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Synopsis
In the seventh installment of the series, detective Mick Hargraves and his bound demonic partner Marchosias are forced to settle a long-standing debt when the powerful infernal Lilaeth calls in a favour. The task requires them to liberate an ancient, celestially imprisoned entity known as the "Muted Prophet" or the "Bound Voice," which has been silenced for twelve millennia to prevent the "containment of consequence" associated with its ceaseless, oracular speech. The investigation begins in the quiet halls of the British Library and leads to the shadows of the Infernal Market in Paris, where the sources explain that freeing the entity requires reassembling a shattered Achaemenid bronze disc hidden across ancient sites.

The mission escalates into a perilous international trek through the Alborz Mountains, the underground sanctuaries of Isfahan, and the salt flats of the Dasht-e Kavir. As Mick recovers the fragments under the threat of modern military operations and lethal celestial-grade wards, he is pursued by rival factions, including the brutal Duke Vorath and the manipulative Dantalion, who seek the entity's power for their own ends. Amidst the cosmic horror of Göbekli Tepe, Mick must rely on an obsidian binding stone from his own past to confront a pre-hierarchical guardian, all while questioning if he remains truly human after years of navigating the liminal spaces between life and death.
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  The Crossroads Club

The man at the kitchen window looked like he was dying.

Not dramatically. Not in any way the NHS would have been much help with. He was standing in his kitchen in a dressing gown at six in the morning, both hands wrapped around a mug, looking out at the street with the expression of someone who had forgotten what they were supposed to want from the day. He was forty-one, according to the SIU file. He looked considerably older than that. The weight loss over the past three weeks had been notable even in the surveillance photographs — the jaw sharpening, the neck thinning, the overall impression of a man being steadily consumed from the inside.

Which was accurate, as it happened.

“She hasn’t left yet,” Marchosias said.

“I know.” Mick had the car parked across the street, half-visible behind a delivery van, with a direct line of sight to the second-floor flat. He’d been there since four. The coffee had not survived. “How many times has she fed tonight?”

“At least four times. The residue pattern is — enthusiastic.”

The file had two prior victims. First one, a forty-seven-year-old accountant in Islington, was in the Royal Free with unexplained cardiac deterioration. The second had not made it to hospital. Cause of death listed as heart failure; the SIU had quietly flagged it as something else. When Hendricks had sent Mick the case summary three days ago, the note at the bottom had read: third victim identified, known address, do not engage without backup protocol. The backup protocol, in this instance, was Marchosias.

At seven minutes past six, the door to the flat opened and she came out.

She was beautiful in the way that expensive forgeries were beautiful — technically flawless, entirely accurate, and wrong in a way you couldn’t locate until you’d been looking for a while. Everything about her was calibrated: the hair, the posture, the quality of her coat. She came down the front steps with the unhurried satisfaction of someone who had spent a night being exactly what she was and was entirely comfortable with that.

Mick got out of the car.

“The glamour is quite accomplished,” Marchosias said. “She’s had centuries to refine it.”

“I can see that.”

“Can you? You’re human. What you’re seeing is the surface presentation. Underneath it she’s—”

“I don’t need the detail.”

“I was going to say ‘something quite different,’ not provide anatomical specifics.”

She had clocked him the moment he stepped onto the pavement. They always clocked him, eventually — there was something about the way he moved in these situations, the way he oriented, that was not entirely consistent with a man who had simply stepped out of a parked car at six in the morning. Her stride didn’t break. Her expression didn’t change. But her attention had shifted and they both knew it.

“Morning,” Mick said.

“Good morning.” Her voice was warm, precise, pitched for intimacy at close range. She smiled. He’d been in proximity to enough supernatural entities over the years that the glamour registered as pressure rather than persuasion — a thing pushing on him that he could feel without being moved by. “Can I help you?”

“SIU. I’d like you to come with me.”

A half-second pause — enough to tell him she knew what that meant. Then the warmth dialled up slightly, which was a mistake on her part. “She’s going to run,” Marchosias said, and she did, turning left and moving fast, and Marchosias was already ahead of her.

Mick didn’t see exactly what Marchosias did. He never did, when it was fast work. What he saw was the woman stop moving as though she’d walked into something invisible, her coat spreading around her with the sudden force of it, and then a stillness that was not voluntary. Not pain — she wasn’t in pain. But she was not going anywhere.

Mick walked over. She was watching him with an expression that had dropped the warmth entirely and replaced it with something much older and considerably less pleasant.

“There we go,” he said.

He called Hendricks. The line picked up on the second ring, which meant she’d been awake. She was almost always awake when there was a live containment.

“It’s done,” Mick said. “She’s bound. Third floor walk-up in Streatham. You’ll want a team with a portable containment frame — she’s been here long enough that there’ll be residue in the flat as well.”

“The victim?” Hendricks’s voice was level, efficient.

“Ambulatory. He doesn’t know what’s been happening to him. He’ll need the standard referral pathway.” A pause. “And probably a doctor.”

“I’ll send both. Twenty minutes.”

He ended the call and stood on the cold pavement with a bound succubus and the particular quiet of very early morning. Down the street, a milk float made its unhurried way around a corner. A fox crossed the road without looking at either of them.

“She’s trying the glamour on me,” Marchosias observed, with mild interest. “It’s impressive, actually. She’s reoriented the frequency for infernal susceptibility rather than human. That’s unusual.”

“Is it working?”

“Of course not. But I appreciate the creativity.”

Upstairs, through the window, the man was still standing in his kitchen. He’d moved to the sink now and was running water over something, the mechanical motions of a person going through a morning routine by memory rather than intention. At some point in the next twenty minutes he was going to come downstairs looking for her, and Mick was going to have to tell him something.

He thought about what that something would be while he waited for Hendricks’s van.

It would not involve the word succubus. It never did. The standard language was predatory entity and your welfare is our concern and we’d like you to speak with someone. The something that wasn’t said was that the man would recover — the draining reversed over weeks if he stayed clear — and that the one in Islington probably would too, and that the second victim would not. None of those three things were Mick’s to give him on a cold pavement at quarter past six in the morning.

The van arrived at nineteen minutes. Hendricks’s team were professional about the containment frame and efficient about the victim, who had indeed come downstairs and who stood in his doorway looking at the woman in the frame with an expression of such naked desperation that Mick had to look away.

He walked back across the street to the car.

The card was on his dashboard.

Not on the seat. Not on the floor. On the dashboard itself, standing upright against the defroster vent between the speedometer and the windscreen, in a way that suggested it had always been there and it was Mick who was the newcomer to this arrangement. He’d been across the street for twenty minutes. The car had been locked.

He sat in the driver’s seat and looked at it for a moment before picking it up.

Thick card stock. A single word in embossed lettering: Crossroads

Nothing else. The card was warm in a way card stock shouldn’t be.

“Ah,” Marchosias said.

Mick turned it over. Blank on the reverse. He already knew what it meant — you didn’t spend seven years in this city without learning what that word on a card implied, and who sent them. “Lilaeth.”

“The method is consistent with her.”

“You’ve seen her leave cards before?”

A not-quite-pause. “I’m familiar with her methods.”

“The favour,” Mick said.

“Most likely.”

“How did she know where I was?”

“She didn’t need to know where you were. She needed to know where to put it.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the most accurate one I have.” A pause. “Entities like Lilaeth don’t track locations. They track debts. When the debt was ready to be called, the card would find you. That’s how those agreements work.”

Mick turned the card over again. Blank on the reverse. “She could have done this three years ago.”

“Yes.”

“She’s been waiting.”

“Yes.”

“I was starting to think she’d forgotten.”

“She doesn’t forget.”

“No.” He set the card on the passenger seat. Looked at the address again. “What does she want?”

“I couldn’t say.”

“Couldn’t or won’t?”

“The distinction carries implications I’m not in a position—”

“Marchosias.”

A silence that was qualitatively different from the conversational kind. “I don’t know what she’ll ask. I know what she’s been watching. Those are different things.”

“What has she been watching?”

“It would be better discussed after the meeting. You’ll have more context.”

Which was either genuine pragmatism or deflection dressed up in practical clothing. Both were possible simultaneously. After seven years of this, Mick had stopped trying to tell the difference and started tracking the outcomes instead.

“Fine.” He checked the clock. Quarter past five. “I need to sleep for an hour and then eat something.”

“There’s that Turkish place on the corner. I verified this morning it’s still standing.”

Mick looked at him — the middle distance, the place where Marchosias’s presence registered if he chose to focus on it. “You verified?”

“I was awake. You were asleep. I had nothing else to do.”

“Seven years,” Mick said. “What happened to the aloof Great Marquis of Hell?”

“He’s been awake since four in the morning in a surveillance vehicle in Streatham,” Marchosias said. “He is adapting to the conditions.”

Mick got out of the car. “And if they’re not open yet?”

“They open at five-thirty. I checked that too.”

“Of course you did.”

He went upstairs without laughing, which was probably the right call. The man’s face in the doorway was still too recent for it.

He slept for three hours, ate something that qualified as breakfast by the loosest possible definition, and let the warmth of the card guide him.

That was the only way to describe it. No address, no directions — just a faint pull, the same quality as the card’s warmth, drawing him west and then south until he was standing in a side street in Mayfair looking at a door that had no reason to be where it was.

Not a building. Not a warehouse. Just a door, set between two stretches of unremarkable wall, in a street that had been there long enough to know what belonged on it. The door did not belong on it. It stood with the settled confidence of something that had always been there, which was the kind of confidence that should immediately raise questions.

“This isn’t Soho,” Mick said.

“No.”

“It was in Soho. Last time. A warehouse.”

“Yes.”

He looked at the door. Plain wood, no number, no bell, no handle visible from his side — and yet clearly a door, clearly intended to be used. “How does it move?”

“It doesn’t move. The threshold is fixed. The door is wherever she places it.”

“That’s not a distinction I find particularly clarifying.”

“The Club exists in liminal space — genuinely between realms, not anchored to any material address. The entrance can open anywhere she chooses. In Soho, because that suited her then. In Mayfair, because this suits her now.” A pause. “If you paid closer attention when you arrived last time, you would have noticed the building around the entrance didn’t quite connect to itself. The warehouse was dressing. The door was always just the door.”

“And how do — others find it? If it has no fixed address?”

“The shadow network carries its resonance. Those who know the frequency can feel where the threshold currently sits. For those she summons—” Mick felt rather than heard the gesture toward the card in his coat pocket. “The invitation does the work.”

“What if I don’t go in,” Mick said. Not seriously. Half a question.

“Don’t.”

“I’m just—”

“I know what you’re doing. Don’t.” The tone had changed — not sharp, not urgent, but stripped of everything decorative. The voice Marchosias used when he meant to be heard without interference. “You did not negotiate a forfeiture clause. When the contract was agreed, you accepted the terms as written and left the consequences of refusal unspecified. Do you understand what that means?”

“That she can name them.”

“That the contract names them. And a contract of that nature, with those parties, with no forfeiture specified — the default consequences are not hers to decide. They are the contract’s to impose. I have seen what that looks like.” A pause that had a particular quality to it. “I would not let it happen to you. But I would not be able to stop it either. So.”

Mick looked at the door.

“Right,” he said.

“Go in.”

He pushed it open.

The interior was the same as it had always been, which confirmed the point — whatever the door was attached to on the outside, inside was inside, and inside did not change.

The interior of the Crossroads Club existed in defiance of what the building’s exterior suggested was possible. Inside, it unfolded into dimensions that didn’t fit — balconies that shouldn’t have been there, corridors bending at subtly wrong angles, a central atrium stretching upward into a darkness that consumed light rather than merely being the absence of it. The lighting pulsed just slightly out of sync with the music, which carried undertones at frequencies human instruments couldn’t produce. Listening to it too carefully left you feeling like something was crawling under your skin.

The patrons appeared human at first glance. At second glance, in the peripheral vision, things became less reliable — glimpses of eyes that caught light the wrong way, fingers at angles that joints weren’t supposed to manage, smiles that had too many components. Mick kept his eyes forward and moved through the main floor with the deliberate pace of someone who had been here before and knew what attention looked like.

A server met him at the foot of the spiral staircase — androgynous, features too symmetrical to be entirely comfortable. “Mr. Hargraves.” Their voice modulated between registers in a way that suggested the question of register hadn’t been settled. “She’s expecting you.”

“Of course she is,” Marchosias said quietly.

The staircase extended upward considerably further than the building’s exterior made any sense of. At the third floor, the corridor stretched away to obsidian double doors that stood open, the room beyond illuminated by a pearlescent light with no obvious source.

Mick went in.

Lilaeth’s salon defied simple description. The walls breathed — or appeared to. The furniture looked grown rather than built, its curves organic in a way that suggested bone and sinew. And at the centre of it all, reclining on a chaise of midnight blue, was Lilaeth.

Porcelain-pale skin that captured the room’s strange light. Hair the colour of deep water at night. Features that had been assembled for maximum effect and knew it. Her dress appeared to be made from darkness given a pearlescent surface — it moved occasionally in ways that had nothing to do with her breathing. As she shifted to sit upright, something flickered beneath her perfect skin for just an instant — a second face pressing outward before subsiding — and then she was just herself again, which was unsettling enough.

She regarded him with the expression of someone who had been waiting for precisely as long as they had chosen to wait.

“Mr. Hargraves.”

Her gaze moved, very slightly — not to Mick but to the space beside him, the register where Marchosias’s presence sat. Something shifted in her expression. Not warmth exactly. Something older than warmth, and considerably more complicated.

“And you,” she said.

Mick felt Marchosias go still in a way that had nothing to do with movement.

“Lilaeth.”

“I heard you were bound.” She was still addressing the space beside Mick, which was a disconcerting quality in a conversation. “Silenced. Quite effectively, from what reached me.” The almost-smile arrived. “I was pleased to learn it was temporary.”

“Were you.”

“Don’t be tiresome.” Her voice carried something Mick had no category for — too precise to be affection, too particular to be professional. Something that had accumulated over a timespan he couldn’t usefully imagine. “You know I was.”

A silence that stretched a beat longer than it needed to.

“The feather,” Marchosias said. Not quite a question.

Something moved through Lilaeth’s expression — three registers in rapid succession, each entirely opaque to Mick — before settling back into composure. “Still where I keep it,” she said. “Still what it was.” Her eyes returned to Mick. “Remarkable, isn’t it. What the two of you have become.”

“We work together,” Mick said.

“Yes.” She studied him with the attentiveness of something that found most things predictable and was genuinely interested in exceptions. “That’s exactly what I mean.”

Mick decided not to examine that further. “Lilaeth.” He sat in the chair across from her. She reached to a sideboard that appeared from the ambient darkness and poured something into a glass that caught the room’s light like liquid obsidian, setting it near him. He left it where it was.

She watched him do it. The scent in the room was cinnamon and something underneath that was not cinnamon at all. “You’re careful.”

“Old habit.”

“From which encounter specifically?”

There was no warmth in the question, but something that might have been professional curiosity. He didn’t answer it. “The favour. That’s what this is.”

“Yes.”

She let him wait for long enough that the point was made. Then: “I have a task for you. One that falls within the agreement.”

“What kind of task?”

“Something old is imprisoned.” She placed her hands flat on the table — a gesture that would have looked like openness from anyone else. “I need it freed. I need you to free it.”

“Why me?”

“Because the agreement names you.” A slight pause. “And because what’s imprisoning it requires a particular approach. You’ll understand that better once you’ve looked into what it is.”

“What is it?”

“Something very old. Very patient.” Her voice carried nothing. No warmth, no threat, no relish — just precision, the way you described the terms of a contract. “It has been bound for a long time. Not for any crime.” She held his gaze. “That distinction matters.”

Mick let that sit for a moment. “Interesting,” Marchosias said quietly. There was something careful in the word. “She believes it. Or she wants you to believe she does.”

“Where is it?” Mick asked.

“That is part of what you’ll need to determine. The where and the how. I’ll give you what I have.” She reached into her jacket and produced a folded paper, sliding it across the table. “The rest is investigation. You’re good at that.”

“And if what I find changes the picture?”

“It will.” Something moved behind her eyes — not warmth, nothing approaching it. Closer to the satisfaction of a mechanism functioning as designed. “What you find will change the picture considerably. That is part of what I’m asking for.”

Mick took the paper but didn’t unfold it. “And if I refuse?”

“The agreement was made. The favour is owed.” The almost-smile produced itself. “I’m sure you remember the circumstances.”

He did. He’d sat in this room — a different version of it, a version where Marchosias had been silenced and the weight of that absence made every surface in the place feel closer than it should — and he’d agreed to it with the pragmatism of someone who needed something badly enough to accept terms he couldn’t fully audit. She’d given him what he came for. He’d given her the agreement. That was how it had worked.

“What are the constraints?” he said.

“The task must be completed within twelve months of the asking.” She folded her hands on the table, unhurried. “I am asking tonight.”

Mick looked at the paper, then back at her. “What does the agreement say about when you could ask?”

“That I could ask at a time of my choosing.”

“Before some limit?”

“Before my choosing ceased to be mine.” Her voice remained level, precise, entirely free of apology. “The agreement specifies no window in which the asking must occur. Only a window in which the completion must follow. I have been patient about the asking.” A pause. “You have twelve months from tonight.”

“She’s telling the truth about the terms,” Marchosias said. “I can feel the weight of the agreement from here. That’s what it says.”

Which meant she’d been holding it. Sitting on the favour for three years, waiting for this precise moment. Whatever alignment of circumstances made now useful — made tonight the night she put the card on his dashboard — that calculation had been running for a long time.

