“If she stops maintaining the warding—”

“The creditor’s claim becomes active. It can reach her. It has been waiting for thirteen centuries for the warding to fail.” A pause. “It has not failed. She is too practised, too careful, too aware of exactly what she is keeping out. The warding here is not degraded. It is as functional as it was when she laid it.”

“So the harvesting isn’t just to sustain herself. It’s to sustain the defence as well.”

“The harvesting is the resource for everything. Her continued existence, her capability, her maintenance of this site, the warding at its boundary. All of it drawing on the same source. The efficiency cycle — the diminishing returns — may be partly this. Sustaining two major mechanisms simultaneously across this timescale, each requiring the same resource.”

Mick looked at the site. The thin place, the harvesting mechanism, the warding, all stacked on each other in the same ground, maintained in parallel for thirteen centuries. The efficiency was dropping and she was taking more and taking less carefully and producing errors, and underneath all of it was an infernal creditor whose signature was woven into the anchor points of her own working, excluded from collecting by the same hands that had originally contracted the debt.

“She cannot have indefinite life without the harvesting,” he said. “And she cannot safely harvest without the warding. And she cannot maintain the warding without the harvesting. She’s built herself a structure she cannot step off.”

“Yes.”

“And somewhere in the infernal network there is an entity whose signature I can describe to you in detail, if I had the right conditions to read it properly, that has been sitting on an outstanding claim against this woman for thirteen hundred years.”

“Yes.” Marchosias paused. “From here, with the shadow network claimed and my capacity reduced, I cannot read the signature with the precision required to cross-reference it. What I can tell you is that it is old, it is patient, and it has been kept out of this territory by sheer maintenance of the warding for longer than most infernal entities have held coherent form.”

“We need to identify it.”

“We need the resources to identify it. Which are not here.”

Mick looked north, toward the village. The lit windows. The church tower against the sky. The drove road, empty and straight, running from the tumulus site to the cottage to the village and back again.

Mick stood at the edge of the tumulus for a long moment, looking at the ground he could not see but which contained, in its layers, the whole shape of what she had been doing here: the harvesting mechanism, the thin place, the warding that kept the creditor out, all of it integrated, all of it maintained, all of it drawing on the same resource that was now, by the evidence of the last two weeks, starting to show the strain of a very long-running.

He did not have a plan. He had a shape.

He walked back to the car.
Second Test

He was walking the drove road when she found him.

It was early evening — the light going fast now, the flat horizon swallowing the last of it without the gradual diminishment that hills or buildings created. He had been out to the field again, a last walk around the tumulus perimeter in the fading light, turning over what the night reading had given them. The cold had settled in properly now, the temperature dropping the way it dropped in flat country, and he was heading back toward the village and the car with his hands in his pockets when he heard the gate click.

She came out of the footpath that cut across the field from the village — the route that avoided the drove road proper for the first hundred metres, coming out on the verge ten yards ahead of him. She was carrying a canvas shopping bag in each hand, both full, the weight of them distributed with the ease of someone accustomed to carrying without making it visible. Grey coat, the same as before. She looked up when she reached the road and registered him with the same warm, unhurried attention as the church.

“Still here,” she said. Not quite a greeting. An observation.

“A few more days yet,” Mick said.

She waited the natural beat that said she was content to walk the same direction if the pace suited, which it apparently did, and they fell into step together along the drove road — him toward the village, her toward the cottage at the far end, sharing a stretch of empty road in the early November dark.

“She came from the village,” Marchosias said, very quietly, from inside the arrangement where he lived. “She was watching the field.”

Mick said nothing. He was aware of Marchosias the way you were aware of someone beside you in a dark room — present, attentive, not speaking aloud.

“Did you find what you were looking for?” she said.

“Enough to go on with,” he said. The same formula, automatically produced, and he was aware even as he said it that she would register the repetition — she had heard it in the church. A man with a consistent answer to that particular question. She would have a view on what that meant.

“The older material is harder to access,” she said. “Once you get past the Dissolution, the Crowland archive is patchy. I expect you found that.”

“I did.”

“A shame. There are references in the Peterborough material — some of the correspondence between the two houses — that would fill gaps, if you could get to them. Though the cataloguing is not what it might be.” She shifted the weight of the bags without breaking stride, the adjustment automatic. “You’d need several visits to be thorough.”

“She is reading me,” Marchosias said. “Not the same method as the church — she knew I was present there and used your suppression. Here she is working differently. Slower. Indirect.”

Mick kept walking. The drove road ran ahead of them in the diminishing light, the hedgelines on either side thickening into darkness.

“Graham Pearce would have got there eventually,” she said. The shift in subject was smooth, unhurried. “He was very thorough. He’d have needed another year, perhaps, to get the full picture.” A pause. “I do hope he’s all right, wherever he is. He was getting quite deep into some of the older material. It seemed to mean a great deal to him.”

The phrasing was exact. Getting quite deep. Not had found or was interested in — the progressive tense, the implication that the depth itself was relevant. A man getting deep into old material who then disappeared. She had left the connection sitting in the open for Mick to see, offered it without claiming it, said nothing that could be repeated in any context that would be useful.

“That must be difficult for anyone who knew him,” Mick said.

“These things happen.” The same phrase as the church. She did not vary it because she did not need to. “The Fens are not an easy landscape. They look docile and they are not.”

They walked. A farm gate on the right, darkness beyond it, the distant shape of Feltwell’s outbuildings against the sky. The drove road ran straight and the cold was settling in, the temperature dropping the way it dropped in flat country without shelter to slow it.

She stopped walking. They had reached the fork in the drove road where the track to her cottage split from the road proper. She stood at the fork with her shopping bags and looked at him with the patient certainty of someone who had watched many people walk away from many situations they did not understand.

“I hope you find what you’re looking for,” she said. “Before the weather turns. November in the Fens is not kind to researchers.” A pause. Her eyes on his, the warmth steady and placed. “Some questions answer themselves, if you wait long enough.” A beat. “I’ve found that to be reliable.”

“I’ll bear it in mind,” he said.

She smiled — the warm, appropriate, entirely placed smile — and turned down the track toward the cottage. He watched her go for a moment, the grey coat disappearing into the dark between the hedges, the slight shift of her gait under the weight of the bags, the absolute unhurriedness of it.

He walked to the car.

—

“How long,” he said, when he was inside with the door shut.

“The whole conversation. From when she came through the gate.”

“What was she doing.”

“In the church she was mapping the seam — the architecture of the integration, the structure of it, where I sit in relation to you and how the frequencies overlap. She needed the proximity and she needed my suppression to read it cleanly.” A pause. “Tonight was different. She was not mapping the architecture. She was reading the depth.”

“The depth of what.”

“Of what I have become.” He stopped. “I have been in this integration for six years. I know what it has made me — I have watched it happen, I have been inside it, I know the changes as they occurred. I thought I understood the shape of it.” Another pause, and in the pause something that was not quite discomfort but was adjacent to it. “She was asking questions I had not thought to ask. Not through language — through the reading itself, the frequency probing. What is the human architecture actually doing inside the infernal structure? Is it a modification or a replacement? Is the emotional capacity genuine or instrumental? Does the infernal component understand its own changes or only observe them?”

Mick sat with that.

“And?”

“And I found that I did not have all the answers. She was examining something I had not fully examined. The probing was — illuminating. In ways I did not entirely expect.” A pause that had a specific quality to it — Marchosias sitting with something unfamiliar. “I have never been read from the outside by something that operates at the material frequencies I express through you. I have read others at those frequencies. I have not been read at them. The perspective was different.”

“What did it tell you.”

“That I am further from what I was than I had fully understood. That the integration is not a human component alongside an infernal component. That is not what she found when she looked. What she found—” He stopped. “I do not have adequate language for it yet. What I can tell you is that what she was reading is not what I would have said I was, and the gap between those two things is something I am going to have to think about.”

Mick sat in the driver’s seat and looked at the drove road through the windscreen. The last light had gone entirely now, the road lit only by the car’s dashboard.

“She was answering questions you hadn’t asked,” he said.

“Yes. Which means she now knows things about what we are that I do not fully know. And I cannot tell you what she intends to do with that knowledge.”

Mick thought about the conversation. The easy pacing of it. The Pearce mention placed in plain sight, offered without claim. The Peterborough detail that said I know exactly where your research has been. And the last line at the fork in the road, with the patience of someone who genuinely did not need to hurry.

Some questions answer themselves, if you wait long enough.

She had been here when Guthlac was alive. She had been here when the Normans came and built the church. She had watched Vermuyden drain the Fens. She had watched every investigation, every curious historian, every person who came close and then, in the fullness of time, stopped coming.

“She’s done assessing,” he said.

“Yes. She has what she came for. What she does with it — I cannot tell you. I do not know what she sees when she looks at us, not completely. That is the thing she has left us with.”

The cottage chimney at the end of the drove road was producing smoke in the same steady column it always had, visible above the hedgeline in the dark. Unhurried. Entirely indifferent to whether they were here or not.

Mick started the engine and drove back toward Wisbech. The Fens ran out flat on every side, enormous and dark and patient.

“I need to think. About what she found. I have been inside this integration for six years and I thought I understood it. Tonight I discovered that my understanding was incomplete in ways I cannot yet fully describe.”

Mick drove. The church tower was briefly visible against the sky as he passed the village and then gone.
She Moves First

She was in the garden at first dark, not working — the work was done for the season, the beds put to rest with the particular care that had always felt to her like a conversation between one year and the next — but present, in the way she was often present in the garden when she had something to turn over. The cold did not trouble her. Cold was an old acquaintance.

She had been thinking about the integration for three days.

She had seen possessions. Over thirteen centuries she had trapped, examined, and cleared a considerable range of infernal entities from her territory, and possession was the architecture she knew: an infernal presence in a human body, dominant or suppressed, the human consciousness reduced to varying degrees of subsidiary function. The body as vehicle. The entity as occupant. The boundary between them maintained by force on one side and erosion on the other, the human awareness wearing away or being actively pushed down, the infernal nature expressing itself through the available vessel with varying degrees of efficiency. She had read dozens of these configurations. She knew the frequency of suppression, the particular flatness of an overwritten human signature, the way a possessed body moved with a quality slightly off from its own weight.

None of that was what she had found when she read the man on the drove road.

What she had found — what she had needed two encounters to map fully, because it was so far outside her existing categories that the first reading had been largely occupied with establishing what it was not — was a genuine co-habitation. Not an entity in a body. Two things that had become, over six years of sustained proximity, something neither of them had been individually. The infernal entity expressed through living tissue, yes, but not pressing down on it, not wearing it, not using it as a vehicle. Woven into it. The human capacity for emotional response not suppressed or imitated but acquired — genuinely acquired, integrated into the infernal structure the way a river integrated the tributaries that joined it. The infernal entity had not remained itself while occupying a human form. It had been changed by the occupation, and the change was not superficial, and the change was not reversible.

This was what she had needed to confirm with the second reading. She had suspected it from the first, but suspicion was not sufficient for what she intended.

The entity did not fully understand its own change. She had found that in the probing as well — a gap between what it believed itself to be and what the integration had actually made it. It thought of the emotional architecture as something acquired and worn, a capacity it had developed the way you developed a skill. It had not registered that the architecture was no longer distinguishable from its structure. It was not wearing human feeling. It was, in whatever sense the word applied to something of its nature, having it.

That was the seam.

She had spent thirteen centuries studying the mechanics of what life force actually was — not in the theoretical terms of whatever passed for scholarship in any given century, but in the practitioner's terms, the direct material-side reading of what held a living thing together and what could be taken from it and how. She understood, with a precision very few entities in any realm had ever achieved, what human emotional experience looked like as energy. The frequency of grief was different from the frequency of fear, which was different from the frequency of loss, which was different from the accumulated weight of something carried for a very long time. She had thirteen centuries of harvested signatures. She had read more deaths than she could count.

She knew what she would use.

The infernal entity had genuine human emotional architecture. Which meant that architecture was a genuine access point. Not a mimicry to be brushed aside — a real vulnerability, because real structures could be destabilised at their frequency. She would not attack the infernal signature directly; it was old and deep and in its own territory would have been essentially untouchable, and even diminished as it was in the Fens she had no certainty of overcoming it through direct force. But the human architecture it had acquired was not its native structure. It had grown into it, but growth was not the same as origin, and a structure that had been acquired could be disrupted at the frequency of its acquisition.

The seam between them was not a weakness in the way a joint in a wall was a weakness. It was a shared structure — each component modified by the other, the boundary not a boundary so much as a gradient. Which meant separating them would not be clean. Prising them apart at the seam would damage both. But she did not intend to separate them permanently. She intended a partial separation — enough to see how the integration held together under stress, enough to read what the seam looked like from the inside. Enough to understand what they were.

She was, she acknowledged to herself, genuinely curious about the answer.

She came inside and stood at the kitchen window for a long time.

They had been at the tumulus last night. She had been watching and she had read the specific quality of a deliberate survey — not the dawn reading from ten days ago, but something more targeted, a second look at something they had already found. They knew about the warding. Or they had found it and understood enough to know it was significant, which was not quite the same thing. The question was whether they had traced the signature to a conclusion.

The man had been to Crowland. She knew the shape of the archive there and what it contained, and she had a reasonable estimate of what he would have found and how far it would take him. She had watched investigators before who traced the contract. None of them had traced it with an infernal entity of this age and capacity working the problem alongside them. She had to assume they were further along than a human researcher would be.

If they reached London and the infernal network — if the entity worked the problem from a position of full capacity, in territory where the shadow network was not hers and his tools applied — she could not predict the outcome with confidence. The creditor's signature in the warding was specific. It was old. She had kept it out for thirteen centuries through maintenance and will and the accumulated power of harvested life force applied precisely at the warding's edge. It had never been out of her sight.

If the entity found the creditor, the situation would become genuinely complicated. Complications of that kind she had not faced before, and she had survived as long as she had partly through the discipline of not allowing situations to become genuinely complicated.

Tomorrow evening, they would go to London. The man had said it in the car — she had not been close enough to hear the words, but she had read the intent clearly enough from the frequency of what passed between them: a decision made, a departure imminent, the particular signature of two things that have determined their next move. She had perhaps tonight and tomorrow before they were gone.

She considered the question of tonight. The drove road was dark and the thin place was primed and she had everything she needed. But she had a preference for the time of day — not superstition, nothing so crude. A practitioner's understanding of conditions. Evening suited this working better than full night: the shadows thin rather than thick, the material-side frequencies at the particular quality of last light that she had worked in more times than she could count. She knew this hour the way she knew the garden in autumn. She knew what it would do.

Tomorrow evening, then.

She went back through the kitchen and tidied the counter with the automatic attention of someone for whom tidiness was not a habit but a practice, and put the kettle on, and stood with her hands on the counter while it heated.

She thought, briefly and without intending to, of her daughter. The thought arrived in the way it always arrived — cleanly, without catching, the way a stone dropped into deep water produced a ring that expanded and was gone. She had learned, in the first century, that holding it served nothing. She had learned, in the second century, that releasing it also served nothing. What she had arrived at, somewhere in the long middle of her span, was something closer to acknowledgement — the fact of it, without the shape of it. A daughter who had been alive for six weeks after the contract and then had died of an ordinary fever, the kind of fever that killed children in winter, the kind no contract had ever been written to cover. She had held the deal and the death simultaneously and the only way through both had been to not pay and to not stop.