Mick unfolded the paper. Handwritten, the script so precise it was almost typeset. Three paragraphs. He read them twice, folded it again, and put it in his coat pocket.

“I’ll need to look into this.”

“I know.”

“It may take time.”

“You have twelve months.” She said it without inflection. “I’m not concerned about your pace.”

He stood. “I’ll be in touch.”

“Yes,” she said, in the tone of someone describing a fact. “You will.”

There was nothing more to add to that. Mick walked back through the low room, past the booths, up the stairs, and out through the door into the cold Mayfair street. The November wind had the mean edge of something that had come a long way to be unpleasant. He stood on the pavement for a moment, breathing it in, the folded paper in his coat pocket warm against his ribs.

“Well,” Marchosias said.

“Something old. Something imprisoned.” Mick started walking toward where he’d parked, a street over. “Not for any crime. That was interesting.”

“Yes.”

“You knew something was imprisoned.”

“I know of things that have been bound. As one knows of geological ages — as fact, not experience. Things sealed so long ago that even the architecture of it is older than—” A pause. Not hesitation. Something closer to careful selection. “I need to look at what she gave you before I say more.”

“Fair enough.” He reached the car, unlocked it, got in. Sat with his hands on the wheel without starting the engine. The street was quiet. Somewhere a few roads over, a taxi made its grinding gear noise at a junction. “You knew what the card was. When it appeared. Before I said anything.”

“The warmth of it was—”

“Marchosias.”

A long pause. “I recognised the method. Yes.”

“And you’ve been quiet since.”

“I’ve been thinking.”

“You’re worried.”

“I am—” A beat. “Thoughtful.”

“You’re worried,” Mick said again, not as a challenge. Just as a thing that was true. He looked at the middle distance, the register of presence just to the left of his sight line, where the demon existed in its particular relationship to this world. “I need to know if there’s something I should know before I start pulling on this.”

“There are things that were bound for reasons that made sense when they were bound,” Marchosias said slowly. “The reasons do not always survive. The bindings sometimes outlast their justification. That happens. I’ve seen it.” Another pause. “But things that have been imprisoned for a very long time are generally imprisoned by entities with considerably more power than the ones being asked to free them. The question of why Lilaeth can’t do it herself is— relevant.”

“She said it requires a particular approach.”

“Yes. She did say that.” The formality in his voice had sharpened slightly, the way it did when he was being precise about something that mattered. “I would like us to understand what we’re walking into before we decide anything.”

“She already called the favour. There’s not much deciding to do.”

“There is always something to decide.”

Mick started the engine. The heater made its usual complaint about the first thirty seconds of operation. He sat with the warm air beginning to assert itself and thought about an entity bound so long that Marchosias — who had existed since before the Apostolic era and had opinions about the Council of Nicaea — described his knowledge of it as geological.

“All right,” he said. “We look into it first. Before anything else.”

“Good.”

He pulled out into the road. West, then north. The city doing what it did, which was continue. On a street behind them, a narrow door between a bar and a tailor’s showed no light beneath it and no sign that anyone had been down the stairs beyond it in recent memory. The man who had opened it was already somewhere else.

The paper in Mick’s coat was still warm.

“Turkish place is closed by now,” Marchosias said. “There’s an off-licence on the Holloway Road that does reasonable enough—”

“I know the one.”

“I’m simply noting options.”

“Seven years,” Mick said. “Seven years and you’re scoping off-licences.”

“I have always been thorough.”

“That’s one word for it.”

“What would you use?”

Mick considered the question for the length of two traffic lights. “Domesticated,” he said.

The noise Marchosias made in response was not quite undignified, but it was in the vicinity. It lasted most of the way to Holloway Road. Which was, all things considered, not a bad way to end an evening that had just become considerably more serious than the morning had suggested.
The Search

The paper was three paragraphs.

Mick had read it four times in Lilaeth’s salon and another three in the car on the way home and twice more before going to sleep, which was why he’d woken at six with the sense that the words had been working on him in the dark and had made progress he hadn’t authorised.

He made coffee and read it again.

Lilaeth’s handwriting was the kind of precise that suggested the concept of imprecision had never occurred to it. Each letter perfectly formed, each line perfectly level, the margins exact. Three paragraphs. The first named the thing as the Bound Voice and described it as something ancient, sealed, celestially imprisoned at a thin place of great age. The second gave three characteristics: that it had been imprisoned for longer than most living entities could verify from personal knowledge; that it spoke without ceasing but in patterns that circled rather than pointed, riddles rather than answers, proximity rather than instruction; and that it possessed no eyes or ears. The third paragraph said only: The instrument of its liberation requires preparation. Begin with what exists in the material realm.

That was it. That was everything Lilaeth had given him.

“She’s told you almost nothing,” Marchosias observed.

“She’s told me the category,” Mick said. “And she’s told me there’s an instrument. Both of those are starting points.”

“They’re the starting points she chose to give you.”

“As opposed to the starting points she could have given me.”

The not-quite-pause that meant yes.

Mick set his coffee down. “How much do you know.”

“About what specifically.”

“Don’t.” He waited. Through the window, the street was doing its early morning routine — a man with a dog, a woman with a bag of recycling, a delivery lorry that had given up on reversing and was simply blocking the road with resignation. “The Bound Voice. Do you know it?”

A longer pause this time. “I know of it.”

“How much do you know of it.”

“Enough to know that Lilaeth’s description is accurate.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I’m prepared to give before you’ve done your own research.” A beat. “I’m not going to tell you what to think before you’ve thought. You’ll be better equipped if you arrive at it yourself.”

Which was, in Marchosias’s particular vocabulary, a way of saying: there is a specific conclusion I want you to reach without my fingerprints on it. Mick had learned to recognise the construction over seven years. It usually meant the conclusion was unpleasant and Marchosias was giving him the courtesy of the approach rather than the destination.

“Fine,” Mick said. “I’ll start at the outside and work in.”

“That would be sensible.”

—

He called Hendricks at half past nine.

Dr. Emily Hendricks had arrived in the SIU’s orbit a couple of years into Mick’s involvement with them — appearing, as these things sometimes went, from somewhere that never quite resolved into a specific somewhere, with credentials that answered most questions and raised a few new ones. Her relationship to the supernatural world was precisely defined in professional terms: she studied it, she classified it, she kept records that no other institutional body in the country would acknowledge existing, and she declined, firmly and consistently, to participate in field operations. What she was very good at was the kind of reference that didn’t appear in publicly accessible academic databases. What she knew, and how she knew it, Mick had largely stopped asking about.

“The Bound Voice,” she said, when he’d given her the term. A pause while she presumably wrote it down. “That’s a new one. Context?”

“Ancient. Celestially imprisoned. Associated with prophecy or truth-speaking. Multiple names possible — I only have one at the moment.”

“How ancient?”

“Older than most infernal records, I’m told.”

Another pause, longer. He heard the sound of a filing cabinet. “I’ll need some time. Where are you looking — Mesopotamian? Pre-Sumerian? General Near Eastern?”

“All of it. Whatever crosses.”

“I’ll call you.”

He spent the rest of the morning in the British Library’s humanities reading room, which had the virtue of being large enough and quiet enough that Marchosias’s presence registered as nothing more than an occasional cold current of air near his left shoulder — easily attributable to the ventilation system, which any regular visitor would confirm was unreliable.

He’d requested four texts on the basis of their index entries: a 17th-century compendium of demonological classification, a Victorian survey of ancient Near Eastern mythology, a more recent academic monograph on celestial-infernal cosmology in pre-Zoroastrian Persian thought, and a translated collection of Akkadian temple records. The last was a long shot. He started with the compendium because the 17th century had a weakness for cataloguing things it didn’t understand and the catalogues were often more useful than the analysis.

He found it on page three hundred and twelve.

Not the name. A description — a brief entry, barely half a page, under a heading that translated roughly as entities of sound and compulsion. The text described an entity referred to as the Silent Bearer, classified as infernal but held under celestial binding — a distinction the author found remarkable enough to italicise. The author’s note: unlike common voice-entities of the infernal class, this one does not direct or compel; it speaks as a river speaks, continuously, without regard for the recipient; what it speaks is said to be truth but truth without orientation, circling its subject rather than arriving at it; that celestial authority should bind and hold an infernal entity of this nature speaks to an accord the author has encountered in no other source, and to which he commends the most serious future attention.

Mick read it twice, wrote out the key lines, and turned to the Victorian survey.

Nothing in the survey directly. But a footnote on page eighty-nine, referencing a Sumerian text the author had been unable to locate in translation, mentioned a bound voice held under celestial seal by accord with the infernal and noted that all three major ancient source traditions agreed on one detail: the binding was imposed not as punishment but as containment of consequence.

Containment of consequence. Mick wrote that down too.

“You found something,” Marchosias said.

“The Silent Bearer. Same entity, different name. 17th-century demonological compendium.” Mick kept his voice at the level the reading room required, which was barely above a murmur. The researcher two tables away had headphones in and wasn’t paying attention. “Infernal entity, celestially bound. The author found that remarkable enough to underline. Speaks continuously — not directed speech, circular, proximity-based. And a footnote in the Victorian survey: binding described as an accord between celestial and infernal authority. Not punishment. Containment of consequence.”

More silence. The quality of it was different from the usual Marchosias silence — less deliberate, more like the pause of someone who had been prepared for a conversation to go in one direction and had watched it go precisely where they were hoping it wouldn’t.

“The Victorian scholar was reading correctly,” Marchosias said, eventually. “That much I’ll confirm.”

“Not punishment. Containment.”

“Yes.”

“Containing what consequence.”

“That is a question whose answer will become clear.”

“Marchosias.”

“I am not going to—” A pause. “Later. Not here. When you have the full picture, we will discuss it.”

He didn’t press. The reading room wasn’t the place for it and Marchosias knew that; the deflection was genuine rather than tactical. Later meant later.

—

Hendricks called at quarter past two.

“The Silent Bearer,” she said. “I have three references and they all agree on the basic taxonomy, which is unusual for this age of source material. Usually you get three references and four contradictions.”

“What do they say?”

“Infernal entity, celestially imprisoned. That part is consistent across all three. The binding is described as the product of an accord — both celestial and infernal authorities party to it, which is the detail that makes it unusual. Most bindings of infernal entities are unilateral. This one was negotiated.” A pause. “The sources are vague on what the infernals received in exchange for agreeing to the containment, but they all agree the accord exists and that it’s what makes the binding stable.”

“What does it do? The entity itself.”

“Speaks. Apparently without stopping, when it’s free. The descriptions are consistent: continuous speech, circling its subjects rather than landing on them. Truth in it, but truth that orbits. It has no eyes, no ears — the sources are consistent on that. What it perceives it does so by other means, and what it perceives it speaks about.” A pause. “One source uses the phrase it speaks as fire speaks: constantly, in all directions, about what is immediately present to it.”

“And the imprisonment? What’s the consequence of freeing it?”

“The accord breaks. Or fractures — the sources are ambiguous about whether full breach or just significant damage. Either way, it’s described as serious enough that both parties to the accord agreed it was worth maintaining the binding rather than risk it.” She hesitated, and with Hendricks a hesitation was notable. “There’s also a secondary concern in two of the three sources. An infernal entity speaking in proximity to people who don’t understand what they’re hearing — continuous, circular, psychically proximate speech from something very old and not directed at anyone — the sources suggest the effect is not benign. Not compulsion. But not nothing.”

Mick noted all of it. “Does any source say who it is? What its name is?”

“No. Only what it does and why it’s bound.”

He thanked her and ended the call, then sat for a moment looking at his notes.

Two names, two traditions, one entity. The Bound Voice — Lilaeth’s term, contemporary infernal usage. The Silent Bearer — 17th-century Western demonological classification.

Both of them circling the same thing. An infernal entity, held under a joint accord, speaking constantly in patterns that circled and orbited without landing, imprisoned not because it had done anything wrong but because the consequences of its freedom were considered too significant to permit.

And Lilaeth — herself infernal, herself party to the accord that kept it bound — wanted it freed.

That was the part worth sitting with.

“You have enough now,” Marchosias said.

“I have the shape of it.” Mick gathered his notes. “Not the why of it. Why seal a truth-speaker? What truth is dangerous enough to warrant celestial-grade imprisonment for millennia?”

“That’s the question.”

“What’s the answer.”

“The answer is the reason Lilaeth cannot free it herself.” A pause. “The accord was made between celestial and infernal authority. Both sides agreed to the binding. The infernals received something in exchange — what exactly is not recorded, or not recorded anywhere I can access — and gave their agreement that the Tongue would remain bound. Lilaeth, as an infernal of standing, is party to that agreement. She cannot move directly against it without breaking it, and breaking it exposes her to both sides simultaneously. She needed an instrument who is party to neither hierarchy.”

“Someone who owes her a debt,” Marchosias continued, “and who operates in the space between.”

Mick considered that. “If the celestials have custody — why not take it to their realm? Lock it away properly. Problem solved.”

A pause. “That is not how the realms work.”

“Explain.”

“Nothing infernal can ever pass into the celestial realm. Nothing celestial can ever enter the infernal realm. These are not rules. They are the architecture. An infernal entity — which the Tongue is, regardless of who holds its binding — would be destroyed at the celestial threshold, not admitted. The infernals would not accept unilateral celestial custody in their own realm; they had equal standing in the accord. Neither side could hold it in their own territory. The only ground available to both was the material realm.”

“So it’s here because neither side could take it anywhere else.”

“The material realm is the only place it can exist under joint terms. So that is where they put it — in a thin place old enough and remote enough that neither side needed to acknowledge direct custody. Guarded. Hidden. Not in either realm.”

“And Lilaeth can’t send someone of her own to free it because—”

“Because any infernal of her standing who moves against the accord acts in her name. The consequences would fall on her directly. She needed someone the accord does not recognise.”

Mick stood and pushed his chair back. The reading room was thinning out in the early afternoon quiet. “She told me it wasn’t imprisoned for any crime.”

“That is true.”

“But she didn’t tell me it was imprisoned because its freedom would destabilise the arrangement between realms.”

“No.” Marchosias was very carefully not saying more than was required. “She did not tell you that.”

Mick put his notebook in his coat pocket and walked out into the corridor. The British Library’s interior had the quality of a building that knew it contained things worth knowing, which was true of most libraries but more specifically accurate here than in most. He found a quiet alcove off the main stairs and stopped.

“So she used me,” he said. “She wants possession of the Tongue. She can’t free it herself — not without violating the accord she’s party to. But I’m not party to anything. I’m not infernal, I’m not celestial, I’m not in the accord. If I free it, she has clean hands. She didn’t break the accord. I did. And then what’s free is hers to collect.”

“That is an accurate summary of the situation as I understand it.”

“And you knew this.”

“I suspected it from the moment the card appeared.”

Mick looked at the mid-distance where Marchosias registered. “How long have you known about the Tongue? The actual entity.”

“Long enough. It exists in infernal knowledge the way geological ages exist in human knowledge — as fact, not experience. Something known rather than encountered. I was aware of its existence and its binding. I was not aware that Lilaeth had placed herself in a position to call a debt for its liberation.” The precise, careful formality that meant he was being rigorously honest. “Had I known, I would have counselled you differently when the agreement was made.”

“You mean you would have told me not to agree.”

“I mean I would have told you to negotiate the forfeiture clause. The outcome would likely have been the same. You needed what she offered.”

Mick thought about the salon on the third floor, a different version of it — Marchosias silenced and the weight of that absence pressing down on every surface — and the pragmatism with which he’d agreed to terms he couldn’t fully audit because he’d needed something badly enough to accept them.

“Right,” he said.

“The task is still the task. Lilaeth’s reasons don’t change the mechanics. The Tongue is bound. It needs to be freed. You’ve agreed to free it.”

“And the balance accord.”

“Is a consequence of what she’s arranged. Whether she anticipated the full weight of it is a separate question.” A pause that was doing more work than it showed. “Your obligation is the task. Not the architecture it disturbs.”

Which was not quite reassurance. Mick noted the qualifier — implies — and filed it alongside everything else that was accumulating in the column labelled what Marchosias is not saying yet.

He walked out of the British Library into the afternoon, the November air doing its usual impression of something that had taken the request for autumn and fulfilled it with the maximum possible joylessness. The task was clear enough. What was imprisoned, why it was imprisoned, what freeing it would do to the architecture of the realms.

Now he needed to know how to free it.

“That will require different resources,” Marchosias said. “What you need next won’t be found in an academic library.”

“The Infernal Market.”

“Eventually, yes. But first—” A pause that felt like calibration. “There is a name you haven’t found yet. Not the Silent Bearer, not the Bound Voice. The one that predates both of them.”

Mick stopped walking.

“You know it.”

“I know what it was called in the records of the Third Choir. Before the accord.” Something in the tone that Mick couldn’t fully name. Something that was not quite reverence and not quite dread and occupied the space between. “It was called the Muted Prophet. The emphasis was not on the prophet.”

“On the muted.”

“On the silencing of something that cannot, by its nature, be silent.” The pause. “It speaks. That is what it is. Constant, circling speech — it has no eyes or ears, and yet it perceives what is close to it, and what it perceives it speaks about, in riddles and circles that contain truth if you can find the centre of them. The imprisonment doesn’t change what it is. It only prevents it from being heard.” Another pause. “In its own terms, the muting is the injury. Not the imprisonment. The silence imposed on something that exists to speak.”

The street around Mick continued with its afternoon business entirely unaware of the conversation happening in it. A bus went past. A pigeon navigated a chip paper with professional focus. A man in a hi-vis vest argued into a phone about a delivery that had gone somewhere it wasn’t supposed to go.

Mick started walking again.

The task was clear. What wasn’t clear was what would happen when something that spoke constantly in riddles about whatever was nearby — something infernal, ancient, with no eyes or ears, perceiving by means the sources didn’t describe — was freed into the world and began speaking again. Not a controlled release. Not a single clean answer to a question someone had prepared. Just speech, circling its subjects, about whatever it sensed around it. About whoever was standing closest when the binding broke.

He wondered what Lilaeth intended to do when that happened. Whether she’d thought about it more carefully than the academic literature had.

He thought about asking Marchosias directly.

He didn’t ask.

Some questions were better approached from the side. And the answer, in this particular case, would arrive eventually whether he was ready for it or not.
The Tongue Revealed

He slept badly and was awake by five, which was unusual. Normally he slept the sleep of someone who had made a pragmatic peace with the things he knew, and who was not given to lying awake cataloguing them. This was different. This was the particular wakefulness that came from a problem that had decided the hours between two and five were its preferred working conditions.

The problem, stated plainly: he had agreed — under terms he couldn’t fully audit, in a moment of genuine desperation — to free an imprisoned entity of unknown nature on behalf of an infernal of considerable power and uncertain motive. He had now done enough research to know that the entity was ancient, infernal in origin, held under a joint accord between celestial and infernal authority, speaking constantly in riddles and circling patterns about whatever was nearest to it. He knew that Lilaeth wanted possession of it, not merely its freedom, and that the mechanism she’d designed — Mick as the instrument, human and outside the accord — was constructed specifically to give her clean hands when the binding broke.

He also knew that Marchosias had been holding something back since the card appeared on the dashboard. Not about Lilaeth’s motive. About the Tongue itself.

“You’re awake,” Marchosias observed.

“Yes.”

“You’ve been lying there being awake for three hours.”

“Also yes.”

A pause that had the quality of something considering whether to say the next thing. Mick sat up and put the lamp on. The flat was its usual four in the morning self — the particular quiet of a building asleep around one room that wasn’t.

“Tell me what you know,” Mick said. “The actual shape of it. Not what you’ll confirm when I’ve found it myself.”

The silence that followed was not a refusal. He’d learned to tell the difference. A refusal had a texture to it — a slight resistance at the edges, like a door that didn’t quite fit its frame. This was something else. Something that was working through whether the time had come.

“What I know,” Marchosias said, eventually, “is what all infernals of a certain age know. The Tongue is not a piece of knowledge you go looking for. It is knowledge that exists in infernal consciousness the way a fault line exists beneath a city. Present. Mapped. Not spoken about.”

“What does it do. Exactly.”

“It speaks.”

“That much I have from the sources.”

“You have the description. You don’t have the experience of what it means.” A pause. “It is not a voice. Not in the sense you would recognise. It is the nature of the thing — the entire substance of what it is. Speech is not something it does. Speech is what it is. Without the binding, it speaks constantly, without pause, without direction, about whatever is nearest to it. Truth, of a kind. But truth that orbits its subject rather than arriving at it. Circles within circles. Whoever is nearest hears themselves — not their words, not their stated thoughts, but the truth of what they are. What they have done. What they are going to do.”

Mick was quiet for a moment. “And it’s been imprisoned. Silenced. For millennia.”

“Yes.”

“Why do you go very still when you talk about it.”

The not-quite-pause. “Because I knew infernals who heard it. Before the accord. Not many — it exists at the edge of living memory, even infernal memory. But some.” Another pause. “They were not the same after. Not damaged, precisely. Changed. What the Tongue perceives about a person is not always what that person would choose to know about themselves.”

Mick sat with that. Through the window, the street was doing its pre-dawn nothing. A fox crossed at the far end, businesslike, carrying something. “Why didn’t you tell me this before.”

”Because the task was never in question. There was no forfeiture clause. Whether you knew what you were walking into or not, the direction of travel was fixed.” The careful formality that meant he was being precise rather than evasive. ”Telling you before you had done your own research would have given you conclusions before you had the shape of the thing. That serves neither of us.”

“And now you’re telling me.”

“Now I’m telling you what I know. Which is not everything.”

Mick looked at the mid-distance where Marchosias registered. “What don’t you know.”

“Why Lilaeth wants it.”

“Possession. Clean hands. She can’t free it without breaking the accord—”

“That is the mechanism. It is not the reason.” A beat. “Lilaeth does not operate at a single layer of motivation. What you’ve identified is the architecture of the plan. It doesn’t explain why the Tongue specifically. She has wanted many things over the centuries. She has never before called a debt of this kind.”

Mick thought about the salon on the third floor — Lilaeth reclining, the blue flame burning in her palm while she confirmed the broad strokes of what she’d offered and concealed. The careful wording. The things she’d allowed him to assume. “She said it has no eyes or ears.”

“That is true.”

“She said it speaks about whatever is nearest to it.”

“Also true.”

“She didn’t say it couldn’t be used. She said it couldn’t be instructed. Those aren’t the same thing.”

The quality of the silence shifted. “No,” Marchosias said, after a moment. “They are not.”

“If proximity is what it responds to—” Mick stopped himself. Thought about it properly. “If proximity is the variable. If you’re near it when it speaks. If what it speaks about is what is nearest to it.” He paused. “Is there any source that says what happens if someone controls the proximity.”

“None that I have encountered.”

“That you have encountered.”

“I cannot speak to sources I am unaware of.” The pause. “Lilaeth has sources I am not aware of. She has existed considerably longer than most of what either of us could access.”

Mick stood and went to the kitchen. Put the kettle on. The noise of it was a relief — something material doing something explicable. He stood looking at it while it worked.

What Lilaeth had not told him was, possibly, that she thought the Tongue could be directed. Nudged. Inclined toward a subject by controlling what was nearest to it when it spoke. Not instructions. Not commands. But something in between — the way you could incline a conversation by choosing who sat where.

If that was her theory, she hadn’t shared it. It wasn’t in any source he’d found. It might not even be possible. But if it was—

He made the coffee and brought it back.

“Right,” he said. “Let’s talk about what we’re actually going to do.”

—

The practical question, stripped of its theological weight, was this: how did you free something that had been imprisoned for millennia at a thin place of unknown location, held under a joint accord between two of the three realms, guarded by something Marchosias had gone quiet about when Mick pressed on the specifics.

“The Infernal Market,” Mick said. “That’s where we start. You mentioned it last night.”

“It is where we go for the operational intelligence we cannot get anywhere else. What the Tongue is bound at, what guards it, and whether there is any documented method for breaking a celestial binding of this age.”

“Is there?”

“I don’t know. That is why we go to the Market.”

Mick drank his coffee. Outside, the city was beginning its slow return to itself — the first delivery lorry, the first pigeons, the first commuter with somewhere to be at six in the morning for reasons that were their own. “You know more about the thin place than you’ve said.”

“I know it exists. I know it is old — older than most of what celestial record-keeping would acknowledge. I know it is somewhere in the material realm, which we’ve established is the only ground the accord could operate on. I know it is guarded.” A pause. “What guards it I have suspicions about. I would prefer those suspicions to be confirmed or disproved by better information than my own assessment.”

“Because if you’re right about what guards it—”

“Because if I am right, the approach to this task becomes considerably more constrained than a standard extraction. And I would prefer to know that before we commit to a plan rather than during its execution.”

Mick put down his mug. “Tell me what you suspect.”

“Not yet.” A pause that wasn’t evasion — he’d learned this too. It was Marchosias knowing that certain knowledge, given too early, collapsed the space in which other knowledge could develop. “There is an order to how you should receive this. What the Market gives us will either confirm or change what I suspect. I am not going to tell you something that may be wrong and have that wrong thing shape how you approach the problem.”

“You’re protecting the investigation.”

“I am protecting you.” Simply, without performance. “The same way I always do. By making sure you arrive at things correctly.”

Mick looked at him — or at the space where Marchosias was, which was as close as looking got. Seven years. The particular intimacy of sharing a consciousness with something that knew exactly how he reasoned, and that still, after all of that, held back certain things not to deceive him but because it understood the order in which information should arrive.

“Fine,” he said. “The Market.”

“Yes.”

“Paris.”

“The Eurostar. Shadow travel across the Channel is — the water is hostile to liminal transit. I need what I have for the Market itself.”

Mick nodded. He picked up his mug and found it empty and went back to the kitchen to sort that out. From the window, London was fully in motion now — grey, purposeful, entirely unaware that somewhere in it a conversation had just determined the shape of the next several weeks.

He thought about the Tongue. Something infernal, sealed in the material realm because neither heaven nor hell could hold it under the accord’s terms. Something that existed, at its most fundamental level, to speak — and that had been silenced for longer than most living things had existed.

He thought about what Lilaeth might want to say to it, or what she might want it to say. About whom.

He thought about the thing Marchosias had said — “They were not the same after” — and the particular care with which he had said it.

He finished making the coffee. He brought it back. He sat down.

“Right,” he said again. “Walk me through what we need.”

“We need to know where it is held. We need to know what holds it. We need to know whether any instrument exists for breaking a binding of celestial grade.” A pause. “In that order. The Market will give us the first two. The third is the question I do not know the answer to.”

“And if the answer is nothing exists?”

“Then we find out what needs to exist, and whether it can be made.”

Mick drank his coffee.

Outside, London carried on. Inside, the shape of the thing was settling into something he could carry — specific, practical, actionable. Not comfortable. Not clean. But something he could pick up and move with.

The task was the task. Lilaeth’s reasons didn’t change the mechanics. Something was imprisoned. He had agreed to free it. The fact that freeing it would give her something she’d been manoeuvring toward for longer than he’d been alive was a layer he was aware of and couldn’t do anything about until the moment presented itself.

He filed the thing about proximity and direction under watch this space and closed the folder.

“Paris,” he said.

“Paris,” Marchosias confirmed.
The Infernal Market

They took the eight forty-four from St Pancras.

Marchosias had not, in seven years, expressed any opinion about train travel beyond its baseline utility, but the Eurostar appeared to be an exception. Something about the particular quality of liminal transit — the Channel underneath, the velocity, the sealed environment — produced in him a state that Mick could only describe as watchful discomfort. He sat very still in the consciousness they shared and said very little, and Mick drank bad coffee from a paper cup and looked at north Kent sliding past the window and didn’t press him on it.

The water was the issue. The Channel was a very large amount of salt water and salt water was hostile to liminal transit — not dangerous in the way that a hostile entity was dangerous, but wearing, the way a headwind wore on you, and Marchosias had said flatly that he needed what he had for the Market rather than spending it on the crossing.

“Twenty-three minutes,” he said, when they went under.

“Of what.”

“Tunnel. I find it preferable to know.”

“You can sense it.”

“I can sense the water above. Yes.”

Mick looked at his coffee. “I didn’t know that bothered you.”

“Most things don’t. This is an exception.”

He didn’t say anything else about it, and twenty-three minutes later they came up on the French side and Marchosias settled back to something closer to his ordinary presence, and they didn’t discuss it again.

—

They took the Métro to Denfert-Rochereau and walked south from there, away from the official entrance to the catacombs and its queues and its signage and its careful management of the estimated six million dead interred in the tunnels beneath Paris. The official entrance was not where they were going.

Marchosias navigated. He had been here before — when, Mick hadn’t asked, and the answer would probably be measured in centuries — and he guided them through streets that became progressively quieter until they reached an unremarkable section of pavement near a junction of three residential roads where the buildings were five storeys of weathered stone and none of the windows were lit.

There was a service entrance. The kind that had at one point led to a maintenance access shaft and at some later point had simply been cemented closed with the approximate care of someone doing it on a Friday afternoon. The cement had cracked along one edge.

“There.”

Mick looked at it. “That gap is eight inches wide.”

“Nine. Breathe out.”

He breathed out. He got through the gap, acquired a stripe of grime across his jacket for the trouble, and descended a metal ladder into the dark below the street. Marchosias did not require the gap; Marchosias was not technically present in the material realm in a way that nine inches of clearance affected.

Below: the particular darkness of enclosed stone. Not complete — Mick had a torch, and used it — but the kind of dark that had been there long enough to have opinions. The air was cool and very still and carried the specific mineral quality of limestone and compacted time, a smell that was somewhere between chalk and old water and something older than either.

The tunnel ran south. It was perhaps a metre and a half wide and not quite tall enough to stand straight in, which after twenty minutes became a negotiation with Mick’s lower back. The walls were limestone. In places, the unmistakable regularity of stacked bones was visible in the torch beam — femurs laid horizontally, skulls nested in the gaps, the organised arrangement of the dead that the ossuaries of the eighteenth century had produced when the cemeteries above ground had run out of room. Six million. The walls went on.

“Straight until the junction, then left,” Marchosias said. “Not the main tunnel. The one that doesn’t appear on the survey maps.”

“How do you know which is which.”

“Turn left at Sebastian. He’s on the corner. Third femur from the floor, slightly chipped crown, very distinctive. He was a notary. Died 1743. He always knows where he is.”

Mick looked at the walls. “You named them.”

“I did not name them. They already had names.”

The junction, when they reached it, gave three options: a main tunnel running wide and relatively well-maintained in both directions, and a narrower opening that had been partially filled with a dry-stone arrangement of old bone and rubble. Not blocked — the arrangement had a gap in it, roughly the shape and size of a deliberate decision.

Mick squeezed through. The tunnel beyond was older — the limestone worked differently here, the walls rougher, the floor uneven in a way that suggested it predated the eighteenth-century works by some considerable margin. The bones were behind them. Here there was only stone and dark.

“Left again at the pillar. Then straight.”

The pillar was a natural limestone formation, floor to ceiling, slightly warm to the touch in a way stone that far underground had no reason to be. Mick turned left.

He heard them before he saw them.

The sound carried oddly underground — distances were deceptive, reverb behaving differently down here than any space above ground — but he could make out music playing from a portable speaker, and voices, and the particular acoustic texture of a space that had been occupied by more bodies than its volume was designed to handle. He killed the torch. Moved forward more carefully.

The gallery ahead was perhaps twenty metres long and eight wide — an anomalous open space in the tunnel network, vaulted ceiling, the kind of place that drew urban explorers for exactly the reason that it felt like a discovery. Someone had discovered it. Several someones. Battery-powered LED strips ringed the walls in red and blue, and in their light Mick counted at least eight people in various states of undress, sleeping bags and camping gear and several bottles of wine and a bluetooth speaker doing something with bass frequencies that had no business being down here. The smell of sweat and cannabis and cheap alcohol drifted into the tunnel.

“Cataphiles,” Marchosias observed, with the tone of someone encountering a minor administrative inconvenience.

“We need to get through.”

“Yes.”

“Without them following us.”

“Obviously.”

A pause.

“Move to the right wall. Stay back.”

Mick pressed himself against the limestone. In the gallery ahead, someone had noticed something — or not noticed, exactly, but felt the particular wrongness that preceded noticing. A head turning. Someone reaching to turn the music down.

Then the darkness moved.

Not Marchosias manifesting into visibility — he didn’t do that, not in the conventional sense. But the shadows at the far end of the gallery did something that shadows are not supposed to do: they gathered, and deepened, and the light from the LED strips bent very slightly away from a specific section of wall as if the dark there had become a local gravity. Someone said something in French. Someone else said something louder and less coherent. The darkness breathed — not metaphorically, not just a change in air pressure, but with the specific quality of something very large drawing breath very close to your ear.

It reached one of them. A young man, sitting nearest the far end, who had been in the middle of something that was going well for him three seconds ago. He looked directly at the thing in the dark and made no sound at all for a long moment. Then he made a sound that wasn’t really a word in any language and scrambled backward into two other people, and what followed was the specific chaos of eight people in an enclosed space who have collectively decided to be elsewhere, immediately, with whatever they had immediately to hand. Someone took a wine bottle. Someone did not take their shoes. The bluetooth speaker went over and kept playing from the floor. A woman, pausing at the tunnel entrance for no reason she would have been able to explain, looked back once — directly, Mick thought, at him — and then disappeared into the dark at a pace that suggested she’d decided not to think about it.

Thirty seconds. The gallery was empty.

The bluetooth speaker played on, alone, doing something with bass frequencies against the limestone walls.

“Efficient,” Marchosias said.

“Did you have to do it like that.”

“Did you want to have a conversation with them about tunnel access?”

Mick picked his way around the abandoned camping gear. He bent and turned the speaker off. In the sudden quiet, the gallery felt very large.

“Straight through. The threshold is forty metres further on.”

—

He found it in the dark without the torch — or rather it found him, in the way that thresholds of sufficient age and weight didn’t wait to be discovered. The air changed first: temperature and pressure, the mineral limestone smell replaced by something older and denser that had no material-realm equivalent, something that was adjacent to sulphur without being it, the way a translation is adjacent to the original. Then the sound — not quite audible, more a modulation in the skull, harmonics operating at frequencies designed for ears that were not quite human ears.

The threshold was a section of wall. It looked, in the torchlight, like any other section of this tunnel: rough limestone, vaguely damp, a crack running diagonally from floor height. It was not any other section of wall. Mick knew because the hair on his arms had been standing up for the last thirty seconds and Marchosias had gone to a quality of alertness that he registered as a tightening around the edges of his own perception.

“You’ll feel the resistance. Push through it.”

“Last time I did something like this—”

“This is different. The Market acknowledges me. You’re with me. Push.”

He pushed. The resistance was not physical, exactly — more like the air had a preference about the matter that was technically overridable — and then it wasn’t there, and the tunnel was not the tunnel any more.