She had not stopped.

The kettle boiled. She made tea and sat with it at the kitchen table and did not think about anything in particular, which was a skill that took about a century to develop properly and which she used regularly.

Tomorrow evening.

She was not hurrying. She had never hurried. She simply saw no reason to delay.
The Partial Separation

He was walking the drove road in the early evening when she stepped out of the hedgeline thirty yards ahead of him.

Not from a gate. Not from the footpath. From the hedgeline itself, the way something stepped out of deep water — one moment the hedge was a hedge, and then she was standing in front of it with her arms at her sides and the last of the light behind her. Grey coat. White hair. The expression she always wore, the warmth, and underneath the warmth nothing at all.

“Mick—” Marchosias began.

She raised her hands.

The gesture was precise and unhurried, the hands coming up to chest height with the economy of something practised ten thousand times. He saw it in the last half-second before it completed: on the back of each hand, worked into the skin in a way that had no obvious medium, half a figure — lines and curves that were meaningless individually, the way half a word was meaningless, but which he understood even as she was doing it were not half of anything. They were two halves of one thing. She brought the heels of her hands together.

The sigil completed.

—

— MICK —

The drove road was gone.

Not darkness — something worse than darkness, which had the honest quality of absence. This was a place that had the shape of somewhere without being somewhere, the geometry of the Fens still present — flat, open, a horizon-line that was the right distance away — but wrong in the way a reflection was wrong. The quality of a place that existed because something was maintaining the pretence of it existing.

He was standing in it and Marchosias was not there.

Not suppressed, the way the church suppressed him — this was different. The church had the quality of a signal dampened, Marchosias still present at the edges, the connection intact but quieted. This had no edges. The space where Marchosias lived inside the arrangement they had built together over six years was empty in a way that registered in Mick’s body as physical — a wrongness in the chest, a specific cold, like the loss of something you had stopped noticing you were carrying until it was gone.

“He is not here.”

Agnes stood five feet away. In this space she was the same and not the same — the warmth was absent, not present beneath a surface but simply absent, the face that remained underneath it not cruel, not cold in any performed way, simply functional. The face of someone at work.

“What did you do to him.”

“Nothing yet.” She tilted her head slightly, the same gesture as the church, the assessment running. “That is what I am telling you. What I do to him next depends on what you decide.”

“Where is he.”

“He is here. In this space. But you cannot feel him, and he cannot feel you, and that is the condition I have created — not a separation, not yet, but the experience of one. A demonstration of what is possible.” She looked at him steadily. “He is in distress. He has not been in this condition before — the absence of you — and it is not comfortable for something that has spent six years acquiring human emotional architecture. I can feel it from here. He does not know where you are.”

Mick stood in the grey middle of the space and said nothing.

“What I want,” she said, “is to understand what you are. I have never encountered this configuration. I have no category for it and it interests me more than anything has interested me in a very long time.” A pause. “I do not want to destroy it. That would defeat the purpose.”

“Then let us go.”

“I will. When I have what I need.” Her eyes on his, the quality of attention that was not warmth but was not its opposite either — something more ancient than either, the look of something that had been studying the world for thirteen centuries and found one more thing worth studying. “The bond between you is the mechanism. To examine it, I need to see it under stress. I need to see it bend. I need to see whether it holds.”

He moved. Not a decision — a refusal made physical, six years of accumulated instinct directing him at the thing standing in the constructed space with its functional face and its patient certainty. He crossed the distance in two steps.

He stopped at one.

Not stopped by anything he could name. His body simply would not continue forward. He pushed against it. His legs drove, his weight leaned, and the air between them had the quality of a wall that existed only in one direction. He could feel his own effort. He could not close the distance.

She looked at him with something that was not quite contempt and not quite anything else. Something flat.

“For that,” she said, “he pays.”

The fire arrived simultaneously in his head and his stomach — not heat, not the ordinary register of burn, but something that went under heat entirely, into the frequency of pain itself, like a hand reaching inside and closing around the working parts of him. He heard himself make a sound he did not intend. He clawed at his face without meaning to and went down onto his knees on the flat grey ground and stayed there until the fire subsided to something he could think through.

It took a long time.

When he looked up she was standing in the same position. She had not moved.

“What you felt,” she said, “was the fraction that travels through your integration. What he is experiencing is the whole of it. I have been doing this for thirteen centuries. I can calibrate the amount precisely.” A pause. “The entity you carry has genuine human emotional architecture. I told you this would be useful to me. I did not say it would be comfortable for him.”

The space ran out around him in every direction, flat and unreal, the borrowed landscape of the Fens maintaining its pretence of geography.

He is in distress.

He thought about Marchosias at the edge of the church mark — the compressed fragments pushing through suppression, the specific quality of something being muffled. He thought about six years. He thought about the first year, when neither of them had known what the arrangement would become, and the subsequent years in which it had become something neither of them could have described to anyone.

He thought about the woman standing five feet away in a constructed space, telling him the entity he carried was suffering.

Something was wrong about the argument.

—

— MARCHOSIAS —

He read the space the way he read everything — through frequency, through the arrangement of what was present and what was absent, through the pattern of how energy moved and where it was directed. The space was constructed. Thin place architecture, activated from the tumulus anchor, the worked veil held open at a specific tension to create an interior that was neither material realm nor beyond it. He had never been inside a working of this kind. He had mapped the exterior of it from outside. Inside was different — the walls of it visible from within as a kind of pressure at every direction, the maintained pretence of landscape around him a secondary structure laid over the primary one.

He was separated from Mick.

No. He corrected this immediately. He was not separated — the connection was present, the integration intact, the six years of structural modification not undone by the opening of a thin place around them. But the connection was muffled in a way that was new and that he did not have a category for. He could feel Mick at a distance that had no physical analogue. Warm, present, but not close in the way that close had come to mean. The specific quality of being inside the same arrangement that had been their arrangement for six years — gone.

He understood that this was the point.

“You cannot reach him from here.”

She was present in this space in a way that was different from her material-realm presence — no body, but the frequency of her was here, the specific signature he had been reading since Mick first walked past the cottage on the south drove road. The frequency of something material-side and very, very old.

“I can feel him,” Marchosias said.

“Yes. Not reach. There is a distinction.” The frequency of her voice was level, unhurried. “He is experiencing the same condition. The same felt distance. He does not know where you are.”

“He knows I am here.”

“He knows you exist. He does not know what I am doing to you. And I have not told him — I will tell him what I choose to tell him, in the experience I have constructed for him.” A pause. “What I am telling you is different. You are not a human consciousness. You do not need the managed version. What I am telling you is precise: I am calibrating a frequency against the emotional architecture you have acquired. Not against your infernal nature — I have no particular means of reaching that directly, and you know it. Against what you have become.”

He was quiet.

“The man will die if the calibration completes.”

“You said you do not want to destroy the configuration.”

“I do not. The configuration requires both of you. If the calibration completes against your emotional architecture, the integration fractures — not cleanly, but in a way that makes the human component non-viable. You would survive. He would not.” A pause, and in the pause the quality of something that was not threat but was simply accurate. “Unless you withdraw from the integration before the calibration completes. A voluntary withdrawal — you stepping back from the connection — interrupts the frequency. The calibration has no target. He lives.”

He had been listening to this while simultaneously reading the space — mapping its architecture, identifying its seams, the specific points where the maintained tension was thinnest. He had been in this territory for weeks with his capacity reduced. He was not in this territory now. He was inside a constructed working and the shadow network was present here, or its analogue was, and he moved through it before she finished the sentence.

He was fast. He had been fast for four thousand years, and the shadows in the constructed space were thin but present, and he crossed the distance between them in no time at all.

She said one word and made a gesture that was almost incidental, the way you brushed something from a sleeve.

He hit something that was not the wall and not the floor — a force that arrived from no direction and every direction, concussive without being physical, and he came out of the shadows sideways at considerable velocity and struck a stone pillar that had not been there a moment ago. The impact was absolute. He registered it across the full architecture of what he was, infernal and acquired human both, the specific unpleasantness of something four thousand years old being handled like an inconvenience.

He rose.

She watched him rise with the same expression she had used on Mick when he lunged — the flat thing, not contempt, something older than contempt.

He came at her again.

This time she did not use a word. She raised one hand with the economy of someone who has done this before, and what she released was not a force but a frequency — old and specific and aimed with the precision of someone who had spent centuries learning exactly where infernal entities were vulnerable. It hit him at the seam between what he had been and what the integration had made him. His limbs registered it as tearing. Inside the structure of what he was, where the acquired human architecture met the infernal nature underneath, something burned with a quality he had encountered only once before, a long time ago, and that he had no name for except that it was not his and it was not infernal and it went very deep.

He went down.

The recovery was slow. He lay in the constructed space with the borrowed Fen landscape running out around him and waited for the burning to subside to something he could function through.

“I can do this all day,” she said, from where she was standing. Her voice had not changed. Her breathing had not changed. “I have been clearing infernal entities from this territory for thirteen centuries. You are more interesting than most, and I would prefer not to damage the configuration irreparably, but I am not short of resource and you are not the first Great Marquis I have handled.” A pause. “Now consider: you felt that in its entirety. The man experiences what reaches him through your integration. Imagine the fraction that is arriving at him.”

He felt Mick at a distance. Warm. Present. In a constructed experience she was managing separately, being told whatever she had chosen to tell him, and feeling whatever she chose to let through from this side.

He does not know what I am doing to you.

He lay in the constructed space and thought about this. He thought about the argument she had made and the structure of the argument. He thought about what she had wanted — to understand what they were, to see the integration under stress, the specific intellectual curiosity of something that had encountered something genuinely new. He thought about the two meetings and what she had been learning in them.

She had spent two meetings learning exactly which argument to make to each of them.

—

— MICK —

Something was wrong about the argument.

He had been listening to her and the argument was constructed correctly — it had the logic of something that knew what to pull and where to pull it, the specific weight of Marchosias’s name in her mouth, the suggestion of suffering calibrated precisely against the six years of knowing what Marchosias’s discomfort felt like from the inside. It was the right argument. It was the argument that would work.

Which was the thing that was wrong about it.

She had spent two meetings learning the exact shape of their bond. What the integration looked like from the outside, how deep it ran, what the emotional architecture had become. She had studied them with the systematic attention of a practitioner. She had been thorough. And from two meetings of deliberate mapping she had arrived at: let go and he will be fine.

He knew Marchosias. He had known him for six years in the most intimate configuration that the word know had ever been applied to in either of their existences. He knew the specific texture of how Marchosias communicated under pressure — the compressed fragments through the church mark, the careful assembly of language when he was stating something he needed to be precise. He knew the quality of Marchosias at his most diminished and at his full capacity. He knew when Marchosias was managing him and when he was not.

Marchosias would never ask him to let go.

The argument she was making — release the bond, the honourable choice, the only way through — was the argument she thought would work on him. It was constructed from her mapping of the emotional architecture. It was the argument she had built from everything she had learned about what he was and what Marchosias had become.

It was not an argument Marchosias would make.

If Marchosias were genuinely in danger, Marchosias would not ask him to release the bond. Marchosias would say: get out. Four thousand years old, a Great Marquis of Hell, and in the arrangement they had built he had never once asked Mick to protect him by giving something up. The argument was too elegant. It had been designed by someone who understood the emotional architecture from the outside.

It was hers. Not his.

He looked at her standing in the constructed space with her functional face and her patient certainty and the borrowed landscape running out around them in every direction.

“No,” he said.

He ran at the wall.

He had no supernatural resource available to him. The thin place was not a wall he could push through with infernal frequency — he did not carry it, it was not his. What he had was a human body that had been refusing to stop since the night in Hackney six years ago when he had agreed to something he did not fully understand and had been living with the consequences of ever since. He hit the constructed boundary at full speed with his hands first, and the edge of the working was not a wall — it was a frequency, a maintained tension, and the thing that happened when a human body made full physical contact with a maintained frequency at that tension was not a planned outcome.

The working disrupted.

The pain arrived at the same moment the space did — the drove road, the cold, the hedge, the November sky enormous and dark above him. His hands were burning where they had contacted the edge. He was on his knees on the tarmac. The space was gone and the grey absence of it was gone and Marchosias was back, suddenly and entirely, the specific warmth of the integration present with the specific wrongness of something that had been briefly absent and was now returned.

He looked up.

Agnes was standing ten feet away.

She was looking at him with an expression he had not seen on her face before — not the warmth, not the functional absence of warmth, but something he could only describe as genuine. The expression of someone who has just seen something they did not predict.

She looked at him for a long moment.

Then she walked back up the drove road toward the cottage without hurrying, without looking back, the grey coat disappearing into the dark between the hedges the same way it always did.

Marchosias said nothing.

Mick sat on his knees on the tarmac with his burned hands and said nothing either.

The drove road was empty and cold and completely real.
What She Said

She stood over him for a long moment.

He was on his knees on the tarmac with his hands palm-up on his thighs and the pain of them arriving in steady pulses, and Marchosias was back but wrong — present, which was not the same thing as functional — and Agnes stood ten feet away and looked at him with the expression he had not seen before and did not yet have a name for.

Then she spoke.

“I could finish this,” she said. “You understand that.”

He looked up at her. It cost him something to do it.

“I am choosing not to.” She said it without drama, without performance, with the flat accuracy of a statement of fact. “Not because you stopped me. What you did was not stopping me. It was an inconvenience at a moment I had not planned for.” She tilted her head slightly. “I am choosing not to because you are the most interesting thing I have encountered in a very long time. And I would like to know what you do next.”

The drove road. The cold. The dark fields on either side running out to horizons he could not see. The integration present and wrong, Marchosias inside it like a fire that had been banked to almost nothing.

“I find,” she said, “that I am mildly curious about the outcome.”

She turned and walked back toward the cottage. No hurrying. No looking back. The grey coat disappearing between the hedges the same way it had disappeared every time, as though this had been an unremarkable evening and she was going in.

The sound of her footsteps diminished and was gone.

Mick stayed on his knees for a while.

—

Getting up took longer than it should have. His hands were the presenting problem — burned where they had contacted the edge of the working, not blistered but carrying the specific deep pain of something damaged at a frequency level rather than a surface one. He got to his feet by stages, using his wrists rather than his palms, and stood in the drove road with his arms slightly out from his body and looked at the empty road ahead of him.

“Mick.”

Marchosias’s voice had never sounded like that. Not in six years. It arrived with the quality of something being spoken from the bottom of a very long way down — present, intentional, but requiring effort in a way that speech between them never required effort. A muscle producing the movement correctly while the muscle was damaged.

“I know,” Mick said.

“I am—” He stopped. “The working she used. The frequency. It found something specific. I am recalibrating.”

“How long.”

A pause that was its own answer. “I don’t know. I haven’t been in this condition before.”