—

The Market did not announce itself. It assembled.

Sound first: the not-quite-language of a space where transaction was the primary activity and most of the participants did not share a linguistic framework. Clicks and modulated harmonics and something that might have been bartering in a frequency range that the eardrum registered only as pressure and intent. Under it, a constant low thrum, like a city heard from underground — or, Mick thought, like a city that had been underground for long enough to have its own internal weather.

Smell second: the sulphur-adjacent thing from the threshold, stronger now, layered with spices that had no English names because there was no reason to name things that didn’t grow in England or anywhere with a material postal address, and underneath all of it something that reminded Mick of the British Library — the deep mineral smell of old paper and older knowledge, if old paper and older knowledge had been deposited here by entities who had not, in most cases, come across the Channel by Eurostar.

The visual came last, because the visual took time to process.

The space was wrong in the way that spaces sometimes are in dreams — the proportions off in ways that the eye kept trying to correct and couldn’t. It was large. How large was difficult to establish, because the geometry did not behave at the margins: the far end suggested distance that the immediate surroundings didn’t support, stalls and structures receding into a perspective that was simply doing what it wanted. The ceiling was high enough to lose in shadow. The architecture was an accumulation — stone and metal and materials that had no category, built in styles that spanned millennia and hadn’t bothered reconciling themselves with each other. Colonnades beside things that looked like market stalls. Things that looked like market stalls beside structures that couldn’t be entered from the outside but clearly had interiors. Walkways at angles that were wrong in quiet ways.

The light had no source. It was simply present, amber and shifting, and it illuminated enough to navigate by and not quite enough to see everything you might want to see.

The crowd —

Mick kept his eyes forward. Marchosias had told him: eyes forward, move with purpose, do not examine what you don’t need to examine. This was good advice. The crowd was mostly things that looked human at first and continued looking human for about four seconds, which was enough time to have already registered the wrongness if you were paying attention. The ones that didn’t bother looking human were easier to deal with, in a way — they announced themselves and could be navigated around. The ones that almost succeeded were the ones his peripheral vision kept snagging on and that his direct gaze couldn’t quite resolve.

“Don’t stop walking.”

He didn’t stop walking. Something moved across his path that was approximately the size and shape of a person but which had too many joints in its neck and was looking at him from an angle that necks didn’t normally facilitate. He kept his eyes ahead and his pace even and it slid out of his peripheral vision and was gone.

“The Keeper’s stall is in the east gallery. There is an east here, in the same way there is a here. Stay close.”

“Not planning to wander.”

“Good.”

They moved through the Market. Mick caught fragments — the smell of burning hair from one direction, the sound of something being counted in a language that had too few syllables for what was being exchanged, a stall that sold nothing visible and had a queue that looked at Mick with the specific attention of things that were calculating whether he was buying or for sale. Marchosias’s presence around him registered here differently than it did in London — not invisible, but declared, a mark of territory that the other entities in the Market read and, mostly, gave space to. Mostly.

The east gallery was narrower. Quieter. The stalls here were less market and more archive — entities seated behind accumulated objects rather than actively trading, the posture of dealers rather than vendors. A collector’s market inside a market. Mick’s skin itched in a way that had nothing to do with temperature.

The Keeper occupied the far end.

The stall was three broad tables laden with objects, ledgers, containers of various materials, and things that defied immediate classification, arranged with a precision that suggested a cataloguing system of considerable complexity. Behind them: a figure that Mick initially read as an elderly person of indeterminate gender — small, neat, moving with the contained economy of someone for whom efficiency was a principle rather than a habit. Then he looked at the eyes. The eyes were wrong. The irises were the colour of old ink and they moved independently of the eye’s direction of travel, tracking different things simultaneously in a way that suggested the information coming in was being processed by an architecture that was not standard.

The Keeper looked at Marchosias first. Then at Mick. Then something happened with the mouth that might have been a smile.

“Grand Marquis.” The voice was precise and slightly too clear for the ambient noise of the Market. “It has been some time. And a human.” A pause. “This is interesting.”

“We need information,” Marchosias said. “Old information. The kind that doesn’t circulate.”

“All information circulates, eventually. The question is the speed and the audience.” The Keeper settled onto a stool behind the central table. “Sit, if you can. There are stools.”

There were stools. Mick sat. The stool was at an uncomfortable height and he was fairly sure it had more legs than was standard.

“We’re looking for something imprisoned,” Mick said. “Something infernal. Ancient. Held at a thin place under a joint accord. We need to know where it is and what guards it.”

The Keeper looked at him for a long moment. Then at Marchosias. “He speaks directly.”

“He’s human. It’s how they are.”

“I find it refreshing.” The Keeper turned and moved along the table, fingers trailing over ledgers without opening them, as if reading by touch. “Something infernal. Held under a joint accord. Ancient enough that the accord predates most current architecture.” A pause. “You are looking for the Tongue.”

It was not a question. Mick kept his expression neutral. Marchosias said nothing.

“Everyone who comes looking for it describes it differently. You are the third inquiry in four hundred years.” The Keeper turned back. “The last two did not get far.”

“What stopped them,” Mick said.

“Themselves, mostly. One lacked the resource to reach the site. The other reached it and did not return.” A pause. “You have the advantage of a Grand Marquis’s authority and a human’s exteriority. That is a better combination than the previous attempts.”

“The location,” Marchosias said. “And the guardian. And the instrument.”

The Keeper’s ink-coloured irises moved in their independent rotation. “Two of those three I have. The location is not something I can provide.”

“Why not,” Mick said.

“Because it is not something the Market holds. The Tongue’s binding site is under celestial seal of a grade that does not leave infernal traces. Where it is kept is not knowledge that has ever passed through infernal channels — celestial forces ensured that when the accord was made.” A pause. “I know what guards it. I know what instrument would allow you to approach it. I do not know where it is. Neither does anyone else in this Market, and if someone tells you otherwise, they are selling you something that isn’t theirs.” The Keeper settled back. “The question of the price remains.”

The silence that followed had the quality of something being carefully weighed.

“Name it,” Mick said.

“Mick—”

“We’re not leaving here without what he has. Name the price.”

“The price is not for you.” A look at Marchosias. “The Grand Marquis knows what I require. It has been on my books for a long time.”

The quality of stillness that came from Marchosias was different from his usual stillness. This was something that had weight to it.

“And if I agree to the terms,” Marchosias said, very carefully, “you provide full intelligence on the guardian and the instrument. Fragment locations included.”

“In full. With indices.” A pause. “The terms remain what they were when I last extended them.”

Another silence. Mick looked at the space where Marchosias was and found it gave nothing back.

“Agreed,” Marchosias said.

The Keeper reached under the central table and produced a ledger that was either very old or had decided to present itself as very old, and opened it to a page that contained writing too small and too dense to read from where Mick was sitting. “The guardian is pre-hierarchical. It predates the celestial rank structure and has no name in any current registry. It communicates with nothing. It cannot be reasoned with, deceived, or approached from a position of equivalence. It responds to intrusion with total force.” A pause. “This is the point at which previous inquiries made incorrect assumptions about their capabilities.”

“And the instrument,” Mick said.

“A bronze disc. Persian, Achaemenid era, inscribed with proto-Avestan operational sigils. It was forged as an instrument of celestial-grade interference — a device sufficient to counter anything celestial that might obstruct its use. It works, as such instruments tend to, on the same principles in any direction — celestial, infernal, or otherwise. You would not want to be the target of it regardless of your nature.” The Keeper made a note in the ledger. “It was shattered and the fragments hidden by celestial forces who recognised what it could do and had no interest in the disc remaining usable. Three fragments. Iran.”

The Keeper provided the locations in the same precise tone — an ancient Zoroastrian fire temple in the Alborz Mountains, a site in the Isfahan region that was currently rather more complicated than it had been when the fragment was hidden there, and a third location in the Dasht-e Kavir, the great salt desert to the east.

Mick wrote all of it down.

“When the disc is reassembled, the operational instructions are inscribed on it.” The Keeper closed the ledger. “They will tell you what you need and where to use it. Follow them precisely.”

“We’re done,” Marchosias said.

“You are.” The Keeper looked at Mick one more time with those ink-coloured eyes. “You are now known to the Market. This is neither good nor bad. It is a fact of your situation.”

Mick stood and pocketed his notebook. “Thank you.”

The Keeper’s expression did something that might have been acknowledgement. “Don’t come back unless you have something worth trading.”

—

They walked back through the Market without incident, which Mick suspected was a consequence of Marchosias’s declared presence reading differently now — whatever the Keeper’s agreement had settled in the infernal hierarchy, it had weight, and weight was a language the Market understood. The almost-human things gave them more room on the return. Even the entity near the threshold that had been calculating odds on arrival now looked away with the studied incuriosity of something that had reclassified the calculation.

The threshold pushed back less going out.

The tunnel was the same tunnel. The Bluetooth speaker was still on the gallery floor in the dark. One of the cataphiles had left a jacket. Mick walked past both of them and didn’t look back.

The service shaft. The gap in the cemented entrance. The night air of the 14th arrondissement, cool and diesel-scented and gloriously, straightforwardly material.

Mick leaned against the wall and breathed it in.

“Right,” he said, when he’d had a moment. “What was the price.”

“Operational intelligence. Three fragment locations. The guardian. The disc.”

“You know what I mean.”

Silence.

“Marchosias. What did you agree to.”

“Something that is mine to agree to. Not yours.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is the only answer I’m giving you at present.”

Mick pushed off the wall. The street was empty, the streetlamps doing their job, a cat watching them from a parked car with the professional detachment of cats everywhere. “At present. Meaning you’ll tell me at some point.”

“Meaning I’ll tell you when it’s relevant.”

“And it doesn’t involve me.”

The pause. “Not directly.”

“That’s not the same as no.”

“No. It isn’t.”

Mick looked at him — at the space, the ambient presence, the seven years of learned shorthand between them. Marchosias was not going to say more. He knew that quality of silence too, the one that had made its decision and was simply waiting for him to accept the situation.

He accepted the situation, provisionally, under protest, with the intention of returning to it.

“Iran,” he said.

“Iran,” Marchosias confirmed. “Three locations.”

“Do you know what’s at them.”

“Approximately. The details will be on the ground.”

“Approximately.”

“Enough to know we are not walking into empty desert.” A pause. “We’ll need to prepare.”

They walked toward the Métro. Mick kept his hands in his coat pockets and thought about the Keeper’s ink-coloured eyes and the way Marchosias had gone still when the terms were named, and the very specific way in which not directly was not the same as no.

He thought about asking again.

He didn’t ask again.

Not yet.
The Bronze Disc

He spent the morning at the kitchen table with his notebook and three cups of coffee and the accumulated weight of everything the Keeper had said, laid out in handwriting that reflected the conditions under which it had been taken — cramped, pressured, mostly legible.

Three fragment locations. A guardian that predated the celestial rank structure and did not communicate with anything. A bronze disc of Achaemenid construction that had been shattered specifically because it was the kind of thing that, assembled and operational, nobody with a stake in the current order would want in circulation.

He read through the notes twice. Drank the third coffee. Got up and made a fourth.

“You’ve been at that for two hours,” Marchosias observed.

“I’m thinking.”

“You’re reading the same page repeatedly.”

“That’s how I think.” Mick turned the notebook over and looked at the back cover instead, which was blank and therefore easier. “Proto-Avestan operational sigils. What does that mean, practically.”

“Proto-Avestan predates the Zoroastrian reform period. It was a liturgical language of the early Iranian plateau — used in ritual contexts before codification, when the boundary between language and act was considerably less clear than it became later.”

“The sigils do something.”

“The sigils are instructions. Precise, non-metaphorical instructions inscribed in a language where precision and metaphor were not yet distinct categories. When the disc is assembled and the sigils are activated, it generates interference at celestial-grade frequencies.”

“Which means.”

“Which means it disrupts. Anything operating on celestial frequencies — a guardian, a binding, a ward, a seal — becomes incoherent in its field. The disruption is non-selective. It would work as well against an infernal operating at those frequencies as a celestial one.”

Mick turned the notebook back over. “So it’s not aimed.”

“It is very much aimed. You direct it. But it does not distinguish between the nature of its target, only the frequency. Point it at something celestial, it disrupts that. Point it at something infernal of sufficient grade, it disrupts that. Point it at yourself—”

“Don’t do that.”

“Correct.”

Outside, the street was doing its late-morning routine. He could hear a skip lorry somewhere nearby, and the specific argument of two pigeons who had disagreed about a chip. November had settled into its characteristic passive aggression — not cold enough to be properly winter, not anything else either.

“The instructions on the disc itself,” Mick said. “We don’t know what they say until we have it.”

“We know what they say in general terms. How to operate it. Where to direct it. The Keeper confirmed what I already suspected: the disc is the instrument of approach. It isn’t, on its own, sufficient to break the binding.”

Mick looked at him. “What does that mean.”

“It means the disc clears the path. What breaks the binding is something else.” A pause. “We don’t know what yet. That is in the instructions.”

“So we need the disc to find out what else we need.”

“Yes.”

“Right.” Mick closed the notebook. “I need to call Reeves.”

—

She answered on the third ring, which meant she was at her desk and not in the middle of something she couldn’t step away from.

“Paris went well, I take it,” she said, without preamble.

“We got what we needed.”

“Which is?”

“Three locations. Iran.”

A pause. Not a long one, but the kind that contained a full sentence being mentally drafted and then set aside. “Of course it’s Iran.”

“The fragments of a Persian bronze disc, circa Achaemenid period. Celestial-grade interference instrument. Shattered and hidden at ancient sacred sites across the country sometime in the last several thousand years.”

“You’re telling me this now so I can tell you something useful, or so I have context when you disappear off-grid.”

“Bit of both.” Mick put the kettle on, more out of habit than necessity. “This is outside SIU remit, Diana. I’m not asking for institutional support.”

“I know you’re not. You’re telling me because I’m your partner and you’re about to go into a war zone, and you’ve apparently decided I should know about it rather than finding out when someone calls me to identify a body.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“No,” she said, with the tone of someone who had heard that sentence before. “What’s the situation on the ground?”

“Unknown until we’re there. Three sites, three fragments. The first is an ancient Zoroastrian fire temple in the Alborz Mountains, northern Iran. The second is somewhere in the Isfahan region — more complicated, according to the source. Third is in the Dasht-e Kavir.”

“The salt desert.”

“Yes.”

“Which is currently in an active strike corridor.”

“Also yes.”

He could hear her breathing. Not heavily — she was composing herself, the particular Reeves quality of processing something difficult with the surface maintained intact. “And you have no way of getting institutional support into Iran regardless of remit, because any institutional presence in that region is either official government and therefore a diplomatic incident, or private security and therefore a whole different problem.”

“Correct.”

“So it’s you and Marchosias.”

“Good morning, Detective Inspector,” Marchosias said.

“Good morning,” Reeves said, with the easy reflexiveness of someone who had long since stopped finding it strange to be addressed by a demon she couldn’t see. “Are you planning to keep him alive in a war zone.”

“That is the intention.”

“Right.” A pause. “What do you need from me.”

Mick leaned against the counter. “Stand-by capacity. If something comes back through official channels — anything flagged in the region, any incident that intersects with heritage sites or unusual energy signatures, anything that looks like infernal activity outside the pattern. I want to know.”

“I can do that.” A beat. “And if you go dark?”

“Give it seventy-two hours from the last contact. If nothing after that, assume something’s wrong and start asking questions in the right places.”

“Which are.”

“Hendricks knows enough to point you in a direction. And the Market—” He stopped. “Don’t go to the Market.”

“I wasn’t planning to go to a supernatural black market in the Paris catacombs, Mick, thank you.”

“Good.”

Another pause. Reeves’s pauses had their own grammar — this one was the kind that had something else in it, something that was deciding whether to become words. “This is the Lilaeth debt.”

“Yes.”

“And you can’t not do it.”

“No.”

She absorbed that. “How long?”

“Unknown. Weeks, probably. The fragments are at three separate sites in a country the size of — it’s large. And the situation on the ground changes daily.”

“The transit itself requires preparation,” Marchosias said. “Shadow travel at that distance is not straightforward. We’ll need to identify anchor points — established infernal thin places along the route that I can use to stage the transit. Direct from London to Iran in a single crossing would cost more than I can afford before we’ve started.”

“He means we have to plan the route,” Mick said.

“I understood what he meant.” Reeves’s voice had that dry, precise quality it got when she was filing information she didn’t particularly like. “Is there anything I can do about logistics at this end? Documentation, official presence, anything that would give you a reason to be in the region that isn’t ‘following a demonic trail to a three-thousand-year-old artefact.’”

Mick thought about that. “Academic affiliation. A researcher attached to a European institution, permit application in process for a pre-Zoroastrian survey. It explains why I’m near ancient sites. Doesn’t carry the same weight as Western press in a war zone.”

“I know someone at the Oriental Institute in Vienna who owes me a favour. Visiting researcher status, letterhead, something that looks like it’s been through the right channels.” A pause. “It won’t hold up under serious scrutiny but it doesn’t need to.”

“No. It just needs to hold up under a checkpoint.”

“Give me twenty-four hours.”

“We’ll need longer than that to plot the transit route,” Marchosias said. “A week, at minimum.”

“A week, then.” Reeves paused. “Mick.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t do anything stupid in a salt desert.”

“I’ll try.”

“That’s not the same as promising.”

“No,” he agreed. “It isn’t.”

She ended the call. Mick set the phone down and looked at the kettle, which had boiled while he wasn’t paying attention and was now quietly reproaching him from the countertop.

—

The days that followed had the particular quality of controlled preparation — the kind that kept the hands busy so the mind couldn’t spend too much time on what the hands were preparing for.

Marchosias spent it in the infernal network, tracing established thin places along the route east. Not the kind of work that was visible to Mick directly, but he could feel the shape of it — a sustained, focused expenditure of attention that sat behind their shared consciousness like someone in the next room moving furniture. Periodically Marchosias would surface with information: a confirmed anchor point in eastern Turkey, a thin place in the Zagros range that was old enough to be stable, a fragment of a route that had been used, according to infernal memory that measured time in centuries, before the current political borders of the region had existed.

“The staging points give us three transits,” Marchosias said, on the fourth day. “We fly to Istanbul conventionally — the water makes shadow travel to Turkey the same problem it was to Paris. From Istanbul I can reach the anchor point in the Taurus Mountains without crossing water. From there: the Zagros crossing into northern Iran, then to a contact point in the Alborz foothills, then south to the Isfahan region. Each transit within my capacity individually. The sequence is the concern — there will be no recovery time between.”

“How bad is that for you.”

“Manageable for the first two sites. By the time we reach the third — the salt desert — I will be operating below full capacity.”

“Define below full capacity.”

“Shadow travel will be slower. Less precise. My defensive capabilities will be reduced.”

Mick took a moment with that. “And if we need to exit quickly from the third site—”

“Then we exit as quickly as I can manage it. Which will be slower than either of us would prefer.”

“Right.” He added that to the column of things that were not ideal and couldn’t be changed. The column was getting long. “The academic credentials came through from Reeves. Visiting researcher, Oriental Institute Vienna, pre-Zoroastrian survey. Regional fixers usually know which checkpoints need what.”

“You’ve done this before.”

“Not exactly. But I’ve watched all the Indiana Jones films.”

The silence that followed had a quality Mick could only describe as profound disappointment.

“Iran is an active war zone with a revolutionary guard, aerial surveillance, and a government that does not look warmly on foreign nationals wandering near its heritage sites.”

“Yes. I know.”

“I want to be certain you know.”

Mick looked at him — the mid-distance where Marchosias registered, the familiar pressure of a presence that had been inside his consciousness for seven years and still, occasionally, made sure he understood what he was agreeing to. “I know,” he said. “It doesn’t change anything.”

“No.” A pause. “It doesn’t.”

He picked up the notebook and opened it to the first location. Alborz Mountains. Ancient Zoroastrian fire temple, carved into rock, above the tree line. The Keeper had given precise coordinates — not infernal coordinates, material ones, the kind that would show up on a map. Mick had looked it up. The site was unmapped in any public archaeological database. Not destroyed, not forgotten — simply absent from the record, as though the record had been discouraged from noticing it.

Celestial influence on the archival layer. The same mechanism that had kept the Tongue out of infernal records for millennia, applied to human scholarship instead.

He wrote down what he’d need. Light equipment — the kind that could pass a checkpoint without conversation. Cash in the local currency, arranged through channels Reeves had helpfully not asked too many questions about. A satellite phone for contact. Clothing for altitude. First aid.

Marchosias observed all of this without comment, which was itself a comment.

“You’re quiet,” Mick said.

“I’m thinking.”

“About what.”

“About the disc. Specifically, about the fact that we will not know what it requires of us until we have assembled it. And that the third fragment is in the path of an active military conflict, and may not survive until we arrive.”

“That’s the optimistic version.”

“The optimistic version assumes the third fragment is still intact when we get there. The less optimistic version is that we find rubble.”

Mick thought about that. “And if we do.”

“Then we adapt.” A pause that was doing considerable work. “The disc is not, I think, the whole answer. The Keeper said the instructions would tell us what we needed. Instructions written on a physical object that may be destroyed.”

“But written in proto-Avestan on bronze fragments in ancient Persia. Someone made copies.”

“Perhaps.”

“Or the information exists in another form.”

“Perhaps.”

“You’re not saying what you’re thinking.”

“I’m thinking that something built to last millennia, hidden against retrieval, operating on the principle that its instructions are necessary for its use — the people who built it would have planned for contingencies. They were not optimists. They were engineers.”

Mick put the notebook down. “Where else would the instructions be.”

“I don’t know yet.” The precise, honest variant. “But I think the answer to that question will present itself when we need it. Things of that age have a tendency to — persist. In ways that aren’t always obvious in advance.”

“That’s almost reassuring.”

“It wasn’t intended to be.”

Mick picked the notebook back up. Outside, the afternoon was doing its best with the available light, which wasn’t much. He had preparations to make, a route to confirm, and a column of things that were not ideal growing longer by the day.

He got on with it.
The Commitment

The night before they left, Mick made dinner. Not for any particular reason — he wasn’t under the impression that a decent pasta would constitute adequate preparation for a war zone — but because the flat needed to smell like something normal, and because the alternative was sitting with his notebook again and he’d read everything in it enough times.

He ate at the kitchen table. Marchosias observed this with the companionable silence of something that didn’t eat but had developed, over seven years, a settled opinion about the domestic routines of the person it shared a body with.

“The Keeper’s price,” Mick said, when he’d finished.

“No.”

“We leave tomorrow.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“If something goes wrong in Iran — if something happens to me — I won’t know what you’ve agreed to on my behalf. I won’t be in a position to— ”

“It is not agreed on your behalf. It is agreed on mine. The distinction matters.”

Mick set his fork down. “Marchosias.”

“I have told you it doesn’t involve you directly. I have told you it will be discharged during this journey. I have told you it is mine to carry.” A pause. “What I have not told you is what it is, and I am not going to, and the reason is not that I think you can’t handle it. The reason is that if you knew, you would feel obligated to involve yourself, and that involvement would complicate the task at a point where the task cannot afford complications.”

Mick looked at the mid-distance. “So you’re protecting the mission.”

“I am protecting both of us. Which sometimes requires the same action.”

“That’s a very tidy justification for not telling me something.”

“Yes. It is.” No apology in it. Just the flat acknowledgement of someone who had made a decision and was comfortable with it. “When it’s discharged, I will tell you what it was. You will probably be angry. That is a conversation I am prepared to have on the other side of this.”

Mick picked up his fork again, found there was nothing left on the plate, and put it back down. “Is it going to get someone killed.”

The pause was a long one.

“Not directly.”

“That’s not—”

“It is the most honest answer I can give you.”

He sat with that. Outside, the street was doing its quiet late-evening routine — a bus going past, someone’s front door, the distant specific percussion of a fox getting into a bin bag. All of it utterly normal and utterly indifferent to the conversation happening above it.

“Fine,” he said. Not happily. Not with any suggestion that he’d stopped thinking about it. Just: filed, for later, under things he didn’t have the leverage to change tonight.

He took the plate to the sink and washed it, which was the kind of activity that gave the hands something to do while the mind worked through what it was going to do next.

“Walk me through the transit,” he said.

“Again?”

“Once more.”

“Flight to Istanbul. From Istanbul I reach the anchor in the Taurus Mountains without crossing water — land route, manageable. From the Taurus anchor, east through the Zagros crossing into northern Iran. The Zagros thin place is older, less predictable, but I know it. From there, north to the Alborz foothills — the shortest transit, the most straightforward. Fragment one. Then south to the Isfahan region for fragment two.”

“And then the salt desert.”

“From Isfahan, yes. That transit will be the worst of them — I’ll be depleted by then and the desert itself is hostile to liminal movement. Flat, dry, exposed. Nothing to anchor to.”

“But manageable.”

“Manageable.” A pause. “Probably.”

“Probably.”

“The situation in the Dasht-e Kavir is not static. I can give you manageable as a baseline. I cannot account for active military operations.”

Mick dried the plate and put it away. “And once we have the third fragment, or whatever’s left of it, we assess from there.”

“Yes.”

“And come back through the same route.”

“Or a variation of it, depending on what condition I’m in. The return transits will be faster — no material to carry, no need to approach with caution. Speed over precision.”

“Right.” He leaned against the counter. The kitchen was clean, the equipment was packed, the credentials from Reeves were in his coat pocket, the satellite phone was charged. Everything that could be prepared had been prepared. There was nothing left to do with his hands.

“What are we actually walking into,” he said. “Not the logistics. The thing itself.”

Marchosias was quiet for a moment.

“Three sites of ancient celestial significance in a country currently experiencing active aerial bombardment, international sanctions, and the specific hostility of a government that regards foreign nationals near its heritage sites as a potential intelligence threat. The fragments will each be guarded — not by soldiers, but by whatever celestial resonance has been maintaining them for three thousand years. That resonance will react to proximity. I can manage it, but it will be uncomfortable and it will take time, and time is the variable over which we have the least control.”

“And the people.”

“The people are unpredictable in ways that celestial resonance is not.” A pause. “Any military presence is the primary concern. The salt desert has its own risks, but they are environmental and geopolitical rather than organised.”

“Environmental and geopolitical,” Mick repeated. “That’s one way to describe an air strike.”

“Several ways to die in the Dasht-e Kavir. Air strikes are among them.”

“Reassuring.”

“I wasn’t—”

“I know.” Mick pushed off the counter. He checked the pack in the hallway — not because anything had changed in the last hour, but because checking it was something to do. Everything where it should be. “What I don’t want,” he said, after a moment, “is to get through all of this and then find the disc doesn’t work.”

“The disc will work. It was built by people who understood what they were building.”

“That is if we manage to find them all. And if not?”

“Then we find another way.” The precise Marchosias variant of certainty — not optimism, not reassurance, just the flat statement of someone who had survived enough centuries to know that problems of this kind generally had solutions, even if the solutions weren’t visible in advance. “We will not come back from Iran without what we need. Whatever form that takes.”

Mick looked at him. Seven years of partnership had not produced, between them, the kind of dynamic that went in for declarations. What it had produced was something quieter and more durable — a shorthand that communicated without ceremony, a trust that didn’t require articulation to function.

What Marchosias had just said was, in his particular vocabulary, as close to I will not let this go wrong as he was capable of getting.

Mick acknowledged it in the appropriate register. “Right,” he said. “Early start.”

“The flight is at six.”

“Six.” He looked at his watch. “Three hours.”

“You should sleep.”

“I probably won’t.”

“I know.” A pause that was almost — not quite, but almost — something warmer than silence. “Try anyway.”

Mick turned off the kitchen light. The flat settled into its nighttime configuration — the orange glow from the street, the particular quiet of a building at rest, the familiar weight of a presence that had been here so long it had become indistinguishable from the place itself.

He went to bed. He didn’t sleep for most of it. At half past two he gave up, made coffee, and sat with it in the dark until it was time to go.

    
    The Hunt

    


  The Mountain Temple

Istanbul was doing what Istanbul does in November, which was rain sideways across the Bosphorus and make the ferry crossings look like something from a film about regret. They had four hours to kill between landing and the transit window Marchosias had identified in the Taurus Mountains to the south, and they killed them in a tea house near the Grand Bazaar where the çay came in tulip glasses and the owner had the settled contentment of a man who had been making tea in the same place for thirty years and saw no reason to change the arrangement.

Mick sat at a corner table with his back to the wall — an old habit, the kind that had survived the transition from police work to whatever it was he did now — and ordered tea and a plate of simit and watched the street outside do its wet November business.

“The window opens at two in the morning,” Marchosias said. “Local time. It’s a thin place that runs on a lunar cycle — reliably open for three hours around the new moon. Which is tonight.”

“And if we miss it.”

“Twenty-eight days.”

Mick drank his tea. It was very good tea, which seemed appropriate. Outside, the rain continued its sideways commentary on the decision to be in Turkey in November. A man in an inadequate jacket was trying to sell chestnuts from a cart and having a philosophical relationship with his own optimism.

“Walk me through what happens in the transit,” Mick said. “The extended one. I’ve done short shadow travel — through a wall, across a room, once through the wall of a burning building which I would prefer not to repeat. This is different.”

“Considerably. Multiple stages. The distance means I am working against the resistance of the material realm the entire time rather than slipping through a local fold. You will feel it as pressure — not pain, but the sensation of something enormous paying close attention to the space you occupy. It may also feel very cold. Your sense of time will not be reliable.”

“How not reliable.”

“Minutes. The experience of a transit that takes thirty seconds may feel like ten minutes, or like three. There is no consistency. The mind doesn’t process the in-between well.”

“The in-between.”

“The space that isn’t either origin or destination. I navigate it. You experience it.”

“Reassuring distinction.”

“I wasn’t—”

“I know.” Mick broke a piece off the simit. Sesame seeds and bread. Entirely material and entirely welcome. “And you — how are you for the sequence? Three transits without recovery between them.”

“The first transit is the most costly. After that the path is established and each subsequent crossing is less expensive. By the time we reach the Alborz foothills I will be functional.”

“Functional.”

“Yes.”

“Not comfortable.”

“Comfort is not the relevant variable.”

Outside, the chestnut vendor made a sale. A small victory for optimism in the rain. Mick watched him bag the chestnuts with the particular satisfaction of someone who had identified what mattered and built a life around it, and felt, briefly and without sentimentality, the specific quality of his own life by comparison.

He ordered another tea. They had three more hours.

—

The Taurus Mountains in the small hours of a November morning were cold with a seriousness of purpose that suggested the concept of cold had been arrived at through long deliberation and was not open to revision. The thin place was in a valley between two peaks, accessible by a goat track that had last been maintained by someone who was no longer alive to maintain it, threading through scrub pine and loose limestone in the dark.

The transit itself had been everything Marchosias described and several things he hadn’t.

The pressure came first — not pain but the sensation of something vast and attentive turning toward the space Mick occupied, the way a searchlight feels before it finds you. Then the cold, which was not the cold of mountain air but something without temperature in the conventional sense, a quality of absence that registered as cold because that was the nearest available category. His sense of time did what Marchosias had said, became liquid and inconsistent, stretching in one moment and compressing in the next, and there was nothing to do about that except endure it and trust that Marchosias was navigating.

The Zagros crossing was the worst leg. Something in that thin place had a presence — not directed, not sentient, but old and enormous and expressing, in the way that geological forces expressed things, a preference for not being passed through. They were through it in what felt like a long time but was probably thirty seconds. He emerged on the other side with the distinct impression of having been briefly considered by something and found unremarkable, which was, in the circumstances, the best possible outcome.

The Alborz foothills arrived as cold mountain air and the smell of stone and pine and the particular depth of high-altitude darkness — very clear, very still, stars at a density that London’s permanent orange glow had trained Mick to forget was possible. The Milky Way was visible as an actual band of light. He stood and looked at it for a moment and his legs, consulting privately with each other, decided the appropriate response was to sit him down on the nearest flat rock.

“Take a moment,” Marchosias said. “That’s normal.”

“Right.” He sat. The stars were extraordinary. He noted this and filed it under things to think about when not sitting on a rock in Iran at three in the morning having just been pulled through the fabric of the material realm three times. “What time is it.”

“Quarter past three. Local.”

“How far to the temple.”

“Three kilometres. Uphill.”

He stood. His legs had revised their position on vertical transport. They started walking.

—

The path — what remained of it — switched back up the mountain face in long diagonals, through scrub and loose scree and sections where the track had simply decided to become the mountain again and required navigation by Marchosias’s guidance and Mick’s torch kept low and close to his feet. The air thinned as they climbed. His breath made visible clouds. The cold here was honest cold — the kind that had always been in these mountains and had no interest in being otherwise.

“Another four hundred metres of elevation,” Marchosias said. “The temple is cut into the face above the second ridge. There is a section of loose shale just before it — move slowly through that part.”

“You’ve done this climb before.”

“Several times. Not recently.”

“How not recently.”

A pause. “The last time I came here, the path was maintained.”

Mick let that settle. He looked at the slope ahead — the ridge visible in starlight, the dark mass of the mountain above it. “What were you doing here. When the path was in use.”

“I had interests in this region during the Achaemenid period. Political arrangements, primarily — the kind of arrangements that benefit from an infernal of standing being aware of the local spiritual infrastructure. Sacred sites of genuine power require monitoring. And occasionally, intervention.”

“And this was one of them.”

“This was one of considerable significance. The thin place quality at the altar made it a reliable point of contact between the material and the infernal layers. The fire cult understood this, in their terms. They built around it.”

“Like most sites that become sacred. The building is human. The reason for building is older.”

They reached the section of loose shale. Mick moved through it with care, torch on his feet, each step tested before weight was committed. The shale shifted and clicked but held. On the other side: the second ridge, and above it, the face of the mountain in grey starlit limestone.

He saw it when Marchosias guided the torch beam to the right section of cliff — a portion of rock face that was not quite the same as its surroundings. The natural surface had a random quality, the irregular fracture patterns of undisturbed stone. This section had a different geometry: more regular, more considered, the suggestion of intentional cutting visible even under centuries of weathering and mineral staining. The outline of a doorway, low and wide, filled in by accumulated debris — compacted layers of gravel and wind-blown sand and fine stone that had been working their way into the entrance for two thousand years until the entrance was no longer an entrance but a section of cliff face that happened to be slightly wrong to a trained eye.

“How long has it been sealed.”

“Since the last of the fire priests left, which was approximately fourth century CE — the Sassanid period, when the faith was reorganising around official state structures and the remote sites were formally abandoned. They sealed it carefully. They expected to return.”

“They didn’t.”

“No.”

Mick put his hand on the debris at the base of the entrance. Compacted hard. The work of centuries. “Can we shift this.”

“Yes.” A pause. “Stand back.”