Mick looked at his hands. He looked at the drove road. He looked at the hedgeline where the grey coat had been. He thought, briefly and without particular direction, about everything that had happened since he had pulled onto the A10 two weeks ago with Marchosias controlling the car stereo and the case file open on the passenger seat and the reasonable expectation of something manageable.

He walked to the car.

—

The drive to Wisbech was thirty minutes. Marchosias attempted conversation twice and abandoned it both times, not because there was nothing to say but because the energy required to say it was not currently available. Mick drove. The Fens ran dark on either side, flat and enormous and indifferent.

The integration felt like a frequency slightly off — like a note that was almost the right pitch but carried a harmonic that shouldn’t be there, a quality of internal wrongness that was not pain exactly but which he couldn’t stop noticing. Marchosias was present. What was present was not Marchosias at the register Mick had been accustomed to for six years. He was in there, somewhere in the working distance of where he usually was, and he was trying to recalibrate, and he was not succeeding yet.

Mick thought about the binding in the second year. The infernal working that had pressed Marchosias down and held him there, the specific quality of diminishment that had lasted four days and from which Marchosias had emerged with the particular dignity of something pretending it had not happened. That had been done by entities with infernal capabilities specifically calibrated to the task — enemies of Marchosias’s own kind, working at frequencies they understood and he understood, a conflict between things that were the same order of being.

This had been done by an old woman on a drove road in twenty seconds.

He parked outside the guest house in Wisbech and turned the engine off.

He did not go in.

The dashboard clock said 22:14. Outside, the street was quiet in the specific way that small market towns were quiet at this hour — not empty, but contracted, the life of the place pulled indoors against the November cold. A car went past. The chip shop on the corner had its lights on.

He sat with his burned hands resting on the steering wheel and said nothing and Marchosias said nothing and the silence had the specific texture of two things that had just been through something and had not yet worked out what to say about it.

The silence went on for a considerable time.

“I would like,” Marchosias said, eventually, “some ice cream.”

Mick looked at the steering wheel.

“It’s gone ten,” he said. “In Wisbech.”

“I am aware of both of those facts.” A pause, the quality of which was not his usual pause. Slower. More deliberate. “There will be a petrol station.”

Mick looked at his burned hands on the steering wheel. He thought about the argument he could make, which was a reasonable argument about the hour and the location and the general inadvisability of petrol station food at the best of times. He thought about Marchosias in the constructed space going at Agnes a second time after the first attempt had resulted in a stone pillar. He thought about four thousand years old and a Great Marquis of Hell and the specific quality of diminished dignity that sitting in a parked car in Wisbech asking for ice cream required.

He started the engine.

There was a petrol station on the ring road, as Marchosias had apparently known there would be. The forecourt was lit up against the dark with the specific brutal brightness of somewhere that was open all night because someone had decided somewhere should be. Mick pulled in and sat for a moment and then got out, slowly, using his wrists on the door.

The woman behind the counter did not look at him in a way that suggested his hands were remarkable. The forecourt at this hour probably assembled a range of presentations.

He found the freezer at the back. Its contents were limited, as petrol station freezer contents were, to a selection that had been curated by someone who had given up. There was a tub of Ben & Jerry’s Cookies & Cream with a dent in the lid that suggested it had experienced a difficult journey at some point in its recent history.

He bought it. He did not buy spoons.

Back in the car, the tub on his knee, he opened the lid using his wrists and looked at it for a moment.

He was lactose intolerant. This was a fact about him that Marchosias knew. It was a fact about him that Marchosias had always known, that had occasionally featured in arguments about food that were ostensibly about other things, that had never once been used as a reason not to buy ice cream when the logic of a situation required ice cream.

He was aware that Marchosias was aware of this.

He ate the ice cream using his wrists to manage the tub and the awareness that this was going to be his problem in about four hours. Marchosias did not say anything. Mick did not say anything. The chip shop light across the way turned off at some point. The forecourt of the petrol station continued to be lit with its specific brutal brightness.

At some point the tub was empty.

The silence that resumed was different from the silence that had been there before. Not better, not resolved. Different in the specific way that the silence between two things that had been through something and had not been destroyed by it was different from any other silence. They were still here. The hands would heal. Whatever Marchosias was working through would work through.

Mick put the empty tub on the passenger seat and looked at the dashboard for a while.

“London tomorrow,” he said.

“Yes,” Marchosias said, from somewhere in the recalibration. “Tomorrow.”

It was not enough. It was what they had. Mick got out of the car, carefully, and went inside.
Hendricks

The pub was in March, four miles from the village, which was far enough that Reeves was confident they were not in anybody’s ambient awareness. She had chosen it on the basis that it had a back room with a corner table that could be reached without passing the bar, and that the landlord’s primary interest appeared to be the football on the screen above the till. Emily Hendricks had driven up from London that morning with a laptop bag, a canvas document tube, and the specific self-contained energy she brought to fieldwork — which was not the word she would have used, but which was what it was.

Hendricks was the SIU’s specialist in entity assessment — which was the institutional language for knowing things that someone her apparent age had no business knowing. She was in her late twenties by any reading of her face and considerably further along by the depth of what she carried, and the gap between the two was one of the things about her that Reeves had long since stopped trying to account for. She wore dark clothing in the deliberate way she always did, the silver chains she favoured catching the light when she moved, and her pale face and dark eyes had the quality of attention she brought to everything — complete, cataloguing, missing nothing. She was scrupulous about the distinction between what she knew and what she was inferring, which was one of the things that made working with her possible.

She had the photographs open on her laptop and a spread of printed pages beside them — her own research, pulled from three days of archive requests she had made after Reeves’s call from the fen edge.

“The weave pattern,” she said, not looking up. “I found three references to it. Two in collections of pre-Reformation practical manuscripts — not mainstream ecclesiastical material, the kind of thing that ended up in private hands after the Dissolution and has been sitting in country house libraries ever since. One in a catalogue of rural Fenland practise compiled by a Victorian folklorist who was probably getting it from oral sources.” She turned a printed page toward Reeves. “The same pattern. The specific over-under sequence, the crossing at the centre points, the orientation toward the base of an elevation.”

Reeves looked at the page. A line drawing, ink on paper, clearly copied from something older. The weave she had photographed in the soft ground at the tumulus base.

“This is a working structure,” Hendricks said. “Not decorative, not commemorative. The manuscripts describe it as a perimeter anchor — the material-side marker for the edge of a site where particular kinds of work were done. The stones define the boundary. The woven structure marks the point of entry and exit.” She paused. “The Victorian source describes it as something the old women in the village did, which is the kind of sentence that tells you almost nothing and also tells you quite a lot.”

“The old women in the village,” Reeves said.

“The recurring figure in this kind of oral material. The practitioner who has always been there. The one who knows the old ways, which is the polite version of knowing things the church would prefer not to know about.” Hendricks turned another page. “The academic literature treats this as folk memory of pre-Christian practise — the isolated survival of something that had been mainstream before the Conversion and was pushed to the margins afterwards. Which is probably true, as far as it goes.”

“And as far as it doesn’t go.”

Hendricks looked at her. “The structure in your photographs is not a survival. It’s not someone recreating a pattern they found in an old book or half-remembered from a grandparent. The condition of it — the layers of repair, the maintained core — that’s someone who has been doing this continuously. The practise is not preserved. It is live.”

“How old.”

“The Victorian source puts it as ‘time out of mind.’ Which is not a useful dating framework.” She turned back to the laptop. “What I can give you with more precision is this: the innermost core of the woven structure — the oldest surviving material in the centre — I sent a close crop of one of your photographs to a contact who works on organic material dating. He looked at it informally, without context. His estimate, based on the degree of lignification visible in the image, was that the central withies were cut at minimum forty to sixty years ago, and the structure around them has been built out repeatedly since.” She paused. “That is the surviving material. It does not date the practise. It dates the last time the core was replaced.”

Reeves looked at the photograph on the screen. The weave she had crouched over in the soft ground at the fen-side base of the tumulus, in the sector that the search team had not been able to reach, maintained with the care of something kept functional across multiple human lifetimes.

“You said you wanted to see it in person,” Reeves said.

“I do. I want to see the stone arc specifically — the orientation. I want to take soil samples from the depression at the centre.” Hendricks’s voice was level, unhurried. “I also want to do it properly and safely, which I think means coordinating with whatever the active investigation looks like at this point.”

“The active investigation,” Reeves said, “is in a degree of flux.”

“I gathered that from your side of the phone call earlier.”

Reeves had tried Mick twice in the last hour. Both times voicemail. She had left one message and not left a second because two messages communicated a degree of urgency she was not sure she wanted him managing from wherever he was. She had sent a text after the second attempt that said only: call when you can.

She looked at her phone now, from habit.

Nothing.

“The subject,” she said carefully, “is a woman. Elderly. Has been in the village long enough that the older residents remember her from childhood.” She watched Hendricks receive this. “She is not simply a practitioner in the folkloric sense.”

“How not simply.”

“I don’t have the full picture.” This was true, and was also less than the full truth, which was that she had the outlines of a picture she was not certain even Hendricks’s framework would accommodate — and Hendricks’s framework accommodated more than most. “What I can tell you is that Mick has been investigating her for two weeks, and that he has taken the case seriously in a way that he reserves for situations that are genuinely serious.”

Hendricks looked at her steadily. “And you haven’t heard from him this evening.”

“No.”

“Should you be concerned.”

“I am waiting to find out,” Reeves said.

—

Her phone went at half past nine.

She stepped outside the pub into the cold of the car park to take it. The market town was quiet, the street beyond the car park empty, the sky very black above the flat land.

“Mick.”

“Yeah.” His voice had the flat careful quality she had been half-expecting — not the voice of someone managing a situation but the voice of someone who had come through something and was telling her about it from the other side.

“Are you all right.”

“Functional.” A pause. “My hands are — there was contact with the working. They’re not burned but they register as burned. Deep tissue. It’ll pass.”

She was quiet for a moment. “And Marchosias.”

“Recalibrating. He’s — it got to something specific. The frequency she used. He’ll come back.” Another pause, this one longer. “We underestimated her, Reeves. The thing at the end of the drove road. We had the shape of it and we walked into a situation we weren’t equipped to handle.”

“What happened.”

“I can’t — not all of it. Not on a phone.” She heard him shift, the small sounds of somewhere uncomfortable. “What I can tell you: she is exactly what the record says she is. The ecology, the archive, the thin place reading — it’s all one thing, and the one thing is thirteen centuries old and operating at a frequency that Marchosias’s capabilities don’t reach. We were on her ground and she used it.”

“How close were you.”

“Close enough. She let us go.” A beat. “That’s the part that’s relevant. She chose to let us go. She didn’t have to.”

Reeves stood in the car park with the cold coming through her coat and processed this.

“I need you to stay away from the cottage,” Mick said. “You and Hendricks both. The south drove road past the field gate — don’t go to that end. She knows what she’s looking for and she knows how to read it when she finds it. Hendricks is the kind of person she would find interesting.”

“Understood.”

“She looks like—” He stopped. “She looks like exactly what she appears to be. An elderly woman in a kitchen garden. She has a grey coat and white hair and blue eyes and she will meet yours with an expression that you will not be able to name the wrongness of. Don’t let that be a reason to get any closer. The wrongness is the point.”

“Reeves told me that on the phone two weeks ago,” Reeves said. “I couldn’t name it then.”

“No.” A pause. “You were right not to be able to name it. There wasn’t vocabulary for it yet.”

She looked out across the car park at the empty road beyond.

“London tomorrow,” he said. “Marchosias has something he needs to work from there. Different approach. I’ll call when we have something.”

“Is there anything you need tonight.”

“No.” The flatness in his voice was not defeat exactly — she had heard Mick defeated, and this was not that register. This was something more like recalibration of her own, the quiet of someone who had looked at the shape of the problem from a new angle and was working out what came next. “There’s something underneath what she is. A mechanism. That’s what we’re going to London for.”

“All right.”

“Keep Hendricks with you tonight. Don’t go back to the area without telling me first.”

“We’re in March. Four miles out.”

“Good. Stay there.”

She heard him end the call and stood in the cold for a moment before she went back inside.

—

Hendricks looked up from the laptop when Reeves sat down. She had used the interval to make notes on the page beside her — the handwriting dense and small, precise in the way she was precise about everything.

“How bad,” she said.

“Bad enough that he called.” Reeves sat. She looked at the photographs on the laptop screen — the stone arc, the woven structure, the depression at the centre where something was placed and removed across a span of time that Hendricks’s Oxford colleague had put at forty to sixty years for the surviving core alone. “He says stay away from the cottage and the south end of the drove road. He says you specifically.”

Hendricks received this without visible reaction. “Because of what I am or what I know.”

“Because of what you represent. Someone who has found the edges of something and is looking at it directly.” Reeves looked at her. “She’s been managing that category of person for a very long time, apparently.”

Hendricks was quiet for a moment. She looked at her notes. She looked at the photographs. She had the stillness of someone deciding how much of what they were thinking to say aloud in a professional context.

“The Victorian source,” she said. “The one with the old women in the village. There’s a line I didn’t read out.” She turned the printed page back toward herself and found the passage. “He writes: it is said among the older inhabitants that she has always been there and will always be there, and that it is not wise to ask what she requires from the fen. He treats it as folklore.” She looked up. “I don’t think I treat it as folklore.”

“No,” Reeves said. “I don’t either.”

She poured what was left of her drink and looked at the back room of the pub, the corner table, the ordinary Tuesday-evening quiet of a market town in November. Outside, four miles of dark Fenland road. A cottage at the end of a drove road. A woman in a grey coat with blue eyes who had let Mick go because she found him interesting.

“Tomorrow,” Reeves said. “London. We wait for Mick.”

Hendricks closed the laptop.

“Right,” she said.
Recovery

The morning of the second day, Mick ate breakfast at the kitchen table of the guest house without tasting it — toast, because toast required nothing — and looked at his hands.

The burn was not visible. That was the specific unpleasantness of frequency damage: the surface showed nothing and the body reported everything. He could hold a cup. He could use a fork. The pain arrived at intervals rather than continuously, a deep pulse like something working its way out, and when he closed his hands the wrongness was exactly where it had been yesterday. No worse. Marginally better. Not yet gone.

Yesterday had been harder than this. He had managed it in the way he had always managed things that were this hard and this idle — a long afternoon in a room with nothing to do but notice the pain and the integration wrongness and the defeat sitting on the windowsill with the patience of something that knew it had time. He had given in to it twice before he stopped giving in to it. There was a bottle of Jack Daniel's on the dresser with about a third of it gone. Not proud of it. Not surprised either.

“The hands will resolve in another day,” Marchosias said. “Two at the outside.”

“I know.” He wrapped both palms around the mug. The warmth helped in the ordinary physical way warmth helped. “It’s not the hands.”

“No.”

The integration was wrong in the way a familiar frequency was wrong when it ran slightly off — not broken, present, but carrying a harmonic that should not be there. He could feel Marchosias the way he always felt Marchosias, the specific weight of him in the architecture of what they were together, but the position was different from where it had been for six years. Not much. Enough to notice. Enough that the noticing was continuous.