He stepped back. What happened next he felt before he saw — a pressure change in the immediate air, a temperature drop of a degree or two that had nothing to do with the altitude, and then the debris in front of the entrance began to move.

Not all at once. Not violently. It began at the base, a tightening of the air above a small area, and then that area expanded and accelerated and became a vortex — a tight, controlled column of spinning air that pulled the loose material inward from the edges and upward from the base, the debris catching and spinning in it, gravel and compacted sand and small stones rising in a tight spiral and dispersing outward at the top in a fine horizontal spray across the mountain face. The sound was low and sustained — a hiss of fine material in rapid motion, the click and scatter of small stones against rock, the particular white noise of a large quantity of particulate moving quickly.

Forty seconds, approximately. The entrance cleared from the bottom up, as though being poured out rather than excavated. When it stopped the vortex simply ceased — not dissipating gradually but stopping, the material that had been suspended dropping in a brief shower of small stones around the threshold.

The entrance was clear. A low rectangular doorway cut into the living rock, the lintel intact, the threshold stone worn smooth by the feet of priests who had last crossed it sixteen hundred years ago.

Mick looked at the dispersed debris across the mountainside and then at the space where Marchosias registered. There was a quality to it he hadn’t encountered before — not effort, exactly, but expenditure. Something spent and rebalancing, the way Marchosias felt after shadow travel but different in character. Localised to the surface of things rather than the depths. “You alright.”

“Fine.” Fully convincing, this time. “That was well within my capacity. Moving air and particulate in the material realm is not costly. The mountain offered no resistance — this is not a defended approach, only a sealed one.”

“Good to know.” Mick looked at the doorway. Lower than comfortable but passable. “After you.”

“I don’t require doorways.”

“I know. I was being polite.”

He ducked through.

—

The smell hit him first: the exhalation of a sealed space releasing sixteen centuries of held breath. Stone and cold ash and mineral time and something else, faint and underneath everything, that was not any of those things — a warmth that had no right to be there, that belonged to something older than the seal.

He straightened — carefully, the ceiling was low — and brought the torch up.

The walls were carved. Not rough working, not the preliminary marks of construction, but finished craft: columns of proto-Avestan script running floor to ceiling, interspersed with carved images — fire rendered in stylised upward strokes, birds with wide wings, a solar disc with rays that bent at their ends, figures in robes whose posture suggested ritual rather than narrative. The stone had been dressed smooth before the carving, and the carving had been cut deep. Deep enough to last. Someone had argued for the depth and been right.

The space was roughly circular, perhaps ten metres across, the ceiling low enough to require care but not enough to prevent movement. The floor had been swept clean by the last priests before they left and had remained so — no debris had entered with the seal intact, and no animals had found their way in. It was exactly as it had been left, in the same way that a room is exactly as it was left when no one has been in it since.

At the centre: the fire altar. A stone platform, waist height, with a shallow depression at its top worn smooth by years of use, blackened at the edges by fire that had burned here daily for generations. Mick put his hand on it.

Warm. Not dramatically, not ambiguously. Warm, through the stone, in a way that stone this old in a sealed cave in the Iranian mountains at three in the morning had no earthly business being.

“The thin place quality is preserved in the altar stone,” Marchosias said. “The fire burned here long enough and with enough intent that the stone absorbed the resonance. This altar was not merely heated. It was used — as a point of contact, a focusing surface, for every ritual performed here across several centuries of active use. That kind of sustained directed intent leaves a mark.”

Mick kept his hand on the altar for a moment longer. The warmth was very faint but entirely consistent — not a temperature reading but something underneath temperature. He took his hand away.

The torch found the back wall and the niche cut into it. Shoulder height, roughly thirty centimetres square, sealed. Not with stone or mortar — there was nothing physical blocking it. But his eyes resisted settling on it. Every time he tried to focus on the interior of the niche, his gaze slid sideways, not dramatically, not with any sense of force, but with the gentle insistent redirection of something that didn’t want to be looked at.

“Celestial lock,” Marchosias confirmed. “Non-aggressive. It’s designed to prevent casual discovery — the visual aversion keeps most people from ever noticing the niche is there. Against someone specifically looking for it and with infernal support to read the lock’s structure, it’s less effective.”

“Can you open it.”

“Give me a moment.”

Mick stood back and watched. The area around the niche did things he had no vocabulary for — a series of small local wrongnesses, pressures that existed and then didn’t, the visual aversion increasing and then, with a quality like a held breath released, simply stopping. The silence that followed was absolute. The niche was open.

Inside: the fragment. Bronze, roughly triangular, perhaps twenty centimetres at its longest edge, thick enough to have survived intact where a thinner casting might have cracked. The surface was covered in engraved script — fine and dense, the same proto-Avestan he’d seen on the walls but concentrated, purposeful. This wasn’t decoration. Every character was carrying specific information, arranged with the precision of something designed to be read in a particular order and followed exactly.

He lifted it. Lighter than it looked, and warm in the same way the altar was warm — not temperature, something underneath it.

“That section describes approach and orientation,” Marchosias said. “The preparatory instructions. How to carry the assembled disc, how to orient it toward the target, the physical stance for the operator.”

“Not how it actually works.”

“No. The operational mechanics will be on the other fragments. This is the preamble.”

“A three-thousand-year-old instruction manual distributed across three sites in a war zone.” Mick wrapped the fragment in the cloth, placed it in his inner jacket pocket, felt its warmth settle against his ribs. “Right.”

He was reaching for the torch when the mountain pushed back.

It was not a sound. It was not a physical impact. It was the territorial resonance of a thin place that had been dormant for sixteen centuries abruptly registering that its contents had changed — old and baked into the stone, not sentient, not directed, but expressing in the only way it knew how its objection to the alteration. The expression took the form of a comprehensive assault on the human nervous system that registered simultaneously as vertigo, nausea, and the absolute bone-level conviction that he needed to be elsewhere immediately.

“Out.” Marchosias, sharp and without preamble. “Now. Don’t stop.”

Mick didn’t stop. Through the niche, past the altar, ducking through the doorway and across the threshold stone and into the open mountain air, the cold hitting him like a correction, and the vertigo receding with each step he put between himself and the entrance, as though the presence had made its point and was satisfied with having made it.

He stood on the mountainside breathing thin cold air until his nervous system had finished its complaint and filed it away.

“It passes quickly once you’re outside the threshold,” Marchosias said. “The resonance doesn’t pursue. It defends its space and stops at its boundary.”

“Good to know.” Mick straightened. The sky in the east had shifted from black to a very deep blue, the first honest suggestion of eventual dawn. The fragment was warm in his pocket. “We should move before the light comes up.”

“Yes.”

—

The descent was faster than the climb, gravity making its opinion known, and they reached the valley floor as the sky continued its slow negotiation with the idea of morning. The stars were fading at the horizon. The mountain behind them resolved from mass into detail — ridge lines, rock faces, the worked section of cliff now invisible again against the surrounding stone.

They walked for a while without speaking. Mick had the fragment against his ribs and the memory of that warmth on the altar under his palm and the very clear sense of a long way from London. Not bad. Just large. The world was large in ways that were easy to forget when your frame of reference was the Central Line.

“I was here,” Marchosias said, eventually, “when those walls were carved.”

Mick took a moment with it. “How long ago.”

“By your calendar — approximately twenty-four hundred years. The fire cult was consolidating its permanent sites across the region. This one was significant because of the altar stone’s quality — the thin place resonance was exceptionally stable, which made it reliable for the rituals that required consistency. A senior priest petitioned for the interior work. The carving took three years.”

“And you were here for it.”

“I had interests in the region. The Achaemenid empire was useful to certain infernal arrangements — stable governance, extensive trade routes, a theological framework that was in active dialogue with both celestial and infernal layers without fully understanding either. Such frameworks are useful. They require attention to maintain.” A pause. “I attended the consecration of this site in a form their theology could accommodate. They interpreted me as an aspect of Atar — the divine fire, the emanation of Ahura Mazda. They were not entirely wrong. Sacred sites attract attention from more than one direction, and the categories don’t always map cleanly.”

Mick looked at the mountain fading into pre-dawn behind them. “Do you remember the priest who commissioned the work.”

“Her name was Aryana. She oversaw the entire project — the initial survey, the carving contracts, the ritual preparation of the altar stone. She argued extensively with the master carver about the depth of the script. He wanted shallower cuts, which was faster. She wanted it deep enough to last indefinitely. They went three rounds about it.”

“She won.”

“She had authority and she was right, which is a combination that generally wins eventually. The cuts are still perfectly legible two and a half millennia later. The carver’s position has not aged as well.”

“What was she like.”

A pause that was doing something with the question — holding it up, looking at it from different angles. “Precise. Certain about what mattered and uninterested in what didn’t. She would arrive at the site before the carvers and leave after them. She brought her own tools to check the depth of every cut.” Another pause. “She had a daughter who used to come with her on inspection days and sit in the corner watching the work. I remember thinking the child would grow up to be exactly like her mother. I never found out if she did.”

Mick didn’t say anything for a moment. “She’d have been angry about this. About us being here.”

“Furious.” No ambiguity in it. “And then she would have wanted to understand why the accord had failed. Aryana was not a person who accepted that something which should hold had failed without needing to know the mechanism of the failure.” A pause. “She would have asked good questions.”

The valley floor levelled and the scrub thinned and the pre-dawn light was sufficient now to walk without the torch. Mick turned it off and pocketed it. The sky in the east was properly pale, the mountains defined against it in layers of grey and dark blue, beautiful in the specific way that places are beautiful when there is no one else to see them and no particular reason to be there except that circumstances have brought you.

He had a fragment of a three-thousand-year-old bronze disc warming his ribs. Two more to find, one of which was in an active strike corridor. Aryana would have had questions about that too.

“There is a shepherd’s shelter in the foothills two kilometres north,” Marchosias said. “Empty for several seasons. We can rest there until the Isfahan transit is viable.”

“How long.”

“Eighteen hours. I need the recovery time before the next crossing.”

Eighteen hours in a shepherd’s shelter in the Iranian foothills with a fragment of an ancient artefact and the slowly growing understanding of exactly what they’d agreed to do. Mick had experienced worse. He was fairly certain.

“Right,” he said. “Lead the way.”
The Occupied Underground

The shepherd’s shelter was a single-room stone structure built into a hillside with the practical intelligence of people who had been building in these mountains for centuries — low profile, thick walls, a south-facing entrance that collected what warmth November offered and a roof that had been maintained by someone and then not maintained by someone else. The floor was packed earth. There was a rusted iron ring bolted to one wall that had once been used for something and now served as a reminder that human purposes are temporary. There was no furniture. The wind came through a gap in the northern wall at a steady and committed rate.

Mick spent the first four hours sleeping, which was a biological necessity rather than a choice. He woke to grey afternoon light through the entrance and the particular quality of silence that belonged to high mountain terrain — very complete, very old, not hostile.

He ate from the supplies in his pack. Dried food, water from the purification tablets, a chocolate bar that had survived the transit in his jacket pocket and was now the finest thing he had eaten in recent memory. He sat with his back to the south wall and watched the entrance and thought about nothing in particular, which was a skill he’d developed over years of the kind of work where thinking too far ahead was a form of self-harm.

“The transit window to the temple level opens cleanest at three in the morning,” Marchosias said, mid-afternoon, surfacing from the recovery work he’d been doing in the quieter parts of their shared consciousness. “The thin place resonance is stronger there than it was at the Alborz site — the sanctuary has been continuously charged for longer, and the Isfahan valley holds celestial energy differently than the mountains. It will anchor me well, which I’ll need.”

“Why will you need it.”

“The celestial interference in a Mithraic temple of that age and purpose is considerable. The cult maintained the space as a ritual environment for several centuries — sustained, directed, intentional activity at infernal-adjacent frequencies. For me to work shadow manipulation inside that space is like working against a current. I can do it. It will cost more than the mountain did.”

“And combined with the transit sequence—”

“I will be functioning. Don’t ask me to define the margins precisely.”

Mick ate the last of the chocolate bar. Outside, the light was beginning its early mountain retreat, the shadows coming down the slopes faster than they had any business doing. In six hours they would be going underground.

“Tell me about the site. What you know of it.”

A pause that had the quality of memory being accessed rather than information being retrieved. “Mithraism spread through the Roman legions primarily, following the trade routes. But the cult of Mithra himself is older — Persian, pre-Zoroastrian, a deity of covenants and the dawn light. By the time the Romans had adopted and adapted him, the original Persian traditions were already ancient. The Isfahan region has the deepest roots. Some of the underground sanctuaries in this area predate the Roman adoption by five centuries.”

“Is this one of those.”

“Yes. The structure is Achaemenid or early Parthian — the deeper levels at least. The later cult added to it, extended it, used the existing stone as a foundation because the thin place quality was already there. They understood they were working with something older than their own tradition. They were practical about it.”

“And the surface above it.”

A shorter pause. “There’s something there. I can feel its mass through the thin place beacon — a density of material that isn’t geological. Concrete and steel, or something similar. Not a ruin. Not a village.” A beat. “Someone has built on top of it. I can’t read what from this distance. The celestial interference from below scatters my reach. We’ll know when we’re there.”

Mick looked at the iron ring on the opposite wall. It caught the last of the afternoon light and held it briefly. Something built. Concrete and steel. In the Isfahan region in the current political situation, the universe of possibilities was not large, and none of them were comfortable. “Three in the morning.”

“Three in the morning.”

He closed his eyes and went back to sleep.

—

The transit to the Isfahan region was harder than the Alborz approach and shorter, which was a combination that suggested Marchosias was spending capacity at a rate that would leave them tight by the third site. They emerged not in open air but in stone — in total darkness, underground, with the particular quality of enclosed space pressing in from all sides and the smell of ancient mineral stillness and something else beneath it, something that Mick’s nervous system categorised as wrong before his conscious mind had processed what it was registering.

He stood completely still. Controlled his breathing. Waited for Marchosias’s assessment.

“We’re in the lower sanctuary,” Marchosias said, very quietly. “The beacon held — exactly where I wanted. Do not move yet. There is something above us.”

Mick didn’t move. He breathed through his nose and catalogued: stone floor, cold and slightly uneven. Total darkness — not the darkness of night outdoors but the absolute darkness of a sealed space with no light source at any distance. The smell was layered in the way that very old enclosed spaces were layered — mineral base, over that the ghost of something organic long since departed, over that something else that had no material analogue, faint and insistent, like pressure behind the eyes.

He stood in the dark and waited. He could feel Marchosias working — not in the active, directive way of shadow manipulation but in the quiet, extended way of perception being pressed outward through layers of material it wasn’t designed to read. Stone. Concrete. Metal. Whatever was above them pressing back against the effort.

Then, through some considerable thickness of rock and concrete: a sound.

Boots on a floor. Not close, but present — a single set, moving at a measured pace, a rhythm that had been walked so many times it had worn itself into muscle. A man doing a corridor walk he had done before and would do again. The sound continued for perhaps twenty seconds. Then passed out of range. Then silence.

Mick stayed still.

“There is a structure two levels above us,” Marchosias said, very quietly. “Reinforced concrete construction. Post-revolution build, by the feel of it — the material has a specific density, a specific quality of mass. Not a residential building. Not a commercial site.”

“Military.”

“I’m not certain yet. Stay still.”

He felt Marchosias extend the reach again — a sustained effort this time, pushing upward through the rock rather than across it. Mick was aware of it as a kind of pressure in the shared space between them, a focused expenditure that had a direction. Outside, in the stone above, something was being read.

A door opened. Muffled, distant, but legible in the stillness of the sanctuary — a heavy door with a specific mechanical action, a handle or latch engineered for function rather than convenience. Voices followed. Two of them, brief and businesslike. Mick could not parse the language at this depth and this distance, only the cadence — the specific cadence of two people conducting a handover, one set of words completing something, the other acknowledging it. Then footsteps. Two sets, separating.

Then: a sound that settled the question entirely. Low, textured, cycling through frequency in the characteristic pattern of military radio communications. Not a civilian walkie-talkie. Something larger, something installed, the carrier wave of a communications system that had been built into the structure rather than brought to it.

“Revolutionary Guard,” Marchosias said. “The subterranean levels will have been attractive for their natural shielding — communications equipment, hardened against aerial observation. The older stonework is two levels below their operational floor. They won’t know it’s here.”

“How many.”

“More than I can count cleanly. The celestial interference from below scatters my reach — it’s like trying to hear through a crowd. There are presences on the upper level, multiple. A facility of this kind wouldn’t run on a skeleton at night, even at three in the morning. There will be a duty section, monitoring equipment, perimeter surveillance. Rotations. We can’t know the exact number from here.”

Mick absorbed that. A proper military installation above an ancient sanctuary, manned in the middle of the night, in a country currently at war and on high alert. Not a quiet slip through an empty building.

“I can clear them,” Marchosias said. His voice was level, matter-of-fact. “Shadow work at that level would take effort, but the concentration of presences in a single structure — I could move through the upper levels and we would face no resistance. None of them would reach morning.”

The offer sat in the darkness between them for a moment.

“No,” Mick said.

“It would be considerably safer—”

“No. We’re not here to take sides in a war we didn’t start and should have no part of. Let the politicians create the body count. Not us.”

A pause. “They are soldiers of a government that would imprison or execute you for being in this country.”

“They’re also men doing a night shift in a building they don’t know is sitting on top of a two-thousand-five-hundred-year-old temple. They haven’t done anything to us.” He kept his voice very quiet, very flat, the tone that meant the decision was made and wasn’t a discussion. “We go around them. We wait for a gap and we move through it. If someone gets close, you make them look the wrong way. That’s all.”

Another pause, longer this time. “Understood.”

They waited. The quality of the darkness was extraordinary — not threatening, just absolute, the way that only genuinely sealed spaces were absolute, the kind of dark that made the eyes work harder and find nothing, the kind that had been here for centuries before anyone thought to put a communications installation above it. The wrongness Mick had registered on arrival was still present, faint and persistent, the celestial resonance of the sanctuary pushing against everything infernal including Marchosias’s perception and Mick’s own nervous system, which had apparently developed enough sensitivity over seven years to register the frequency as something that needed attending to.

Above them: footsteps passing, stopping, passing again. Voices at intervals. The low wash of radio traffic cycling through its patterns. A facility doing its overnight work, neither fully alert nor fully at rest.

He breathed. He waited.

“There is a connecting passage between this antechamber and the main sanctuary,” Marchosias said. “Forty metres, roughly. The problem is that it runs beneath the installation’s basement level — not through it, but close enough that the ceiling is shared construction. Concrete above, ancient stone below. The passage has not been opened from the surface side. They don’t know it exists. But sound travels through shared construction. No torch.”

“How close are the guards.”

“The nearest presence is in the basement level, roughly four metres of combined concrete and stone above your head for the middle section of the passage. If they move to the far end of their basement corridor, that becomes two metres. If they’re directly above the passage at that point and you make noise—” He didn’t finish it.

“Right.” Mick switched the torch off. The darkness came back, absolute. “And you can do what, exactly.”

“I can wrap shadow around you. Not invisibility — there’s no such thing, not practically. But shadow-work makes the shape wrong. The eye slides past. If a guard looks directly at where you are, something in the optics of it fails to resolve into a person. It works best in existing darkness, where there’s shadow material I can draw on. In this passage, the darkness itself is the material. I have plenty to work with.”

“But not if there’s a light source.”

“Not if there’s a direct light source. No.”

“And the celestial interference.”

“Will make it harder. Not impossible. I’ve been working against this current since we arrived — it’s uncomfortable, but it’s manageable while we’re moving. It’s when I have to hold the shadow suppression static for an extended period that the interference starts to cost. If we need to stop in the passage and stay stopped, I can hold it. I just won’t enjoy it.”

Mick stood in the dark for a moment. He’d done enough of this kind of work — not shadow travel, not anything infernal, just the ordinary operational work of moving through spaces he wasn’t supposed to be in — to know that planning past the first moment was usually wasted energy. You established the principle and then you reacted.

“Lead me through,” he said. “Hand on the wall, your directions as pressure. Same as before.”

“Same as before. Ready?”

“Go.”

The passage opened off the antechamber’s far wall, low-ceilinged and narrower than the chamber they’d come from. Mick felt the top of the arch brush his hair as he moved through and then the walls closing to perhaps a metre on either side — close enough to feel the stone’s cold through his jacket on both arms simultaneously. The floor was irregular. He moved carefully, weight forward, testing each step before committing. No sound he could avoid. He focused on being less than the ambient noise of the building above him.

He could feel Marchosias working. It was a different quality from the outward perception of the assessment — less searching, more containing, a concentrated effort of presence gathered close around Mick’s body, the shadow-material of the passage being organised into something that would, if it held, make anyone looking at this space see only darkness rather than a man in it.

Fifteen metres. Twenty. The ceiling changed quality above him — harder, less resonant, the hollow ring of struck stone giving way to the dull density of poured concrete. The shared construction. He moved more slowly, took smaller steps, breathed through his nose.

Footsteps. Directly above. Not loud — the construction attenuated them, made them slightly wrong in tone — but present, and close, and unhurried. A single pair, moving in the same direction as Mick was moving.

He stopped.

The footsteps continued above him, parallel for five, six, seven paces. Then stopped. He heard — or felt, the distinction was not always clear at this proximity — a pause. A shift of weight. The specific quality of a person who has stopped and is not sure why they’ve stopped, standing in a basement corridor at three in the morning feeling vaguely that something in the air is not quite right.

Marchosias held everything completely still. Mick held himself completely still.

The footsteps moved again. Away this time, back the way they’d come, and then through a door — the heavy mechanical action he’d heard before, engineered for function — and then muffled, and then nothing.

“Move. Now. Quickly.”

Mick moved. The passage opened ahead into something larger, the cold air changing quality around him, the ceiling rising. He came through into a chamber — and stopped because even in total darkness he could feel it, the same instinctive register he’d had the moment they arrived: the wrongness, but not threatening wrongness, something older and more settled, the specific frequency of a space that had been maintained at celestial resonance for two thousand years. Then Marchosias fed a thread of shadow-light ahead of him — not the torch, nothing that bright, just enough to see by — and the chamber emerged from the dark.

Long and narrow. The ceiling arching at three metres. Carved stone benches along each side, worn smooth in the way that only centuries of use wore stone smooth. And at the far end, barely visible in the faint light: a carved relief covering the full face of the end wall.

The tauroctony. The bull-slaying scene that was the central image of Mithraic worship — Mithras kneeling on the bull’s back, knife at the throat, the dog and the snake and the scorpion arranged in their prescribed positions around the act, the solar raven above, the torch-bearers on either side. Carved in low relief from the living rock, painted — the paint faded and in places gone entirely, but the ochre and deep red and black still present in the protected recesses, the figures still recognisable, the quality of the craftsmanship still evident in every line.

“Here,” Marchosias said. Very quietly. Like someone entering a room they had not been in for a long time and finding it unchanged. “I was here when these were painted.”

Mick stood and looked at the tauroctony for a moment. The weight of it pressed down on him in a way that had nothing to do with the stone above. “When.”

“The third century CE. This chamber was in active use — a Roman garrison in the region maintained the cult. The painter was a soldier, as most Mithraic practitioners were. He was meticulous about the iconography — he had a reference image he worked from, a bronze plaque he carried with him on campaigns. He’d replicated this scene in four different mithraea across the eastern provinces.”

“Did he know what was behind it.”

“No. He knew the image was sacred. He knew the site had unusual qualities — the thin place resonance registered for him as something he interpreted as divine presence. He worked carefully because of that. He took longer on this commission than on any of the others.” A pause. “He was right that something was present. He was not right about what it was.”

“Niche is behind the altar stone. Left side. We move quickly.”

Mick moved around the altar — a low rectangular block, the surface blackened from fire that had not burned here in seventeen centuries — and found the left wall. The niche was not subtle: cut deep into the stone, roughly square, at waist height. The celestial lock on it was immediately apparent even to his eyes — not the quiet visual aversion of the first seal but something more active, a sense of the air in front of the niche having made a decision about that space and preferring not to be disturbed in its position.

“This one is stronger,” Marchosias confirmed. “The first seal was precautionary. This one was designed by someone who understood what they were protecting.”

“Can you break it.”

“Yes. It will take longer and it will announce itself more clearly when it goes. Be ready to move the moment the fragment is in your hand.”

“How much noise.”

“The resonance pulse will propagate upward. The effect on electronics above us will be noticeable — equipment will fault, screens will glitch. It will last perhaps four seconds and then stabilise. Four seconds is enough time for a soldier with a functioning threat protocol to begin investigating. We need to be away from this niche before that protocol completes.”

Mick positioned himself. Fragment ready to take the moment the niche was clear. Pack open, cloth in hand. “Go.”

What followed was different from the mountain niche in quality and character. The mountain had been quiet work — pressures resolving, the visual aversion simply stopping. This was not quiet. The seal on the niche resisted actively, the way a lock resists a pick rather than the way a door resists a nudge. Marchosias applied force, steady and sustained, and the air in front of the niche became increasingly wrong — visually, thermally, the hair on Mick’s arms standing fully upright, his inner ear registering something that wasn’t sound.

Forty seconds of this. Then the seal broke.

But it did not break cleanly.

In the fraction of a second between the seal’s collapse and the fragment becoming accessible, something happened — a flash that wasn’t light, a wave that wasn’t heat, but that Mick’s body registered as both simultaneously and recoiled from with a full-body flinch before his conscious mind had processed any of it. It lasted perhaps half a second. Then it was gone, and the niche was open and the fragment was sitting in it and his hands were shaking slightly and he didn’t know why.

He took the fragment. Wrapped it. Into the pack. “Go,” he said. “Now.”

They moved. Back past the altar, across the chamber, into the connecting passage.

Above them, the cascade started before they were ten metres in — he could hear it even through the concrete and stone, the electronic noise of something malfunctioning, a specific pitch that equipment made when its logic was being interfered with from a direction it hadn’t been designed to handle. Then voices: sharp, questioning, the clipped urgency of Farsi he couldn’t parse but didn’t need to. Then boots — not one set, multiple, moving fast toward the zone of the fault.

Directly above the passage.

“Don’t stop,” Marchosias said. The shadow-wrap around Mick contracted, tighter, closer, drawing every available scrap of dark in the passage inward. The ceiling above them was alive with the sound of organised urgency — orders being given, the sound of equipment being checked, a door opening hard against its frame. Mick kept moving. Heel to toe, weight controlled, as fast as he dared without sound, his shoulder brushing the right wall to keep his line.

A boot came down directly above him. He felt it through the stone as much as heard it. Then another. Someone standing still, directly overhead, two metres of shared construction between them.

He stopped. He did not breathe.

The person above stood for four seconds. Five. Six. Then moved on, following the others toward the fault zone.

“Passage entrance. Ten metres ahead.”

He moved. Out of the passage, into the antechamber where they’d arrived, and Marchosias directed him — pressure rather than sound, the established language — left, then left again, down a short descent into a lower connecting space he hadn’t passed through on the way in, the thin place resonance here different, stronger, the particular charge of a location the fabric was already thin at. “Here. This is the transit point. Give me ten seconds.”

The ten seconds were very long.

“Now.”

The transit took them up and out — not the sustained crossing of the staged route in but a short, sharp vertical extraction through the thin place, emerging in the cold open air of the Isfahan plateau, flat agricultural land and the smell of dust and irrigation water and the enormous star-scattered Iranian sky. Mick doubled over with his hands on his knees and breathed.

After a minute he straightened. “What happened in there. When the seal broke.”

Marchosias said nothing for a moment. The quality of the silence was one he had not encountered before — not the deliberate silences of information being withheld, not the contemplative pauses before a careful answer. This was something processing itself. Something that had been close to something and was still working out the shape of it.

“The seal had a secondary mechanism,” Marchosias said. “Beneath the lock itself. A fail-safe — if the lock was broken by force rather than by the authorised key sequence, the secondary was designed to activate.”

“What was it.”

“Celestial fire.”

Mick stood very still in the cold dark. “Define celestial fire.”

“It is precisely what it sounds like. Fire that operates at celestial frequencies. Not thermal in the material sense — it would not have burned the stone or set the air alight. But for anything with a consciousness operating in the material realm—” A pause. “For a human being, it would have stopped every biological process simultaneously. Not slowly. Instantly.”

“And for you.”

“For an infernal,” Marchosias said, very carefully, “it would have done the same. There is no infernal consciousness that survives celestial fire. Not at the grade that secondary was storing.”

Mick absorbed that. The flat agricultural land around them was completely dark and completely silent, a dog barking somewhere very distant, the stars doing their indifferent work overhead. “It didn’t fire.”

“No.”

“Why not.”

“Because it is twenty-five hundred years old and the mechanism had degraded. The fail-safe activated — I felt it try. What it produced was perhaps a third of the stored charge, released incoherently rather than as a directed pulse. Enough to cause the physical sensation you felt. Not enough to kill either of us.”

“Not enough.”

“No.”

Mick put his hands in his coat pockets. The fragment was in his pack, warm through the fabric. “If it had been fully functional.”

“We would both be dead. Or whatever the equivalent is for an entity like me, which is not something I am interested in discovering empirically.” The flat precision of it was more eloquent than any elaboration would have been. “The seal on the first fragment was precautionary. The seal on this one was serious. The people who designed these containment systems understood they were protecting something that someone would eventually attempt to recover, and they were not of a mind to allow that to go easily.”

“And the third.”

The pause.

“The third may be fully functional,” Marchosias said. “If the degradation is site-specific — if it’s a consequence of the Isfahan environment, the mineral composition of the rock, the temperature fluctuations over two and a half millennia — then the Dasht-e Kavir is a different environment and the mechanism may have preserved better. Or it may have degraded further. I don’t know.”

“But we have to assume functional.”

“We have to assume functional. Which means we cannot break that seal by force. We need to understand the authorised key sequence — what the designers expected the legitimate opener to possess or know — and replicate it. Or we find another approach entirely.”

“Which is.”

“I don’t know yet.” The honest variant, the one without performance. “I’ll think about it during the extraction transit. We need to move — the faulted equipment above will bring a broader investigation, and I want to be well clear of this region before first light.”

Mick looked at the sky. Two hours until dawn. He hitched the pack higher on his shoulders, felt the weight of two fragments now, their warmth combined and faint through the fabric. “Read me what the second fragment says. While we walk.”

“Now?”

“Something to think about other than almost dying.”

A pause, and then the careful translation, Marchosias rendering proto-Avestan into English as they moved across the dark plain, the text describing the operational mechanics of the disc — how the frequencies were generated, how they were focused, the nature of the interference field produced. And at the end of it: “The instrument focuses through a prepared anchor of specific stone composition. The anchor must be inscribed with three sigils in the described sequence. The third fragment specifies both the sigils and the stone.”

Mick walked. “So we still need the third fragment.”

“Or what the third fragment says. Which may be the same thing. Or may not.”

“That’s encouraging.”

“I know.” And after a pause: “The painter’s name was Gaius. He was from Antioch originally. He served twenty years in the eastern legions and retired to a small farm outside what is now Shiraz. He kept a record of every mithraeum he’d worked in — a kind of professional catalogue, noting dimensions, iconographic choices, paint composition. I’ve always wondered if the catalogue survived.”

Mick glanced at the space where Marchosias registered. It was, he had learned, Marchosias’s particular mode of processing something he had been close to losing — the sudden pivot to the specific, the remembered detail, the human particular that had nothing to do with the task at hand and everything to do with what the task had briefly been adjacent to.

He let it be.

They walked south under the stars, toward the transit point, two fragments warm in the pack between his shoulder blades and the very clear understanding that the third was going to be the one that killed them, or it wasn’t, and that there was no useful distinction between those possibilities until they were standing in front of it.

“Gaius,” Mick said.

“Yes.”

“Good name.”

“He was a good painter.”

They walked.
Opposition Surfaces

The partial transit dropped them in a dry riverbed twelve kilometres outside a town Marchosias couldn’t name in any language Mick spoke, at a little after five in the morning with the sky just beginning its first grey suggestion of the day.

Mick sat down on the riverbed’s bank and breathed for a while. His hands had stopped shaking by the Isfahan extraction but they’d started again somewhere in the transit, and they hadn’t stopped since.

“It’s not the transit,” Marchosias said. “It’s delayed adrenaline response. Your body is processing what happened in the sanctuary two hours after the fact.”

“I know what it is.” He sat on the cold ground and let them shake. The riverbed was completely dry — packed clay with the cracked surface of something that hadn’t seen water in months, possibly years. The desert fringe. Flat land in every direction, low scrub, a distant dark mass of something that might be hills or might be the curvature of the earth at sufficient distance. Cold, but not the mountain cold. A different cold. Drier.

“You couldn’t make the full transit.”

“I could have. I chose not to. The Dasht-e Kavir is hostile to liminal movement — flat, exposed, nothing to anchor to. If I spend what I have left to get us to the site, I have nothing in reserve at the site. What happened in Isfahan—” A pause. “I need time. Two hours, minimum. I want three.”

“Three hours in a dry riverbed in the Iranian desert.”

“There is a settlement to the north-east. Several kilometres. I can feel it from here — the density of human presence, the particular quality of a place where people have been for a long time. A town. Small. It will have a shop of some kind.”

Mick looked at his hands. They were steadying. He focused on that. “You want me to walk into a small Iranian town as a visibly foreign national at five in the morning.”

“Not at five in the morning. At seven, when it opens, and when your presence is marginally less conspicuous in daylight than in the dark. You need water. You’re down to less than a litre. In the Dasht-e Kavir without adequate water, everything else we’re trying to do becomes academic.”

He couldn’t argue with that. He drank the last of the water in his current bottle and ate two of the dried rations from the pack — not because he was hungry but because he needed fuel in his body before he started walking — and then stretched out on the bank and looked at the sky as it moved through its pre-dawn sequence, grey to pale grey to something that was almost blue.

His hands stopped shaking entirely somewhere around six.

“Better,” Marchosias said.

“Better.” He stood. “Three hours.”

“Three hours. And I need you to not draw attention.”

“I’m British, alone, in rural central Iran. What’s your definition of drawing attention.”

“The kind that results in the Revolutionary Guard being called. Anything below that threshold I can work with.”

—

The town was small in the way that places on the desert fringe were small — a main road that was also the only road, a mosque, a cluster of buildings in varying states of maintenance, a petrol station that may or may not have been operational. It was already awake by seven. Men outside the tea house, trucks moving through. Mick kept his head down, his pace purposeful, the posture of someone with somewhere to be who wasn’t inviting conversation.

The shop was a single room attached to the front of a house, the kind of place that stocked whatever it stocked and you took it or you didn’t. An older man behind the counter who looked at Mick with the specific assessment of someone who had been looked at by people trying not to be assessed for long enough to have developed a reliable read. Mick produced the local currency Reeves had arranged and pointed at water bottles and the shelf with packaged food. Kept his mouth shut. Paid. The man’s expression did not change throughout, which was the best possible outcome.