“She did not break it,” Marchosias said. “I want to be precise about this. What she did in the constructed space — the partial separation — she prised us apart at the seam without severing the connection. The connection held. What she was doing was manipulating the architecture from the inside, working the gap she had created to deliver the frequency calibration she needed. She had perhaps thirty seconds before you disrupted the working. In those thirty seconds she used them accurately.”

“The emotional architecture.”

“Yes.” A pause with the quality of someone choosing words carefully. “I have been thinking about how to describe what happened. She was not attacking my infernal nature — she told me she had no particular means of reaching it directly, and she was right. What she attacked was the seam between what I was and what the integration has made me. The acquired architecture — the emotional structure I have built through six years of carrying the shape of you.”

Mick looked at the toast.

“You asked me, in the second year, whether I could feel things or was only observing them. Do you remember.”

“I remember.”

“I told you I was uncertain. That the distinction was less clear than I had expected it to be.” Another pause. “I am certain now. What she hit was real. That is how she was able to hit it.”

This landed with the specific weight of something that was true and not comfortable and had to be sat with rather than answered. Mick sat with it. Outside, the November morning was grey and still, the Wisbech street quiet, a car passing at intervals on the road beyond.

“Her standard approach is separation. She has been doing it for thirteen centuries — finding the boundary between infernal and human, working at it, taking the human life force and dealing with the infernal from a position of advantage. The seam is what she looks for. It is always present in a possession. The infernal entity occupies the human, the human is suppressed or eroded, and the line between them is readable if you know what frequencies to use.”

“She couldn’t find ours.”

“No. She spent two meetings looking for it. What she found instead was something she had no category for — not a possession architecture, not a seam, not two things sharing space with one dominant. What she found was what we actually are. And what we actually are is what prevented her from doing what she would ordinarily do.”

Mick turned the mug in his hands. The pain in his palms came and went in its interval.

“That’s why she needed three days to find a different approach.”

“Yes. The emotional architecture was her second choice, not her first. A method she had to improvise because the method she has used for thirteen centuries did not apply. Real emotional structure resonates at the material frequencies she works with — that is the angle she found. It was painful. It was partially effective.” A pause, and in the pause the specific quality of Marchosias arriving at something through deliberate precision rather than feeling. “It was not enough. We broke out of it. The thing that gave her the secondary angle is the same thing that closed off the primary one. The integration runs both directions.”

“That’s the part that’s going to stay with me,” Mick said.

“I know. I have been sitting with it for two days.” Another pause. “What she did to me in the constructed space was the most sustained attack on my architecture I have experienced in four thousand years. I want to be honest about that. Not the most dangerous — the binding in the second year was more dangerous, because it was done by entities who understood exactly what they were dealing with and had the specific capability to do it cleanly. This was different. This was a human practitioner working at material-side frequencies I had not treated as a threat, with an improvised instrument, against something she had never encountered before. And it still took everything we had to break out of it.”

“You couldn’t see it coming.”

“I had no category for it. That has changed now. She used a method once. She cannot use the same method twice in the same way — we know the shape of it. The integration is not less itself for having been tested. If anything—” He stopped. “I am not certain I have the language for what I am trying to say.”

“That’s new,” Mick said. “Wanting the word.”

“Everything about this is new.”

Mick finished the toast. He refilled the mug and sat back down.

Outside, a gull crossed the grey square of window — this far inland, a sign of weather off the coast, the Wash not far from here. He watched it go.

“The recalibration,” he said. “Walk me through it.”

“She distorted my position in the integration — pulled me partially clear of the architecture, held me at a remove. When you disrupted the working I snapped back into position. The recalibration is the process of re-establishing the exact architecture. Not painful in the way pain is, but specific, and slower than I expected.”

“Two days and still going.”

“It is better than it was. Each hour the harmonic reduces. By tomorrow morning I expect to be fully positioned.”

“And after that.”

“After that I am what I am at full capacity.” A beat. “Which is what I was before she used us as a testing ground. I would like to not be in this territory when that happens.”

“No,” Mick said.

“She has been here for thirteen centuries. The shadow network is hers — not by force, by time. Every drove road, every ditch line, every thin place in the flatland reads through her working before it reaches me. I arrived diminished by geography before she looked twice at us. London is different.”

“Different territory.”

“The shadow network in London is deep and old and entirely mine. I am at capacity in that city in a way I have not been once since we crossed the county line. And she is not in the room.”

He was right. He was usually right in the ways that mattered. Mick had spent six years learning which of Marchosias’s positions were instinct and which were the product of four thousand years of precise assessment, and this one was the latter.

“There’s something underneath what she is,” Mick said. “The creditor’s signature in the warding marks at the tumulus — whoever that entity is, whatever the original contract. That’s the thread.”

“Yes. And I cannot pull it from here. The infernal network — the deep contact work, the kind of trace reading that finds an eighth-century contractual signature in a contemporary warding mark — that requires access I do not have in the open Fenland. In London I have years of contact cultivation and a shadow network I can move through at full depth. That is the difference.”

“When.”

“Tomorrow morning. Tonight I need the recalibration to settle. Your hands need tonight as well.”

Mick nodded.

He looked at his hands again — the palms, where the frequency burn sat in the deep tissue, resolving toward something he could live with. They would be all right. He would be all right. They had come through something that had been specifically designed to end what they were, and the thing that had been designed to end them had looked at the result and called it interesting.

He did not know what to make of Agnes. He had known, in six years of this arrangement, entities that were old and powerful and indifferent. He had known entities that were old and powerful and cruel, in the ways that things four thousand years old were sometimes cruel. He had not known anything that was thirteen centuries old and inhabited the material world so completely — the garden, the grey coat, the warmth laid over the thing underneath with the skill of a practitioner who had been applying it since before most of what he knew as history had happened. The warmth was not performance exactly. It was too good for performance. It was applied the way she applied everything: with expertise acquired over centuries, at a level that made it invisible until it wasn’t.

“You are thinking about her,” Marchosias said.

“Yes.”

“Don’t.” Not sharply. With the specific quality he used when he had been thinking and reached a position. “She is not the problem to solve. The creditor is the problem to solve. The creditor is what she has built everything around — the harvesting, the warding, the centuries of staying exactly where she is and not moving. The contract is the structure of what she is. If we understand the contract we understand what she needs, and what she needs is the gap we can use.”

“She let us go because we’re interesting.”

“We have until we stop being interesting, or until we become a threat she does not want to test. We should use the time.”

Mick sat with that for a moment. Then he moved to the dresser, where the Jack Daniel's was sitting with its cap loosely replaced — two thirds left, which was at least something. His hand found the neck of it.

“London tomorrow,” Marchosias said. Quietly. Not a lecture. “I need you clear for what comes next.”

Mick stood there for a moment. Then he set the bottle back down, cap on, and turned away from it.

Mick cleared the table, carefully, using his wrists. He washed the cup and the plate with his wrists. He dried them with his wrists. The ordinary domesticity of it had a specific texture — the slight awkwardness, the body working around the thing that was healing, the small evidence of having been through something and still being here to make breakfast the morning after.

In the flatland a mile north, the tumulus sat in its drainage ditch, the woven anchor at its base maintained since before paper was the medium anyone kept records on. At the end of the drove road, a cottage. Smoke from the chimney, probably. She would be in the garden or in the kitchen, the same as she always was.

London tomorrow.

“London,” Marchosias said, from somewhere in the recalibration, which was going well.

    
    What Was Always Owed

    


  London

The city asserted itself south of the M11 — not dramatically, not all at once, but in the accumulation of the thing: more light, more density, more shadow. The drove roads and drainage ditches giving way to retail parks, then terraces, then the specific compression of inner London, and with it the shadow network coming alive around them in the way it was never alive in the Fens. Not thin filaments reading through Agnes’s working before they reached him. This.

“Yes,” Marchosias said, from somewhere that was already more itself than it had been for two weeks.

Mick said nothing. He drove.

By the time he turned onto Powerscroft Road the recalibration was complete. He could feel the difference — the harmonic gone, the integration sitting at the exact position it had held for six years, Marchosias present in the specific way Marchosias was present when he was fully here. Not the attenuated version. Not the banked-fire version from the petrol station car park in Wisbech. This.

He sat in the car for a moment after he turned the engine off. The street was quiet in the way residential streets were quiet at midday on a Wednesday — a few parked cars, a woman with a pushchair at the far end, a pigeon doing its investigation of the pavement outside number forty-one. The black door of the building stood in its usual state of not being quite level in the frame.

Then he got out and went up.

—

The flat had the quality of somewhere that had been waiting without knowing it was waiting. A week and a half of post on the hallway floor — a bank statement, a circular, a card from Liz that had been forwarded from her old address, which meant it had been sent to the wrong place first. The kitchen was cold in the low-heat way of a room where someone had turned the thermostat down before leaving and the thermostat had done its job without enthusiasm. The air had the specific flatness of a space that had not been breathed in for days.

He put the heating up and opened the kitchen window because the flat needed air, and stood for a moment looking at the strip of concrete that the lease described as a garden. The elder tree in the crack between the wall and the paving had shed its leaves. It would come back in the spring. It always came back in the spring, regardless of whether anyone wanted it there.

“It is good to be here,” Marchosias said. There was a quality in it he did not usually use — not satisfaction exactly, something more like the specific relief of a thing restored to its proper context. The shadow network in the flat was dense with years of accumulated presence, and he was moving through it the way water moved through its own ground.

“I know,” Mick said.

He read the card from Liz — a birthday card, three weeks late, with a message that was warm and brief and asked nothing of him, which was its own kind of care — and put it on the mantelpiece. Then he looked at the flat.

The cleaning took the rest of the morning. Not the disaster zone it had sometimes been — he had been in the Fens, not in a downward spiral, and the flat reflected this — but the specific accumulated disorder of a space whose occupant had been somewhere else. Takeaway containers in the bin from the last night before he left. The investigation board still up on the wall with the Pearce materials on it, the photographs and printed records and the timeline he had built in the first week. He left the board. He cleared the surfaces around it. He changed the sheets because the sheets had been there for two weeks and he was going to be here now, and he made up the sofa with clean covers because there was a reasonable probability that at some point in the next few days someone would need to sleep there.

“Are you expecting guests?”

“I’m being optimistic.”

“That is new.”

He rang Reeves at noon.

—

She came at four, still in her work coat, which meant she had come directly from wherever she had been. She knocked at the street door and he buzzed her in and heard her steps on the stairs — he had known the sound of Reeves on the stairs for long enough that the footfall was a specific thing, unhurried and precise, the walk of someone who was always arriving with a purpose.

He had the kettle on.

She sat at the kitchen table and looked at him the way she looked at things she was assessing — not hostilely, but with the attention she brought to evidence when she was deciding how much of it she already understood.

“You look like you’ve been through something,” she said.

“I have.”

“The hands.”

He turned them palm-up on the table. The burn was resolved — two days in Wisbech and the drive south had finished what the guest house had started, and there was nothing visible, nothing he was managing around any more. But she had noticed in the way she noticed things. “They’re fine now,” he said.

She accepted this. “Tell me what you can.”

He told her what he could. The practitioner at the end of the drove road. Thirteen centuries old, operating at material-realm frequencies — not infernal, not celestial, something older and stranger than either of those categories. The ecology around the site. The harvesting — life force, taken from people who got too close or too curious, across a span of time longer than the recorded history of the place. Pearce. Holt. Others, almost certainly, before either of them, stretching back through the Fenland records.

“The cases won’t close through normal channels,” he said. “There’s nothing I can give you that will hold up anywhere useful. No forensics, no physical evidence, no mechanism a court would recognise. Whatever she’s doing, she’s been doing it since before the legal frameworks existed that would name it.”

Reeves sat with this. He watched her file it — the specific way she absorbed information she could not act on through normal procedure, building the picture of the thing she could not approach from the angle she had been trained to use.

“Hendricks has the weave pattern and the manuscript references,” she said. “The dating.”

“That’s good for understanding what we’re dealing with. It won’t get us to a prosecution.”

“I know.” A pause. “What’s the approach, then.”

“There’s a mechanism underneath what she is. We’re in London now because this is where we can reach it. It’ll take a few days.”

“The infernal track.”

“Yes.”

She nodded, once, in the manner of someone accepting the terms of something they do not entirely like.

“What happened,” she said, “when you encountered her directly.”

It was carefully phrased — not what did she do to you, not how badly did you lose — the phrasing of someone who had understood from the phone call that something significant had occurred and was giving him room to choose how much of it to say.

“She demonstrated the limits of our capabilities in her territory,” he said. “We’re working from London because London is our territory. That’s the relevant part.”

Reeves looked at him. She had the expression she used when she knew he was giving her the functional version and had decided, in this instance, to take it. “All right,” she said.

She wrapped both hands around her mug. Outside, the Powerscroft Road afternoon was doing its ordinary Wednesday business — a car going past, the distant sound of something that might have been a drill two streets over.

“Callum,” she said.

He had been waiting for it.

She had been to see Dr Ward in the village. He knew this from the file notes she had sent him in the first week — the visit that wasn’t logged, the conversation with the family. The bicycle too small for an adult. The trampoline. The woman with the specific composure of someone who had been holding herself together for long enough that the effort had become invisible. Do you think he’s still out there.

What Reeves was asking, now, in his kitchen on a Wednesday afternoon — what she was actually asking, underneath the name — was whether any of this was going to give Dr Ward and her child anything. Whether the resolution, when it came, would include a body to find, a case to close, something that was not the permanent open file of a man who had been in the wrong place and was simply not there any more.

He did not have that answer. He had the creditor’s signature in the warding marks at the tumulus and a plan to work the infernal network from London and the knowledge that thirteen centuries of harvesting had to have left a record somewhere in the infernal architecture. He did not have yes, we will find Callum Ward, his family will have something to bury.

“I don’t know yet,” he said.

It was not the answer she was hoping for. It was the honest one.

She looked at him for a moment, and whatever she was doing with it was her own business — he had seen Reeves absorb things she could not act on, across six years of working adjacent to cases that had no clean resolution, and she was very good at it. Not without cost. With the procedural discipline that had always been what held them together when the things he could not tell her pressed against the edges of what their arrangement could bear.

“Right,” she said. And then: “Keep me in the loop.”

“I will.”

She left at quarter past five. He stood at the kitchen window and heard her on the stairs and then the street door and then nothing, just the ordinary sounds of Powerscroft Road reasserting themselves.

“She did not push,” Marchosias said.

“She never does.” He moved away from the window. “That’s not the same as it not costing her.”

“No.”

He looked at the investigation board. Pearce’s photograph. The timeline. The photographs Reeves had sent from the fen edge, the stone arc and the woven structure that Hendricks now had a manuscript context for. The shape of everything they had assembled over three weeks in the Fens, pinned to the wall of the flat where it had always ended up, the thing coming home with them because the thing was not finished.

“Lilaeth,” he said.

The pause before Marchosias answered was not the pause of consideration. It was the pause of someone choosing how much of an answer the question warranted.

“Walk it through,” he said.

Mick turned from the board. “She brokers introductions. The creditor isn’t something we can reach through the shadow network without effort — it exists at a level below normal contact work, you said so. Lilaeth would know it. She could make the introduction in a day rather than however long this takes.”

“She could,” Marchosias said. “And what would she ask for that.”

“That’s the question.”

“Yes. That is always the question with Lilaeth.” A pause. “She does not charge in obvious currency. She charges in future obligations — small, often, at first. Worded precisely enough that the full scope of what you have agreed to only becomes clear later. She has been doing this for longer than most of the entities in the registry I am trying to reach. She is very good at it.”

Mick said nothing.

“Think about what Agnes did in 699 AD,” Marchosias said. “A woman in distress, seeking help she could not obtain through any ordinary means. She went to something powerful and well-connected and she got what she asked for. She paid attention to the thing she needed and not the terms of what she was agreeing to. The terms were precise. She did not read them.”

The flat was very quiet.

“We would be approaching Lilaeth to solve a problem that arose from a human contracting a debt with an infernal entity and not understanding the full terms. We would be doing this by contracting a debt with an infernal entity whose terms we would not fully understand. I want you to sit with that for a moment before we discuss it further.”

Mick sat with it. It didn’t take long.

“The shadow network,” he said.

“The shadow network. It will be slow. The kind of contact I need for an eighth-century signature is not in the accessible layers. It will require depth.”

“How deep.”

“Deep enough that you will not feel me clearly while I am in it. The contact work at this level runs at a frequency below the range of the integration. You will know I am present. You will not know what I am doing.”

“How long.”

“The first contact tonight. I will know more in the morning about how long the full trace will take.”

Mick looked at the board for another moment, then turned away. The flat was clean. The sheets were changed. The card from Liz was on the mantelpiece and the elder tree in the back was bare and the shadow network ran through the building and the street and the two decades of London that lay in every direction from Powerscroft Road, deep and layered and entirely theirs.

“All right,” he said. “Start when you’re ready.”
The Trace

The lamp off. Not because Marchosias had asked him to. Because the quality of what was about to happen required it — the same instinct that had made him sit cross-legged on the floor in the first year, in the first weeks, before they had found the vocabulary for any of this.

He sat with his back against the sofa and his hands loose on his knees and the flat around him in the dark that was not quite dark, the shadow network running through it at the density it had built over six years of presence.

“I am beginning,” Marchosias said.

And then something changed in the architecture of the integration.

Not dramatically. Not with any of the violence of what had happened on the drove road. This was precise and deliberate — Marchosias going somewhere at a frequency below the register of what passed between them, moving into the depth of the network in a way that Mick could feel at the edge of consciousness without being able to follow. The sensation was not absence. It was the specific quality of someone in the next room doing something very focused and very quiet.

Mick sat with it.

—

The shadow network in the flat was different from the Fenland network in every way that mattered. Not thin filaments reading through someone else’s working. Not the geography of a place that belonged to something ancient and local and did not acknowledge his presence. This was theirs — six years of accumulated contact, six years of Marchosias moving through the building’s shadows with the easy authority of something that had been here long enough to become part of the architecture. The corners of the room. The long dark behind the investigation board. The walls of the hallway, the gap behind the kitchen radiator, the specific depth that accumulated in the corner of the bedroom at the far end.

He could feel Marchosias in all of it, and also below all of it, going somewhere the integration did not reach.

What arrived at the edge of his consciousness was not vision. Not hearing. The analogues were wrong for it — it had no equivalent in any sense he had words for. Something closer to weight. The sense of depth pressing upward from very far down, the way cold came up from the ground in the Fens before the frost reached the surface.

The shadow network in London ran deep. He had known this in the abstract — Marchosias had told him once, in the second year, that the infernal contact architecture in London predated the city, that there were networks in the deep layers that had accumulated across centuries of settlement and each successive human culture had added to them without knowing what they were adding to. He had not asked for more than that. It was not his architecture to know.

He felt the layers now. From the outside. From the edge of what the integration could reach.

The texture of them was not darkness. He had always thought of the shadow network as darkness — that was the surface register, the accessible layer, the network that Marchosias moved through in the ordinary work of their arrangement. What was beneath had a different quality. Something older and denser. Contact points that carried the specific weight of things that had been used and returned to across centuries, the infernal equivalent of a path worn into stone by long use. The city above and the archive below. London going about its business on the surface while underneath it something else entirely held its shape against the centuries.

He sat with the investigation board on the wall and Powerscroft Road audible through the window — a car going past, someone’s gate closing two houses down, the ordinary material world conducting its business outside — and at the edge of his consciousness the depth went on and on.

—

At some point he became aware that Marchosias had found something.

Not the thing itself. Not what it was. The awareness arrived as a change in quality — a shift in the texture of what he was perceiving at the periphery, the way the character of light in a room changes when someone outside turns a light on, without any direct illumination reaching you. Something was there. Something was being examined.

The patience the examination required communicated itself. Marchosias was not moving fast. This was the kind of work that could not be rushed — the contact with an eighth-century contractual signature required depth and the depth required time and the time was happening, had been happening, at a frequency below anything Mick could directly access. He was not in it. He was adjacent to it in the specific way that the integration made adjacency possible — aware without participating, present at the edge of something he could not follow into.

He put the lamp on at some point and made tea and turned the lamp off again.

He tried to read. The words moved across his attention without leaving much behind.

The street outside went through its changes. Traffic thinning. The specific quality of two in the morning settling over Powerscroft Road, the quiet that was never quite silence in this part of the city — the distant sound of a bus on the main road, music from somewhere, the boiler in the building cycling through its work.

He had been in the flat with Marchosias at depth before — in the early weeks, the days when the integration was still finding its geometry, the nights when Marchosias was somewhere in the architecture and Mick was alone in the flat in the way he was no longer really alone anywhere. This was not that. Marchosias was here. The weight of his presence in the shadow network was constant and clear. He was here and he was deep in something and the depth communicated itself in the only way depth communicated itself — not visually, not as sound, but as the persistent sense that a great deal of ground was being covered below the surface of everything.

The investigation board on the wall. Pearce’s photograph. The timeline. The photographs Reeves had sent from the fen edge. At the other end of the shadow network, on the other side of a direct distance that was not the same as the infernal distance, the tumulus sitting in its drainage ditch with the warding marks Marchosias was currently tracing to their origin.

Mick looked at the photographs for a while. Then he turned away from them.

—

He was on the sofa when Marchosias came back.

Not asleep. The quality of attention he had been maintaining did not accommodate sleep — the body kept alert by the same instinct that prevented sleep in a room where something important was happening in the next room. He was present, aware, and Marchosias’s return came as a shift in the integration — a re-establishment of the full contact, the frequency coming back up to the level at which it had operated for six years, the specific quality of Marchosias fully present rather than present at depth.

The clock on the bedside table read 4:12.

Mick sat up.

“I have it,” Marchosias said.

His voice had the quality it had when he had been somewhere that required effort — not damaged, not diminished, but carrying the specific weight of having worked very hard at something for a sustained period of time. The integration sitting at its correct position. The harmonic from the Fens completely gone, replaced by the precise geometry of six years in London.

“The signature.”

“The signature. The entity. The shape of the contract, and a name.” A pause with the particular quality he used when he had arrived at the precise weight of something and was choosing how to set it down. “Not the kind of name you would say aloud. The infernal identifier — the deep registry entry, the signature in the contractual architecture that has been embedded in the warding marks at the tumulus since the eighth century.”

Mick was quiet for a moment.

“You know what we’re dealing with.”

“I know what Agnes has been dealing with for thirteen centuries. Yes.” Another pause. “It is not good news. But it is workable news. There is a distinction.”

Outside, Powerscroft Road was at its quietest — that specific stillness of the hours before the city reasserted itself, before the first delivery lorry and the first commuter, before London remembered it was London. The elder tree in the back was bare. The shadow network ran through the building and the street and the full depth of the city in every direction.

“Tell me,” Mick said.

“In the morning,” Marchosias said. “You need to sleep first. What I am going to tell you will require decisions, and decisions made at four in the morning in this particular emotional register are not the decisions I want you making.”

Mick looked at the investigation board. He looked at the clock. He thought about arguing the point and arrived at the conclusion that Marchosias was right, which was not a comfortable conclusion to arrive at at 4:12 in the morning but was the accurate one.

“All right,” he said.

He lay down on the sofa, which was not the bed but was closer. The integration sat at its full position. Marchosias was here, fully present, the depth-work complete, the network running through the flat at the density it always ran through the flat.

Whatever came next would come in the morning.

Mick slept.
The Witness

Morning arrived at Powerscroft Road without drama — grey light asserting itself through the window without particular commitment. Mick became aware of it from the sofa, where he had slept in the way he sometimes slept when he hadn’t intended to: deeply, without interruption, waking suddenly to full consciousness with no intermediate stage.

He lay still for a moment.

The integration was correct. Marchosias was present in the full specific way Marchosias was present when work was done and the result was in hand — not the depth-frequency of the trace, not the attenuated version from the Fens. This. The flat, the morning, the elder tree bare in the back, Powerscroft Road beginning its Thursday business outside.

He got up and put the kettle on.

—

He sat at the kitchen table with his coffee and said: “Tell me.”

“What you are dealing with is not a power in the sense that I am a power,” Marchosias said. “It is not a hierarchy entity. It does not govern territory or command forces. What it is — what it has been since it came into being, which was before the eighth century — is a specialist.”

He waited.

“It exists to hold outstanding debts from the material realm. Every deal made between a human and an infernal entity that was not fully honoured — terms defaulted on, obligation unmet, contracted exchange not completed — every one of those is in its registry. It locates them. It waits for them. It collects them when collection becomes possible.”

“How many debts.”

“A considerable number. Humans make deals and do not finish paying for them with some regularity, across a very long stretch of history. Many of those deals were small — a harvest, a child born healthy, a rival’s ruin — and the payment was not death but some form of ongoing service or tribute, performed for a time and then simply stopped. It holds all of it.”

Mick turned the mug in his hands. Outside, a bus went past on the main road, four streets over — the specific hollow sound of it.

“Agnes.”

“Agnes’s debt is not the largest in its registry. But it is among the oldest. Thirteen centuries of default at compound terms she did not read in 699 AD.” A pause with the particular quality of someone laying down weight carefully. “The original debt was straightforward. Her life force — or what remained of it at natural death, whenever that came. She has been preventing that collection for thirteen centuries by preventing natural death. What the compounding clause means — she missed it; she was grieving and not a careful reader — is that for every year of default, the entity’s claim expanded to include whatever she accumulated in that year as a direct consequence of the non-payment.”

Mick looked up.

“The harvesting. The stored life force. Everything she built to sustain the refusal is interest accrued on the original debt. She has been growing the claim every year she refused to pay it. Every life she took to extend her own is owed to it. She was paying herself with the creditor’s money. The thing she built to escape the contract is the thing the contract has been waiting to collect for thirteen centuries.”

The kitchen was quiet with this for a moment.

“She doesn’t know,” Mick said.

“She has not looked at the contract in thirteen centuries. She knows there is a debt. She has always known. She believed she was more powerful than whatever would come to collect it, and for most of those centuries she was correct — because collection requires a material-realm anchor, and the entity has never been able to establish one. It has been waiting for someone to provide it.”

Mick turned the mug slowly. “Thirteen centuries is a long time to wait. That’s not inability.”

“No.” A pause. “This is important to understand about what we are dealing with. The entity is not a failed collector. It has not been thwarted. It has been patient in the deliberate sense — the sense of something that understands compound interest better than Agnes did when she signed the contract. Every year she refused to pay, the claim grew. Every soul she harvested to sustain the refusal, the claim grew. The entity has known this. It has been watching a debt it could not yet collect become considerably larger than the debt it was originally owed. Thirteen centuries of compounding is not a loss. It is the investment performing exactly as designed.”

The kitchen was quiet.

“It let the interest run.”

“It is very good at what it does. It has been doing it for a very long time. It understands the mechanics of obligation — infernal, contractual, material — better than most entities I have encountered. Do not mistake specialisation for limitation. A creditor who has waited thirteen centuries for a single debt to mature is not a bureaucrat. It is something that understands patience as a precision instrument.”

Mick sat with this.

“Tell me about the material-realm anchor.”

—

“To assert an infernal debt in the human world, the assertion must be valid across the veil in both directions. The infernal side is what I provide — the contact, the formal presentation of the claim, the witnessing from the infernal register. The material side requires a living human, present, affirming the structure of the mechanism.”

“What does affirming mean.”

“It means standing as material-realm confirmation that the debt is real and collectable. That deals contracted between humans and infernal entities bind. That the terms agreed upon are the terms owed.” A pause. “The witness does not compel anything. The entity does the collecting. What the witness provides is the legitimacy — the human-world confirmation that makes the assertion operative. Without it, the claim exists only on the infernal side. It cannot cross. The entity has known about Agnes’s debt for thirteen centuries and has not been able to do anything with that knowledge, because it has never had a material-realm witness. No human has ever stood up and said: yes, this is real, I confirm it.”

Mick looked at his hands on the table.

The elder tree in the back. The investigation board through the kitchen door. Pearce’s photograph. The timeline. The photographs Reeves had sent from the fen edge — the woven structure in the soft ground at the tumulus base, the stone arc, the depression at the centre where something had been placed and removed across a span of centuries. Callum Ward’s bicycle, too small for an adult, which he had not seen but which had been in the file.

He knew what he was being asked to affirm.

Deals made are deals that bind. Debts contracted are debts owed.

He had made his deal. It had not been a careful negotiation from a position of strength. It had been the night in Hackney six years ago, the specific circumstances of that night, and he had not known what he was agreeing to or what it would mean. He had found out over six years what it meant. The shape of the arrangement. The integration. What Marchosias had become through it and what he had become through it and what they had become together, which was something neither of them had vocabulary for in year one and still only had approximate vocabulary for now.

He had not run.

Every morning for six years, the choice made again without making it into a performance of the choice — the specific ordinary discipline of someone who knows what they agreed to and lives inside it. He had not run.

“You know what I am asking you to affirm,” Marchosias said. Quietly. Without pressure.

“I know.”

“I want to be precise about this.” A pause with the quality of him arriving at something through care rather than instinct. “What you would be affirming is not that every infernal deal is just. It is not a moral statement about the entity, or about the contract Agnes signed, or about any specific terms. It is structural. You would be affirming that what is agreed upon binds. That the mechanism is real. That the deal she made in 699 AD was and remains a deal, regardless of what she has done since to avoid its terms.”

“I know what I’m affirming,” Mick said.

Neither of them said anything else about it. The parallel was present in every sentence of everything that had been said and would continue to be present in everything they said next, and it did not require naming. He had agreed to something. He had been living inside the agreement. He was being asked to stand up in the material world and confirm, by his presence, that this was a thing that was done.

He could do that.

—

“Will it actually end her,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Not diminish her. Not displace her into somewhere she can reconstitute.”

“What the entity collects, it collects entirely. Her life force as it was at the moment of the original contract. Thirteen centuries of interest on the default, which means everything she accumulated during the period of non-payment. There will be nothing remaining to displace.”

Mick nodded.

“And Callum.”

The pause that followed was not evasion. It was Marchosias choosing precision over the easier thing.

“I cannot give you a certainty I do not have. What I can give you is this: his life force is the most recently taken. The least integrated into her store. Between interception and full absorption there is a liminal period — the life force is held but not yet made entirely hers. If any of what she has accumulated is still in that state, it is his. The creditor has no claim on what she has not yet made hers. Whether the timing is right — whether he is still in the liminal when the assertion is made — I do not know. I will not tell you it is likely. I will tell you it is possible.”

It was not a yes. It was not a basis for hope in any comfortable sense of the word. It was the accurate picture of what they had, which was what Marchosias gave him.

Mick finished the coffee.

He looked at the investigation board through the kitchen door for a moment, then looked away from it.

“All right,” he said. “Then yes.”

“You understand what you are agreeing to.”

“I understand.”

He meant it without qualification — the same way he meant the things he committed to when he committed to them, which was completely and with full awareness of what completely meant. He knew what he was saying. He knew what it meant to say it and what it put him in the position of affirming. He said it anyway, because the alternative was Agnes still in the cottage at the end of the drove road and Callum Ward’s mother still doing what she was doing every day in the village, which was waiting without knowing for what.

“Then we go tonight,” Marchosias said. “The contact will be from here — the shadow network, the depth we established last night. You provide the material anchor. I handle the infernal register.”

“How long.”

“It will not take long in terms of what it is there to do. Thirteen centuries of preparation. It knows the terms, the scope of the claim, the full accounting. That part is not the difficulty.” A pause. “The difficulty is that it is very good at negotiation. It has had a long time to practise. It will try to extract something from me for the facilitation — for my role in bringing it a witness and making the assertion possible. It will not phrase this as a demand. It will be subtle about it. It is always subtle about it. This is what it does.”

“How much of a problem.”

“That depends on how well I manage it. I want to be honest with you: it will not be straightforward. The entity that has waited thirteen centuries for a single debt to compound is not something I can simply walk past. It will probe. It will look for the angle. It will attempt to position the negotiation in terms that feel reasonable until they are not.” A pause with a different quality — not uncertainty exactly, but precision. “I do not intend to give it what it wants. I intend to decline everything it offers and present the situation as non-negotiable. But it will push, and I want you to know that before we go in.”

“You expect it to be difficult.”

“I expect it to be exactly as skilled as something that has existed since before the eighth century doing one thing with complete focus. Yes.” A beat. “A Great Marquis of Hell does not locate a debt specialist and present himself in person out of abstract commitment to contractual integrity. It knows that. It will try to make use of that. What it will not know until it tests me is that I am not in a position where I need anything from it except its presence and the assertion. I have the witness. I have the signature. The leverage it thinks it has is not the leverage it actually has.”

Mick looked at him. “And when it works that out.”

“It will be a shorter conversation,” Marchosias said. “But it may take some time to get there.”

Mick set his mug in the sink. He looked out the window at the elder tree, bare and permanent in the crack between the wall and the paving.

Tonight. The work done in the flat, from the shadow network they had built across six years of presence in this building, in this street, in this city. Not on her ground. Theirs.

“All right,” he said. “Tonight.”
Return

The A10 out of London was the same road it had always been. He had known this, going in.

Marchosias did not take the car audio. He had taken it on every previous road trip of any length in six years, without exception, as a matter of what Mick had come to understand was principle. This time the silence held from Tottenham to the junction north of Cambridge without comment, and Mick did not remark on it, because the silence had a quality that did not require remarking on.

The Fens announced themselves the same way they had the first time — the hills of Cambridgeshire running out, the sky expanding, the land flattening into the specific quality of flat that the word did not quite capture. He had been prepared for it this time. It arrived anyway. The drainage ditches alongside the road in their ruled lines. The occasional farm building set against the horizon with nothing to give it scale. The sky coming down to meet the ground with nowhere to stop.

November rather than October. The fields harvested and empty, the soil dark and bare where the crops had been. The drove roads running straight into distances that did not offer anything at their ends except more of themselves. The light reduced to a grey strip over the flat horizon — not the grey of weather coming in but the grey of a sky that had made a decision about its character and was committing to it.

“I can feel the assertion from here,” Marchosias said.

They were passing through the market town — the same feeders at the edges of the housing estate, the same shuttered shop, the same bus shelter. The same evidence of what was below.

“What does it feel like.”

“Oriented. The mechanism is active and it knows where it is pointing. The way a compass knows. I did not have this on the first visit — the shadow network was hostile here, the territory entirely hers, and I arrived diminished and without orientation. Now the infernal architecture has something in it that is pointed at the cottage at the end of the drove road. I can feel it the way I can feel any active working in a network I can access.”

“And she’ll feel it.”

“She will feel something. Whether she knows what it is depends on how carefully she has refused to look at the contract. Thirteen centuries of deliberate non-attention is its own practised skill. The claim activating from inside her own life force — she may not recognise it immediately. She will recognise it eventually.”

The road turned east.

The feeders thinned. Then they were gone, at the same precise edge they had been gone before — the boundary of Agnes’s dead zone, the territory she had maintained so completely for so long that the passive entities who fed on ambient misery had ceased to approach it. They sat at the edges of it, and they waited, and they fed on what came out of it. They were not indicators that anything in the village was well. They were indicators that whatever was in there was not theirs to touch.

The same as it had ever been.

He pulled onto the same verge he had pulled onto in October, where Marchosias had first named the quality of the dead zone. He turned the engine off.

The drove road ran straight ahead into the flat land, toward the slight rise on the horizon where the cluster of buildings sat — the church tower over the yew trees, the first few rooflines visible. Moreton Drove. Three hundred people and a church with registrations beginning 1547 and a cottage at the south end where the drove road ran out at the field gate.

He sat with the engine off for a moment.

“She has not moved,” Marchosias said. “The working at the tumulus is in its ordinary state. The anchor maintained. The thin place as she left it.”

“She doesn’t know yet.”

“She knows something. She will not know what.”

He started the engine and drove into the village.

—

The church. The yew trees. The lane to the guest house where he had spent two weeks living in the specific compression of a case that would not resolve through the methods he had trained for. A woman walking a dog at the far end of the street who looked up briefly and looked away. A child’s bicycle leaned against a low wall — a different child’s bicycle, the ordinary kind, the kind that got leaned against low walls and retrieved again.

Everything exactly as it had been. The kind of exactly that only held at the surface.

He parked at the south end of the village, where the lane became the drove road and the buildings ran out into field. The same place he had parked every time he walked to the cottage. His feet knew the distance. Three hundred metres of straight drove road between the hedgerows, the drainage ditch on the left, the flat field to the right, the field gate at the far end and the cottage beyond it.

The drove road was wet. The ruts from farm machinery had filled with water that reflected the grey November sky. His shoes found the verge and stayed there.

“The assertion is stronger here,” Marchosias said. “The network runs through the drove road. Her working is in it — it was always in it, every ditch line and shadow feeds through her anchor and I felt it as diminishment on the first visit. Now the assertion runs in the same network. Through her own working. She built a structure that reads to the infernal architecture in every direction from the tumulus, and the assertion is using it.”

“It’s travelling along her own roads.”

“Yes. She will feel it as something interior. The claim activating from within what she is, not approaching from without. She has no countermeasure for this because all her countermeasures are oriented outward. She has spent thirteen centuries preparing for a collector to arrive at the door. The contract does not arrive at the door.”

Mick walked.

The hedgerows were bare. October had stripped them and November had not given anything back — the hawthorn and blackthorn in their winter state, skeletal, the drainage ditch visible through the gaps. The field to the right was empty ground, ploughed and awaiting winter. A lapwing moved across it thirty yards distant, low and unhurried, and was gone.

He thought about the first time he had walked this road. The specific quality of uncertainty that had attended every visit — the thing at the end of the drove road that Marchosias was diminished by and Mick had not yet understood. The warmth she applied, the expertise of it. The way she had looked at him with the expression he had not had vocabulary for until he did. He thought about the constructed space and the partial separation and the thirty seconds she had needed and the way she had chosen to let them go.

He thought about her doing this for thirteen centuries. The skill of it. The application.

He reached the field gate.

The cottage was visible beyond it — the grey stone, the low roof, the kitchen garden laid back for winter. Smoke from the chimney, thin and pale against the November sky. The same smoke he had seen every time. She would be in the kitchen or in the garden, moving through the routines of a life she had maintained since before the frameworks that governed anything he knew had existed.

He put his hand on the gate.

The cottage door opened.

She had not come around from the garden. She had not been watching from a window. The door simply opened, on the dark interior of the cottage hallway, in the specific way of someone who had perceived an arrival before it completed. Not surprise. Not alarm. The door opened and she stood in it in the grey coat, the white hair, the blue eyes that met his across the distance of the garden path with the expression he now had vocabulary for.

Not the curiosity of the last time. Not the warmth, applied with thirteen centuries of practise.

She was looking at something she recognised. Not him — not Marchosias. Something behind them, or beneath them, or threaded through them in the architecture of what they were carrying. The expression of someone who has felt a sensation they have not felt since they were a different person, and knows, before the thought is complete, what they are feeling.

The contract.

She did not speak. Mick did not speak.

The smoke from the chimney moved in the November air. The lapwing was somewhere in the field behind him, invisible. The sky held its position, grey and committed, over the flat land in every direction.

He unlatched the gate and went in.
The Last Agnes

She felt it in the kitchen.

Not from outside — that was the first thing she noted, with the part of her mind that noted things before the rest of her mind had decided how to respond. Her perimeter was intact. The wards were functioning. Nothing was approaching from the shadow network, nothing through the thin place at the tumulus, nothing through any of the channels she had maintained and monitored for thirteen centuries. The approach was not from outside.

It was from inside.

She set down the knife she had been using and stood at the kitchen table and felt it more carefully.

She was thorough by habit — thoroughness had been the discipline of her survival since before there was language adequate to describe what she was surviving — and she felt it the way she felt everything: completely and without hurrying toward a conclusion. A frequency she had not felt in a very long time. Something pulling in a direction she had not been pulled in since 699 AD, when she had been a woman with a dying child and considerably less knowledge of what she was signing.

The contract.

She had always known it was still there. She had never not known — the knowing had been the specific quality of the running for thirteen centuries, the thing she did not look at directly. She had not looked at it in thirteen centuries because looking at it did not help anything and the looking required an act of attention she had long since redirected to more useful purposes. She knew the contract was there the way she knew winter would return: as a condition, not a concern.

What she was feeling was not the contract at rest. It was the contract active.

She stood in the kitchen for a moment.

Her countermeasures were oriented outward. They had always been oriented outward — everything she had built to protect herself from collection was built on the assumption that collection would come from outside, that the creditor would arrive or send something that would arrive, through the shadow network or the thin place or some other channel she could monitor and close. She had been right about this for thirteen centuries. Whatever had tried to reach her had been met and turned.

This was not being met and turned because she had nothing oriented inward. The claim was activating from within her own life force. Using her own architecture. Running through the fen network she had built — through the drove road ditches and the worked ground and the anchor at the tumulus — as though all of it had always been the creditor’s road and she had simply been maintaining it on his behalf.

She thought: they went to the creditor.

She thought: they brought it a witness.

She picked up the knife and set it in the rack with the others, because the knife had no further purpose and there was no reason to leave it out.

Then she went to the door and opened it.

—

He was at the gate.

She had known he was there — she had felt the arrival the same way she felt everything within the perimeter, the small disturbance of presence in the network. She had opened the door because she was not going to stand in the kitchen and wait for him to knock. She had never in thirteen centuries waited for anything to come to her that she could go to first. The habit was too old to break and she did not intend to break it.

She stood in the doorway and looked at him.

The man. The Great Marquis in the man, present in the specific way he was always present — not performing, not arrayed, simply there, at the register of something that had been itself for four thousand years and did not require any particular expression of that. She had read the integration the first time he walked past her gate and she had never quite resolved the category problem. Two things, she had thought. A seam between them. A gap she could work. She had spent weeks looking for the gap and had not found it because the gap was not there. There was no seam. There was something she did not have a category for, and the thing she did not have a category for had gone to the infernal registry and found the creditor and given it what it had been unable to acquire for thirteen centuries.

She understood, standing in the doorway in the grey coat with the November sky behind him, what had been done. Not a confrontation. She would have won a confrontation — she had prepared for thirteen centuries for a confrontation. A mechanism. They had not come to defeat her. They had come to make her reachable.

The claim did not care how powerful she was. It never had. It had been in the architecture of the contract since 699 AD, and the contract did not require her cooperation or her defeat. It only required the assertion to be made with a witness standing. A living human, affirming the structure. Yes. This is real. I confirm it.

She looked at the man at the gate and she thought: I underestimated you.

She said it.

—

“You have been very clever.” She said it from the doorway, with the clarity she had always brought to the things that required stating plainly. “You and your friend. I looked at you and I saw a problem I knew the shape of, and I was wrong about the shape.”

The man at the gate said nothing. He had the quality of someone who understood that there was nothing for him to say right now that would serve the moment, which was its own kind of intelligence.

“I have not been wrong about the shape of something in a very long time,” she said. “The integration. I thought it was a seam I could open. I have been opening seams for thirteen centuries. It is what I do. What you are is not a seam.” She looked at the Marquis in him — at the depth of it, the specific quality of four thousand years of being what it was expressed through living tissue at material frequencies. “I did not know what you were.”

The November air moved between them. The smoke from the chimney.

“When I began,” she said, “I would not have let this reach this point. This end is not like the beginning. In the beginning I would have seen you at the gate and I would have taken you apart and placed what remained where no one would find it for a century. I was capable of that. I had the rage for it — something very hot and very particular, the kind of rage that requires an object and works well with any object available.” She paused. “I have been in it for thirteen centuries. And it has achieved nothing. My family is gone. My daughter is gone. They were gone before I signed anything and they were still gone after, and every life I have taken since has not moved that fact one distance in any direction. And there is no one to account for it. That is the thing I understood somewhere in the ninth century and have not found a satisfactory response to since.”

The gate was between them. He had not unlatched it, she noted. He was standing with his hand on it and he had not opened it.

“You were mildly curious about the outcome,” he said. “You said so.”

“I was.” She considered this. “I am still curious about the outcome. That is not the same as being able to change it.”

—

The sensation in her life force changed.

She felt the enumeration begin.

It was not painful. She had expected — on the very few occasions when she had permitted herself to imagine this — that it would be painful. The collection of something built over thirteen centuries should have corresponded to something in the register of pain. It did not. What it corresponded to was something more like the feeling of being read. Each element of what she had accumulated being recognised and noted in the contractual accounting, the way a librarian catalogues a collection, item by item, with complete and specific attention.

The life forces she had harvested. She did not think of them usually as individual things — she had not thought of them individually for perhaps eight centuries, which was when there had been too many of them to hold in any meaningful individual attention and she had begun to think of them as mass, as accumulation, as the store that sustained the working. She thought of them individually now, because the enumeration was individual. Each one noted. Each one counted.

There were more of them than she had thought. She had known the number in the abstract and had not felt it as a number until this moment.

She kept her face still. She had practised keeping her face still for thirteen centuries and she was very good at it.

The compound clause. She had not read it. She had been a woman in the specific crisis of a child dying who had never been ill before and was dying, and she had read what seemed essential and signed what seemed necessary and the clause had been on the fourth section of a document that she had been holding in shaking hands in a cold room in the first winter after the conversion of the kingdom, when Latin was the language of power and she did not have Latin and the entity had been patient and had not told her what she was not asking about.

She should have read the small print.

The thing she had built to escape the contract — every life force, every century of harvesting, the entire accumulated mass of thirteen centuries of refusal — was not the thing that had kept her from the contract. It was the thing the contract was owed. She understood this now, in the way she understood things that arrived too late to be of any use: completely, precisely, without any mitigating ambiguity.

The interest had been running for thirteen centuries. She had been the one running it.

—

She thought, before the end, of her daughter.

The thought arrived the way it always arrived — cleanly, with the practised movement of something she had learned to let pass through rather than hold. But the passing-through had always been possible because there was time on the other side of it. The thought would arrive, she would feel it without holding it, and there would be more time ahead in which the garden required tending and the fen required watching and the practise required maintenance.

There was no time ahead.

The thought arrived and did not pass through. It stayed. Her daughter’s face, which was the specific face of a child who had been ill for six weeks and was dying and who had looked at her with an expression that did not ask for anything and which had been the end of something in her that she had spent thirteen centuries not looking at directly.

The miracle had lasted six weeks. Then she had woken to find her daughter and her husband would not. No mark on either of them. No preceding illness, no warning. They had simply not woken, the way people did not wake sometimes in dwellings where a brazier burned and the air went bad in the night — an ordinary accident, the kind that had a dozen mundane causes and none of them anything she could have bargained against or anticipated or fought. The entity she had contracted with had done precisely what it agreed to do. It had kept her daughter alive through the illness. It had collected what it was owed regardless. Six weeks. She had paid for six weeks of her daughter’s life with thirteen centuries of other people’s children, and her husband was in the ground as well, and there had been no one to account for any of it.

She had known this. She had always known this. She had been running from knowing it since before the arithmetic was complete and she had been running from it ever since.

She stood in the doorway of the cottage in the grey coat with the November sky behind the man at the gate, and she felt the enumeration complete itself, and she thought about her daughter with the specific clarity of someone who has run out of running.

The gate opened.
The Assertion

He unlatched the gate and went in.

The garden path was four steps. He took them without hurrying, because there was nothing to hurry toward now — the mechanism was active, the assertion was live, and what was happening was happening in the infernal architecture whether he moved fast or slow. He walked to the cottage doorway and stood in it.

Agnes was not there. The doorway was empty, and the hallway beyond it was empty, and the specific quality of the cottage’s interior — the warmth it had always carried, the practised human texture of a space that had been inhabited with deliberate care — was absent. Not cold yet. The hearth was still warm. But the presence that had inhabited the space for longer than the building had stood was simply not there, in the specific way that a room was not a room any more when the thing that had made it a room was gone.

He stood in the doorway and felt it through the integration — the collection. Marchosias watching it happen at a level below speech, below the ordinary frequency of their exchange. Quiet, and total, and without contest. Agnes had not fought it. She had understood what it was and what it was owed and she had stood in the doorway in the grey coat and she had not fought it. The claim did not require her cooperation. It did not require anything except the assertion and the witness and the thirteen centuries of compounding that were now, item by item, being settled.

The thin place at the tumulus field — he felt it collapse at the edge of the integration, the way he had felt Agnes’s network on the first drive into the Fens: as a quality of the shadow architecture, a pressure that had been present and was now absent. Not dispersed. Taken. The accumulated energy of thirteen centuries of harvesting, going to settle a debt incurred in 699 AD at the compound terms that had been accruing since.

The thin place was gone.

He stood in the empty doorway and waited.

—

“Wait,” Marchosias said.

Mick waited.

“There is something in the cottage. A life force — held, not integrated. Not part of what was collected.” A pause with the quality of him being very precise about something he was reading carefully. “Recently taken. The binding structure is still active. She had not completed the harvest.”

“Callum.”

“The timing is right. The most recent. The liminal state — between interception and full absorption, still in the binding structure, not yet made hers. The creditor has no claim on what she had not yet made hers.”

Mick stepped into the hallway.

“Carefully,” Marchosias said. Not alarm. The specific quality of someone who had been in the presence of this kind of object before and was not interested in repeating the experience without adequate attention. “I can feel the binding stone from here. It is active. Do not approach it quickly.”

Mick stopped moving.

“Tell me.”

“A binding stone. Material-realm vessel for a captured life force during the liminal period — the mechanism she used to hold what she had taken before the integration ritual completed it. The stone does not contain the life force the way a container holds water. It anchors it. The life force is suspended in the binding — unable to follow the transit current, unable to be absorbed, held in the in-between until the ritual completes.” A pause. “We have encountered binding stones before.”

“The second year.”

“Yes.”

The second year. The binding that Marchosias had named the most dangerous thing done to him in four thousand years — not by power but by precision, entities that understood exactly what they were working with and had applied that understanding with complete accuracy. Six days. The specific quality of Marchosias compressed and held and the integration running at a frequency that was barely functional, and Mick alone in the flat managing things he was not equipped to manage while Marchosias worked through what had been done to him.

He looked down the hallway. The kitchen door stood open at the end of it. Through the gap he could see the edge of the kitchen table, the same table she had stood at when she felt the claim activate, the knife she had set in the rack with the others because the knife had no further purpose.

“Where.”

“Kitchen. The shelf above the hearth. It will look like a stone. Which it is. Dark, smooth, palm-sized. She has maintained it for a long time — the binding practise is very old. Be slow. Do not touch it without understanding what you are going to do with it.”

Mick moved down the hallway. He went slowly, because Marchosias had told him to go slowly and Marchosias’s caution about this category of object was earned.

The kitchen. The hearth still warm, the embers low. The shelf above it — a narrow piece of timber fixed into the stone, with three objects on it: a small bundle of dried plant material, a piece of worked flint of no obvious purpose, and a stone.

Dark. Smooth. Palm-sized, as Marchosias had said. It looked like something picked up from a riverbed a long time ago and kept. It looked like nothing.

“Yes,” Marchosias said. “That is it.”

Mick stood in front of it and did not reach for it yet.

“What does it do if I break it wrong.”

“If you break it without the binding releasing cleanly, the life force it is anchoring is discharged rather than freed. Discharged into the nearest available material. Which in this context would be you.” A pause. “I do not know precisely what that would mean in practise. I have not seen it happen. I do not want to find out.”

“How do I break it right.”

“The binding is oriented. It has a direction — the side that anchors is distinguishable from the side that releases. I can read it from here.” A pause, and Mick could feel Marchosias working at the edge of the integration, the specific quality of him reading a material-realm object at the frequencies Agnes had operated in. “The flat face is the anchor. The rounded side is the release direction. If you break it with the flat face down — against the floor, striking the rounded side on the stone flags — the binding opens toward the release direction and the life force finds the transit current. That is the clean break.”

“You’re sure.”

“I am reading a binding stone I did not design, built to a practise that predates most of the infernal entities I know, from the integration rather than direct contact.” A pause with a different quality — precise rather than uncertain. “I am as sure as I can be from this position. Yes.”

Mick looked at the stone on the shelf.

He had stood in the presence of a binding stone once before, in the second year, on the wrong end of one. He had felt Marchosias compressed and held and wrong in the architecture of the integration for four days, and he had not understood at the time the full scope of what had been done — he had understood it later, in increments, as Marchosias worked through it and told him what he could. The object in front of him was the same category of thing. Built by a different practitioner, oriented differently, holding something other than a Great Marquis of Hell — but the same category. Something that could hold a thing that should not be holdable.

He picked it up.

It was heavier than it looked. The flat face against his palm — he could feel the difference Marchosias had described, not as temperature or pressure but as something in the register of wrongness, the specific quality of a surface that was doing something surfaces were not meant to do. He turned it over. The rounded side up.

He thought about Callum Ward. Nine years old. An afternoon in the Fens that was supposed to be ordinary, that had not been ordinary, that had ended here, in a binding stone on a shelf above a hearth in an empty cottage, suspended in the in-between while Agnes completed the rest of her work.

He set his jaw and brought it down hard against the stone flags.

—

The sound was a crack and then nothing.

The two halves of the stone lay on the flags in the morning light coming through the kitchen window. The heavier half had skittered under the table. The break was clean — the stone had fractured along the flat face, the way Marchosias had said it would.

“Yes,” Marchosias said. The quality of his voice had something in it that Mick had not heard often — the specific register of something witnessed that could not be unwatched. “It found the transit current. It went.”

Mick stood in the empty kitchen and looked at the broken stone on the floor.

“In the material realm,” Marchosias said, “nothing has changed. Callum Ward is in a drainage ditch at the field’s edge and has been since the afternoon he disappeared. That fact does not move. The search team will find him, or has found him, or will find him. His body is where it is.”

“I know.”

“Beyond the material realm, one life force out of all of them did not go to the creditor. The creditor has no claim on what she had not yet made hers. It found the transit current. It went where life forces are supposed to go.” He stopped. “I am not going to tell you what that means. I don’t know what it means. I am telling you what happened.”

Mick crouched and picked up the two halves of the stone. He set them on the table. He did not know why — it was not a useful act, the stone was broken and would not be repaired and served no further purpose. It was the same instinct that made him straighten things in rooms where something had happened. The ordinary human response to disorder.

He looked at the two halves for a moment.

There was a folded cloth on the shelf beside the hearth — a piece of linen, worn and clean, the kind of thing kept for no specific purpose except that someone had always kept one there. He took it down and wrapped the two halves of the stone in it, separately, so they did not grind against each other. Then he put them in his coat pocket.

“You are collecting these,” Marchosias said.

Mick said nothing. He smoothed the cloth over the shape of them in his pocket and straightened up.

At the flat in Hackney, wrapped in silk in a cushioned case in the drawer of the bedside table, an obsidian sphere that had once held a Great Marquis of Hell for six days sat in its ordinary darkness. Without its sigil. Waiting for nothing in particular.

He went outside.

—

The drove road in November. The hedgerows bare, the drainage ditch to the left running full with the recent rain, the field to the right empty and dark-soiled after the harvest. The church tower over the yew trees at the far end, two hundred metres away, the village going about its Thursday morning as villages did.

He felt the change in the infernal ecology before he consciously noted it.

The dead zone was not dead any more.

Not dramatically — nothing announced itself. But at the edges of his perception, in the register that six years with Marchosias had built into him, he could feel the passive entities returning to the perimeter. The despair feeders that had kept away from this territory for as long as Agnes had maintained it, clustering back now that the thing they had understood as the apex predator was gone. The ordinary ambient misery of a small Fenland village in economic difficulty — the specific quality that had always been underneath the dead zone, that she had been suppressing not out of kindness but because competition was inconvenient — becoming available again. Normal arithmetic. Miserable arithmetic. The kind that existed everywhere humans lived in insufficient conditions and always would.

It was not a comfort. It was accurate.

“The thin place is gone,” Marchosias said. “The anchor at the tumulus held nothing now. The woven structure will be there for a while — material objects do not unmake themselves. But it has no working behind it. It is hazel withies in soft ground. That is all it ever was.”

Mick stood on the drove road.

He did not feel like it was enough. He had known it would not feel like enough before he came back to the Fens — he had known it the morning after the creditor, standing at the kitchen sink looking at the elder tree, and he had come back anyway because correct was what was available and correct was what they had done. A thirteen-century harvest ended. The thin place gone. One life force that the creditor could not claim because Agnes had not finished making it hers, finding the transit current and going where it was supposed to go.

Callum Ward was in a drainage ditch. His mother was in the village two hundred metres away doing whatever she was doing on a Thursday morning. That would not change. The investigation would find him, or the family would spend years without finding him, and neither outcome was altered by what had happened in the infernal architecture.

It was not enough.

It was correct.

“One went the right way,” Marchosias said. Quietly. Without editorialising. Stating a fact, because it was a fact, and leaving Mick to decide what to do with it.

Mick stood on the drove road for a while. The lapwing was somewhere in the field. The sky held its November position, grey and committed. The church tower. The yew trees.

Then he turned and walked back to the car.
Found

She was standing outside the church when the call came through.

She had driven up that morning — not because Mick had asked her to, not because there was anything official she needed to do in Moreton Drove on a Thursday. Because she had been doing this work adjacent to his for six years and she had learned to recognise the shape of a day that required her to be somewhere, and this was that shape. He had called from London the night before to say they were going back to the Fens in the morning. He had not said what that meant or what would happen when they got there. She had not asked. She had driven up.

The church was the place she had spent the most time in the village — interviews with the archivist, conversations in the porch, the afternoon she had sat in the back pew with her notebook and worked through what the register told her and what it didn’t. She stood now under the yew trees in the November morning, her breath clouding, the church tower above her and the yew branches winter-bare, and she waited.

She did not know exactly what she was waiting for.

Her phone went at 9:47.

She did not recognise the number — a local mobile, the area code she had learned over three weeks of working this patch. She answered.

“DI Reeves.”

“This is DS Fletcher, Cambridgeshire Major Crime.” A pause with the quality of a man composing himself. “We’ve had a development on the Ward case. A local farmer — David Kemm, farms the field to the south-east of the tumulus — called it in this morning. He was checking his drainage after the overnight rain. Found what he thought was clothing caught in the intake at the field’s edge.” Another pause. “It was Callum Ward.”

Reeves stood under the yew trees and listened.

“We’ve got a team on the way. It’s — he’s been there a while. Since the beginning, we think. The ditch runs along the south edge of the sector we searched in October. Fletcher’s team — my team — we came within thirty metres. The water level was lower then. The intake wasn’t accessible.” His voice had the specific flatness of someone delivering information they had been delivering for long enough to have found the register for it. “I wanted you to know before it went through official channels. Given your involvement.”

“Thank you,” Reeves said.

She said a few more things — the right things, the procedural things, the things her rank required. She noted the grid reference. She asked about the family liaison and was told one was already en route. She ended the call and stood in the cold for a moment under the yew trees.

Thirty metres.

She had stood in that sector in October with the sector map in her hands and the flat field running out to the south and the soft ground at the field’s edge where Fletcher’s team had not been able to take equipment. She had stood within thirty metres of him and turned back because the ground was wrong and there was nothing to indicate he was there.

She filed this away in the place she kept things she could not act on. It was a well-maintained place, after six years of working adjacent to Mick Hargraves.

—

She made three calls. Family liaison confirmed — a DC she had worked with before, competent and careful, the right person for the next few hours. The duty inspector at Cambridgeshire, to ensure the handover was clean and her SIU involvement was flagged at the appropriate level. Hendricks, briefly, who answered on the second ring and said nothing for a moment and then said: “Right. Thank you.”

She did not go to the family’s house. She knew her limitations in this regard and observing them was its own discipline — the specific competence of knowing which role was yours and which was not. The DC would be there within the hour. Dr Ward would be told by someone who had been trained to say it and who would sit with her afterwards, which was the correct thing and not the thing Reeves could provide.

What she could provide was what she was already doing: standing in the cold, making the calls that needed to be made, ensuring the machinery moved correctly.

She walked south through the village.

—

The drove road was empty. The village behind her, the field gate ahead, the drainage ditch running alongside the road in the way it always ran — full now with the overnight rain, the water dark and level with the bank in places. The hedgerows bare. The sky grey and committed.

She reached the field gate and stopped.

The field to her left was where Fletcher’s team had searched in October. She looked along the south edge of it, toward where the drainage inlet would be. She did not walk to it — that was Fletcher’s ground now, his scene, and she had no business there. But she looked at it for a long moment, at the flat field and the dark soil and the ordinary November morning conducting its ordinary business over the ordinary geography of it.

He had been there all along. While his mother sat in the village and came to the door of the surgery every morning and drove past the search team’s vehicles and did whatever it was she did to get through the days — he had been thirty metres from where the search team turned back.

Reeves looked at this fact and let it be the size it was.

Then she turned and looked south.

The drove road ran between the hedgerows to the field gate at the far end, and beyond the field gate the cottage sat in its garden. She had not been down this road since Mick told her not to go to the south end. She was not going down it now. But from the gate she could see it clearly enough.

The chimney was cold. No smoke. The curtains on the kitchen window stood open in the way curtains stood when no one had decided what to do with them — not the particular arrangement of a person’s habit, just open, with nothing behind them. The garden was a garden in November, bare and orderly, the beds turned back for winter.

She did not know exactly what had happened in that cottage last night. She knew what Mick had been working toward in the weeks since they drove back from Wisbech. She knew what the infernal track meant and what it required, in the approximate terms he had been able to give her. She knew he had gone in through the gate this morning — she had seen his car parked at the south end of the village when she arrived — and she knew the cottage was now empty.

She did not know the shape of it. She had learned, over six years, the specific discipline of holding the outline of something she could not fully see — the thing that lived in the gap between what Mick could tell her and what the work actually was. The cottage was empty. The case was closed by the only means it had been closeable. Those were the facts in the register she could keep, and she kept them.

She stood at the gate for a while. The lapwing was somewhere in the field. The sky held its position.

Then she took out her phone and called Mick.

—

He answered on the third ring.

“They found him,” she said.

“I know.”

She registered this — the two words, the specific quality of already-knowing in them, the thing it implied about what had happened this morning and how he had come out of it. She filed it in the same place she kept the other things. He said I know and she did not ask how.

“David Kemm found him,” she said. “Farmer. Drainage inlet at the south edge of the search sector. Thirty metres from Fletcher’s team.”

A silence that was not empty.

“Fletcher’s team did what they could with what they had,” Mick said. “The water level was lower in October. The ground was different.”

“I know.”

She looked at the cottage. The cold chimney. The open curtains.

“His mother,” she said.

“Yes.”

“The liaison is on the way. It’ll be handled correctly.” She paused. “I’m not the right person to be there.”

“No.”

Another silence. The wind moved in the hedgerows.

She thought about Dr Ward. The specific composure she had seen in October, in that village surgery with the photographs on the mantelpiece — the woman holding herself together with the visible effort of someone who had been holding for long enough that the effort had become invisible. Do you think he’s still out there. She had not been able to answer that. She still could not. She could only stand at a field gate in November and know that he had been thirty metres from where the search team turned back, and that the answer to the question was the answer it had always been, and that knowing it was not the same as finding a way to give it to his mother that made it bearable.

There was no way that made it bearable. That was the fact.

She looked at the drove road.

“You couldn’t have got there sooner,” she said.

She did not know if it was true. She had been doing this work long enough to know that the lines between timely and too late were rarely as clear as anyone wanted them to be, and that the question of whether different choices at different points would have produced different outcomes was a question that consumed people if you let it, and that letting it consume you was not discipline, it was the opposite. She did not know if Mick had done everything that could have been done in the time available to do it.

She said it anyway.

A silence.

“No,” Mick said. “I know.”

She stood at the gate until she heard him end the call. Then she put her phone in her pocket and looked at the field and the drove road and the empty cottage at the end of it, and she let the November morning be what it was for a while — cold and grey and over, in the specific way that cases were over when the thing that needed to be done was done and the thing that needed to be found was found and what remained was only the weight of it, which did not go anywhere.

Then she walked back through the village to her car.
What the Fens Remember

He settled the bill at the guest house at seven in the morning.

The woman who ran it — he had never learned her name, had paid in cash at the beginning and left envelopes under the door on the intervening weeks, the arrangement of someone who understood that a police consultant appearing and disappearing at irregular intervals was the kind of thing that did not benefit from documentation — opened the door before he knocked. She had that quality of early risers in small rural establishments: already present, already decided about the day, the kettle just boiled. She counted the notes without making it visible that she was counting them, said she hoped everything had been sorted, and did not mean anything specific by the word sorted. He said it had. She nodded and gave him the look that country hospitality gave people who brought trouble into a quiet place and took it away again — the specific gratitude of someone who had not been able to ask what was happening but was glad that whatever it was appeared to be over.

He walked to the car in the November morning. The village at seven o'clock — one light in a kitchen window, a dog somewhere further along the street, the church tower over the yew trees catching the first grey suggestion of the day. He did not look at the drove road. He already knew what it held now: an empty cottage, a field gate, a drainage ditch at the south edge of a search sector that he would not need to walk again.

He put his bag in the boot and got in the car.

“North,” Marchosias said.

It was not a suggestion. It was the recognition of what Mick was already going to do, stated because Marchosias was present and naming it was a thing he did. Mick started the engine and turned north out of the village, away from the A10, away from London, toward the long flat road along the old Wash edge.

—

He had driven this road once before, in the second year, when he had needed to think something through and had driven until the driving itself became the thinking. He had not known this road in particular — it had arrived under his wheels the way roads arrived when you drove without deciding where you were going, turning along the obvious route that the landscape suggested. Flat land. The sea somewhere to the right, behind the sea-wall embankments, invisible. The sky as wide as it had been in every direction since he left Cambridgeshire behind and entered Norfolk, but different here — oriented toward the water, the grey light coming in low from the east over the marsh and the reclaimed ground and the absence of anything to interrupt it.

He drove at sixty on the empty road. The drainage channels alongside. The occasional farm building at the horizon. Fields in their winter state, emptied of crops, the soil dark and level. November had committed to itself out here — no ambiguity about the season, no suggestions of anything warmer coming. The sky made no promises.

“She built it from grief,” Marchosias said.

He had not said anything for the first twenty minutes. The silence had been the appropriate kind — not absence, not the distance Marchosias occasionally put between them when the work required it, but the specific quality of someone present and quiet, which was its own register of company. The words arrived without preamble because they did not need preamble.

“I know.”

“Thirteen centuries of it. The grief did not diminish — that is the thing that interests me. She found a way to feed it rather than carry it. The harvesting was functional, and it was also the grief, given a direction. Every child she took was the one she could not keep. I do not think she knew this consciously by the time I met her. It had been too long.”

Mick drove.

“She told me,’’ he said. ”At the gate. She knew. She’d known for a long time — somewhere in the ninth century, she said. That the arithmetic didn’t add up. That none of it had moved anything.”

“And she continued.”

“And she continued.”

The road turned slightly east. The sea-wall embankments ran alongside for a stretch — the held-back weight of the Wash invisible behind them, all that flat salt water sitting higher than the land, maintained behind the earth and the patience of drainage engineers. He had thought about that the first time he drove this road, in the second year, before he had understood quite what the integration was or what it would become. The weight of something kept contained by sustained effort. He had not made the parallel conscious at the time. He was making it conscious now and deciding that it was too neat, and that neat was not the right word for anything in this particular landscape or this particular case, and that Agnes and Agnes’s grief were not a metaphor for anything he carried.

They were what they were. Her daughter’s face, which was the specific face of a child who had been ill for six weeks. The miracle that lasted until it didn’t. An entity that had done precisely what it agreed to do, and collected precisely what it was owed, and had been waiting ever since.

He thought about standing at the kitchen sink in Hackney, looking at the elder tree. The morning after the creditor meeting, the assertion live and the mechanism in motion and nothing left to do except wait for morning and drive back to the Fens. He had stood there for a long time. He had not been thinking about Jamie Matthews at that specific moment — he had been thinking about Agnes, and the compound clause, and the particular cruelty of a contract that turned everything you built to escape it into the thing it was owed. He had not been thinking about the parallel.

He was thinking about it now, and he had the same response to it that he had at the kitchen sink: yes, and.

Yes, he had made a deal. Yes, the terms were what they were and had been from the beginning. And he had stayed in the contract and faced it and done the work, morning after morning, case after case, and that was not triumphant and it was not sufficient and it was what was available to him. He was not Agnes. He was not Agnes for one reason and one reason only, which was that the difference between them was not the nature of the deal or the quality of the grief. It was the choice. Made every day. Not once. Not at the moment of signing and then maintained as a fixed position. Made again, each time.

He did not say this aloud. Marchosias knew it. The integration knew it. There was nothing to say.

—

The road turned inland near the market town.

The shadow network thickened as the buildings arrived — terraced housing at the edge, the specific density of a town that had been here a long time and had been carrying its accumulated difficulty for most of that time, the feeders distributed through the margins of the estate in their ordinary patterns. He moved through it without effort. The network opened for the car and closed after it, the way it always did, the way it had been doing for six years on every road between every case in every part of the country. The feeders at the edge of the road registered the integration and made whatever adjustment feeders made and moved aside. Not a threat. Not a diminishment. The ordinary arithmetic.

He thought about the dead zone. The specific quality of the absence around Moreton Drove, when he had first pulled onto the verge in October and felt it — the territory cleared for two miles in every direction, the feeders sitting at the edges of it in their patient cluster, waiting. He had felt that quality as wrongness before he had vocabulary for it. Now he had the vocabulary and the understanding and it was still wrong, but correctly wrong, the way the absence of something harmful was still a kind of absence.

The town fell away behind him. The network thinned and the sky came back.

“The thin place is gone,” Marchosias said. He had said it once already, on the drove road, and he was saying it again because it bore repeating. “The anchor held nothing. The ordinary passive entities will return to the territory within weeks. Winter despair, economic difficulty, the specific misery of isolated agricultural communities in a season that offers nothing. The usual arithmetic.”

“I know.”

“It is not a comfort.”

“No.”

“It is accurate.”

He drove.

Jamie Matthews had been eleven years old. He had been in the wrong place in the wrong week in the wrong city, in the first year when Mick had not understood the full scope of what he was working with and had made a set of choices that were individually defensible and collectively the wrong call. The case had ended correctly in the infernal terms — the entity had been dealt with, the mechanism closed, the harm contained. Jamie Matthews had been dead since the Thursday before the mechanism closed. That was the fact. It had not moved in five years. It would not move.

He drove alongside the flat land. The Fens in November, doing what the Fens did.

The boy who had not come back from an afternoon’s exploring in the drained fields — he was in a drainage ditch at the south edge of a search sector, and his mother was in the village, and Reeves was driving back to Cambridge with the specific weight of a case that ended and did not resolve, and DS Fletcher’s team had come within thirty metres. The infernal arithmetic had produced one outcome among the possible outcomes. One life force had found the transit current rather than the creditor’s collection. That was the stone in the linen cloth in his coat pocket, two halves wrapped separately so they did not grind against each other. It was not enough.

It was what it was. It was correct, and it was not enough, and he was carrying both.

The two things did not weigh differently from each other. They were not in competition. He had spent a portion of the first year under the impression that carrying multiple ongoing griefs was an arithmetic problem — that the total weight was the sum of the parts and the sum was finite and eventually it would be too heavy. He had spent enough years since to know that this was wrong in the way that category errors were wrong: the grief for one child did not add to the grief for another in a way that produced a larger version of either. What it produced was the specific quality of someone who carried both and understood that both would remain. Not the sum. The specific character of each, maintained individually, alongside each other.

The road joined the A-road junction. South. London.

He put his indicator on and waited for the junction to clear.

—

The A10 came back to him south of Ely — the same road he had driven on the first trip in October, in the other direction, with the Marchosias commentary on the infernal ecology and the dead zone arriving at the edges of his perception. The sky had been the same then. The drove roads running to the horizon. He remembered thinking: this is going to be its own kind of case. He had not known the shape of it yet. He had known the quality of the flat and the sky and the absence around the village and the specific wrongness of a shadow network that someone had been maintaining for longer than the categories for such things had existed.

The Fens gave way to the Cambridgeshire hills the same way they always had — reluctantly, in increments, the ground rising so slightly that it took ten minutes of driving to register that you were climbing. Then the trees arrived, and the hedgerows, and the farms with fields that did not lie flat to every horizon, and the specific quality of the sky diminishing from enormous to merely large.

“I want to listen to something,” Marchosias said.

Mick reached forward and turned the car audio on without asking what. Marchosias took it immediately — the input for the navigation screen, the specific second-year discovery that he could operate it, that the integration extended to things in Mick’s immediate physical context if the contact was consistent and the mechanism was understood. The track that arrived through the speakers was Brunt's "St Felix of Nola" — slow and fuzz-heavy, with the kind of weight that settled early and stayed there. He had heard it before, on some other long road, in some other aftermath. Marchosias had a specific taste for this register of music and had been exercising it for six years.

Mick drove south.

He was not going to Moreton Drove again. The investigation was concluded in the terms available to the SIU — Hendricks would receive his report, the infernal anomaly flag would be marked resolved, the specific category of entity Agnes represented would go into the database with as much description as the integration could provide and Reeves could translate into language that read as professional rather than impossible. DS Fletcher’s team would handle what remained. The family liaison would handle what the family required. The machinery would move.

He was not going to the tumulus field, though he knew it would be there — the hazel withies still woven into the soft ground, the structure intact in its material form, the working behind it gone. Hazel withies in soft ground. That was all it had ever been.

He was going back to the flat in Hackney and the investigation board and the specific quality of Powerscroft Road at this time of year — the elder tree bare, the kitchen window, the obsidian sphere in its case in the bedside drawer keeping company with a piece of linen cloth and a broken stone. He was going back to Hendricks, to the SIU, to Reeves at her desk and whatever was waiting on it. He was going back to the work, which was the thing he had always been going back to.

The road signs counted down London in hundreds of miles, then dozens.

The shadow network opened and closed around the car as it moved through the towns — Huntingdon, St Neots, the motorway corridor thickening with density and noise and the accumulated weight of everything that lived in the margins of human concentration. He felt it as he always felt it: the integration reading the ecology without effort, the way a body processed a temperature change, automatic and complete. The feeders in their specific distributions. The thin architectural traces of historical presences, compressed and faint, in the old buildings at town centres. The ordinary ongoing arithmetic of a species that generated sufficient misery to sustain an entire shadow ecology and had been doing so for as long as it had been building things.

It was familiar. Mick drove in it and through it and it moved around him the way it had been moving around him for six years and it was familiar — not safe, not simple, not resolved. Familiar. The integration as habitation. The shadow network as the medium through which they moved and always would move.

He thought about Jamie Matthews. He thought about a boy in a drainage ditch in Moreton Drove who had been nine years old on an afternoon in August that had seemed ordinary.

He carried both.

He drove south, with the November sky closing in over the motorway, and the shadow network opening and closing around the car like breathing, and it was familiar, and it was enough.
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