He was almost at the door when the man said something in Farsi.

Mick turned.

The man pointed at Mick’s left hand. There was a cut on it he didn’t remember getting — shallow, dried, along the palm. It looked worse than it was but it looked bad enough to mention.

“It’s fine,” Mick said, in English, because that was the only language he had. Then, inadequately: “Thank you.”

The man shrugged with the eloquence of someone who had offered and been declined and considered the matter closed. Mick went out.

“Your hand,” Marchosias said.

“I know. I’ll deal with it.”

“There’s a cut on your face as well. Left cheek. The seal break.”

He hadn’t noticed. He put a hand up and felt it — barely there, but present, the same type as the hand. Not from anything material. The celestial fire misfire. He’d been too focused on the shaking to notice the rest of the damage.

He moved through the town back toward the edge of it, heading for the road south, and was thinking about nothing in particular except the distance to the riverbed and whether his boots were going to hold, when Marchosias said: “Stop. Don’t look around. Keep walking and listen.”

He kept walking.

“There is an infernal presence in this town. It arrived within the last hour. It followed us here — not the transit, that’s untraceable, but the Isfahan resonance pulse will have given them a direction and a rough distance. They’ve been searching the area. They found us.”

“Hostile.”

“Not immediately. The nature of the presence is — intermediary. A message carrier. Not a faction member, something that works between interests. It won’t have come here to fight. It’s come because its principal wants a conversation.”

“And it knows we’re leaving soon.”

“Yes. Which is why it’s here now rather than waiting.”

Mick walked to the south end of the town and kept going, out onto the road, until the nearest building was a hundred metres behind him and the nearest person was invisible. Then he stopped and stood on the verge and waited.

He didn’t wait long.

The presence arrived the way infernal things sometimes arrived in the material world when there wasn’t a convenient human form to work through — not visibly, not as a person or a shape, but as a quality of the air becoming more intentional at a specific point, a concentration of attention that had no face and nonetheless communicated that it was looking at him directly. Mick had spent enough time around Marchosias to be able to feel the difference between infernal presence and ambient strangeness. This was presence. Deliberate, controlled, and waiting.

“Talk,” Mick said.

The voice came from approximately where the presence was, in the same way that Marchosias’s voice came from the mid-distance he occupied — not out loud, not as a sound in the air, but as something that arrived in the auditory system through a route that was not the ears. Accented English, which was either learned or performed.

“You have two fragments. You are going to the Dasht-e Kavir for the third. My principal is aware of this. My principal is also aware of what you will face when you reach the Tongue’s location.”

“Your principal knows where the Tongue is.”

“My principal has resources you do not have. Two centuries of attention directed at this particular problem. Yes. They know.”

Mick looked at the road. Flat, straight, heading south into the brown distance. “What’s the offer.”

“Full intelligence on the Watcher. Its nature, its specific capabilities, the approach that maximises your chance of survival. In exchange: when the Tongue is freed, it passes to my principal’s keeping for three days. Proximity. My principal would position it near specific subjects and read what it generates. Nothing more than that.”

“Farukh-Daeva,” Marchosias said, very quietly. Just the name, for Mick’s benefit. Telling him who he was dealing with.

Mick understood the offer precisely. The Tongue spoke about what was nearest — not answers to questions, not directed speech, but an endless oracular commentary on whatever it was brought close to. Three days of positioning it near the right subjects — celestial representatives, accord documents, negotiating parties — and reading what it produced. Not interrogation. Something subtler and potentially more damaging.

“Three days of proximity,” he said.

“A limited arrangement. My principal—”

“Your principal positions it near every celestial accord they want intelligence on. Near every party to every sealed negotiation they have an interest in. They read the speech and they spend the next decade acting on it.” He kept his voice level, not angry, just precise. “The Tongue doesn’t distinguish between what it speaks about. Neither does Farukh-Daeva.”

A pause. The presence did not dispute it.

“No,” Mick said.

“The Watcher information—”

“No. We’ll go in without it.”

“That is a significant risk. My principal is—”

“Your principal can find another arrangement. This one ends here.” He looked at the point in the air where the presence was concentrated. “Tell them: no. Not this time. Not a revised offer. Not a different price. No.”

The presence held for a moment — the quality of something deciding whether to press further or accept the answer. Then it contracted, quietly, like a conversation ending rather than a light going out. The air stopped being intentional. The road was just a road.

“Farukh-Daeva will not take that well,” Marchosias said.

“They gave us something anyway.” Mick picked up his pack and adjusted the straps. “Two centuries of tracking the Tongue and they’re willing to trade operational intelligence on the Watcher just to get three days of proximity. That tells us something.”

“It tells us they wouldn’t face it themselves.”

“It tells us they know exactly what it is and they still consider it the bigger problem. Whatever the Keeper told us — pre-hierarchical, nameless, no communication — Farukh-Daeva knows more than that and they’re not comfortable with it.” He started walking south. “That’s worth knowing, even without the detail.”

“Knowing it’s formidable is not the same as knowing how to survive it.”

“No. But it’s confirmation we’re not walking into something the Keeper undersold.” He looked at the road ahead. “The third fragment — the people who built the disc and the seals understood the Watcher. They built around it. Whatever they inscribed will give us something to work with.”

“If the third fragment is intact.”

“If the third fragment is intact.”

He walked. The road was empty in both directions, the morning getting on with its work, the light already taking on the particular quality of a landscape with very little water in it — sharp-edged, slightly brutal, the shadows hard and short. To the east the ground was already beginning to flatten in the way that preceded the salt flats, the colour draining out of the vegetation until there was no vegetation, just the pale mineral expanse.

“They’ll move against the third site,” Marchosias said. “Not directly. Farukh-Daeva’s people are intelligence operators. They won’t destroy the possibility of a future arrangement by open conflict. But they’ll watch. They’ll be in position to act if the situation changes. If the fragment is destroyed and we find another route — they’ll know before we do.”

“Can you sense them.”

“In the Dasht-e Kavir, yes. The flat desert is hostile to liminal movement but the very hostility makes presence legible — anything that shouldn’t be there stands out. If Farukh-Daeva moves anyone into range, I’ll know.”

“And you can work with an audience.”

“I can work with an audience. I just prefer not to.”

Mick looked at the horizon. The riverbed was somewhere ahead, hidden in the flat ground. Marchosias needed two more hours. He had water now, and food, and the particular quality of having made a decision that had been uncomfortable but was clearly the right one, which was not a comfortable feeling exactly but was a stable one.

“The Watcher,” he said. “What do you know about it.”

“Less than Farukh-Daeva, clearly. It is pre-hierarchical — older than the current infernal rank structure, which means it predates the systems I operate within. It doesn’t communicate. It doesn’t negotiate. It doesn’t distinguish between who it considers a threat and why. Anything that approaches the Tongue’s location with intent to free it will be treated identically.”

“Which means it doesn’t know why we’re doing it.”

“No. It knows what we’re doing. The distinction won’t matter to it.”

Mick walked. The road threw a thin shadow to his left.

The riverbed came into sight ahead, a shallow line in the flat ground. Marchosias settled into the quieter layers of their shared consciousness — the recovery work, the sustained preparation for what came next — and Mick sat on the bank and ate a second ration and drank water and watched the Iranian desert get on with the business of being a desert. Flat, pale, enormous, indifferent.

Two more hours. Then the Dasht-e Kavir.
The Strike

The truck belonged to a man in the town who had left it outside a building that was either a workshop or a storage facility and had gone inside and not come out again in the two hours Mick had been watching it. It was a battered Toyota pickup in a colour that had once been white and was now the particular beige of a vehicle that spent its life in dust, and it started on the second attempt with a combination of the wiring under the dash and the particular intuition that came from having done this before in worse conditions.

“I’m not going to comment on the theft,” Marchosias said.

“Good.”

“I will observe that the tank is three-quarters full, which is fortunate.”

“Yes it is.”

The road south ran straight for forty kilometres before it stopped being a road in any meaningful sense and became a track, and the track ran for another twenty before it became a suggestion, and after that it was just the flat — the salt desert opening ahead, white and vast and utterly without feature in every direction, the kind of landscape that made the eyes work too hard and find too little and begin to play games with the distance. Mick had driven in deserts before. Not this one. Not anything quite this flat.

The stars came out as the sky darkened, enormously, with the specific density of a sky with no light pollution within a hundred kilometres. He drove by headlights, the beams cutting a narrow channel through the white flat and making everything beyond them absolute and black.

“Turn them off,” Marchosias said.

“I’ll be driving blind.”

“No. Turn them off. Let’s try this.”

Mick turned off the headlights. The darkness came in, total and immediate, and he took his foot off the accelerator and let the truck coast while his eyes told him they had nothing for him and he should stop.

Then something shifted.

Not in the way eyes adjusted to darkness — not the slow dilation, the rods coming online, the world resolving grudgingly into grey shapes. This was different in kind rather than degree. The darkness didn’t thin. It became legible. The salt flat ahead of him wasn’t visible exactly — it was present, in the way that a surface is present when you have your hand an inch above it, the specific quality of the mineral cold and the mass of it communicating itself to his perception through a channel that was not his eyes but was using his eyes as the output. The track was a slightly different quality of present from the flat on either side. The horizon was not a line but a condition, a place where one kind of presence became another. Above him the sky was not dark but dense, layered with the pressure of distance — not stars as points of light but as sources of something more ancient and less legible than light, each one with its own weight.

He drove. Slowly, then less slowly, the truck finding its speed again as his hands and feet took over from a visual system that was no longer running the calculation.

“The darkness being the absence of light,” he said, “doesn’t mean the absence of vision. Not for you.”

“No.”

“Why haven’t you shown me this before.”

A pause. “Honestly,” Marchosias said, “it just never crossed my mind.”

Mick drove. The salt flat moved under him, white and present and legible, the track unwinding ahead with a clarity that was nothing like sight and worked completely. After a while the perception began to soften at the edges — the borrowed quality of it degrading as the effort of holding the channel open in a depleted state started to tell — and by the time they reached the checkpoint it had faded back to ordinary dark and he was driving by the last of the natural starlight.

He didn’t say anything about it. Neither did Marchosias.

But the road had been there the whole time.

They drove. The salt flat reflected the starlight in a way that was almost luminescent — not bright, but present, a faint phosphorescence from the mineral surface that gave the desert a quality of being faintly aware of itself. Ahead, twice, the horizon lit up to the east — not close, not aimed at them, the specific distant bloom of an ordnance strike followed by the sound arriving eight or nine seconds later, a low compression that you felt in the chest before you heard it with the ears. Each time Mick kept the truck moving and did not change speed.

“IRGC convoy route,” Marchosias said, after the second. “Twenty kilometres east. The strikes have been running that corridor for three days.”

“How do you know that.”

“I can feel the residue. Infernal presence in material violence leaves traces — not the strikes themselves, but the deaths. The accumulated weight of it. The corridor is saturated.”

Mick drove. “People died in that convoy.”

“Yes.”

He kept driving. There was nothing useful to say about it that wasn’t already known.

—

The checkpoint was a barrier across the track — not a permanent installation, just a vehicle parked sideways and two men with rifles and a light source that was probably a battery lantern, the particular improvised quality of a militia post rather than a regular IRGC position. They were alert in the way that men in a desert at night near an active strike corridor were alert, which was more than usually and not entirely focused on the track.

Mick slowed. “Now would be a good time.”

“Patience.”

He stopped the truck fifty metres short. One of the men was moving toward him, hand up, torch coming out.

Then something happened in the dark beyond the barrier’s eastern side — not visible, not audible to the men, but present enough that they both looked. The lantern swung. The approaching man stopped and looked back. His partner said something sharp and both of them turned fully away from the track, rifles coming up, attention entirely committed to a darkness that had just become the wrong kind of quiet.

Mick put the truck in gear and drove through. He didn’t look in the mirror until he was two hundred metres clear. When he did, the two men were still looking east.

“What did you show them.”

“Nothing. I showed them a nothing that didn’t behave the way nothings normally behave. The desert does the rest.”

—

The site was another forty minutes further, at coordinates from the Keeper that resolved themselves in the flat landscape as a low shape against the horizon — barely distinguishable from the desert floor, a circular structure perhaps fifteen metres across, its stones worn level with the salt flat over the centuries so that it sat in the landscape less like a building than like a scar in it. Stone the colour of bone. Open to the sky. No roof had ever been added; whoever built it had built it as an open vessel.

They arrived at dusk. The last of the light was going in the west, the sky moving through its final sequence from orange to red to a deep violet that preceded the dark. Mick stopped the truck two hundred metres out and got out and stood in the silence. The desert in the last light of day was absolutely still.

“I was here before it was built,” Marchosias said.

“What was here.”

“Nothing. The resonance was already here — the thin place quality, the specific frequency of this geography. They built around it because they could feel it. They didn’t need to create anything. The place was already what it was.” A pause that was doing considerable work. “I’ve watched it erode for three thousand years. It was considerably more present when it was new.”

Mick looked at the structure. Low, circular, the stones fitted without mortar in the tradition of the very old — each one shaped to its neighbour, the whole thing holding together by geometry and weight rather than adhesion. It had held together for three millennia. In the centre, a darkness that was lower than the surrounding desert: a descent. The interior was below the level of the salt flat.

“The fragment is in there.”

“Embedded in the inner face of the central well. Not in a niche, not sealed — built into the stone itself, mortared with the original construction. Whoever placed it expected this structure to outlast everything. They were nearly right.”

“Nearly.”

Marchosias was quiet.

They stood for a moment, both of them looking at the site, and Mick was about to start toward it when Marchosias said, with an entirely different quality of attention: “Wait.”

He waited.

“There is something in the air. To the north-west. High — very high. Moving slowly.”

“Drone.”

“Military. I can’t determine nationality at this distance but the altitude and pattern suggests reconnaissance rather than strike. It may have flagged the vehicle.”

Mick didn’t look up. Looking up was the response of someone who had heard something, and he had not heard anything, because at altitude military drones were essentially silent. “What do you need.”

“Time and the dark. The sun needs to be fully down. And it needs to come lower.”

“Is it coming lower.”

“It’s beginning a descending pass. It’s seen something — the site, possibly the vehicle, possibly just an anomaly in the survey data that it’s been sent to resolve. It will come down to perhaps four hundred metres for a closer pass. Maybe lower.”

“How long.”

“Eight minutes to full dark. Another four or five before it’s in range.”

Mick sat down on the desert floor next to the truck, put his back against the wheel arch, and was as uninteresting as he knew how to be. A man sitting next to a parked vehicle on the edge of an ancient site was not inherently a military threat. A man moving toward the site under an active reconnaissance pass was a different matter.

He waited. The dark came down fast, the way it did in deserts without moisture in the air to hold the light — one moment the sky was violet, then indigo, then the stars were out fully and the desert was the faint phosphorescent white of starlight on salt and nothing else. Above him, in a sky full of stars, something was descending.

He couldn’t see it. He couldn’t hear it. He knew it was there because Marchosias told him, and because at a certain point he felt the attention of it — not literally, not consciously, but the particular discomfort of being observed from altitude by something that had optics designed for exactly this kind of darkness.

“It’s at six hundred metres. Coming down. Five hundred and fifty.”

He stayed still.

“Five hundred. Four eighty.”

“Tell me when.”

“Not yet. I need it closer. The desert here is fine salt crystal over packed mineral — good material, but at this distance it disperses too widely before it reaches the intake. I need the column to be concentrated.”

“How concentrated.”

“I’m going to draw up approximately half a tonne of surface material in a column two metres across and direct it into the engine path. At the right altitude the drone will fly through it before it can alter course. The engines on this class of aircraft are not designed to ingest abrasive particulate at that density.”

“And the column — will it be visible.”

“At night, to ground observation, no. To the drone’s own sensors, briefly. Not briefly enough to matter.”

“Four hundred metres. Four ten.” A pause. “The shadow work at this depth of dark is good. I have material to work with. I’ve been drawing it since the light went. Ready.”

Mick didn’t move. He breathed.

“Now.”

He felt it rather than saw it — a deep-bass vibration through the ground under him, the salt flat trembling as something pulled at its surface with focused, deliberate force. The column went up in the dark ahead and above him, invisible against the black sky, an enormous vertical mass of salt crystal and mineral grit moving upward at speed — not a whirlwind, not random, a directed column with a specific trajectory calculated for a specific point in a specific airspace.

There was a sound. Not close, but present — a change in tone somewhere high above, a mechanical note that shifted register and then stopped resolving cleanly and then did something final. Then silence. Then, from a direction Mick couldn’t precisely identify in the dark, the sound of something losing altitude with authority rather than intention.

It came down somewhere north-west, in the desert, at enough distance that he didn’t see the impact. He heard it.

Silence returned. The desert absorbed it in the way deserts absorbed everything — completely and without interest.

“That will have been logged as a malfunction,” Marchosias said. “Signal loss is common in this terrain. They’ll send another sweep in the morning. We have the night.”

“Are you alright.”

A pause. “I’m functioning. That was more precise work than the temple entrance. The target was moving. The column had to lead the flight path rather than intercept it.” Another pause. “I’m functioning.”

“The same answer twice.”

“I’m aware.”

Mick got up. He shouldered his pack. “Then let’s move.”

—

The site was extraordinary up close in a way it hadn’t been at distance. The stones were not rough — they had been worked, each one dressed flat on its outer face, the jointing so precise that after three thousand years the structure held its shape without a centimetre of movement. At the centre: the descent. A shaft, roughly circular, three metres across, dropping into the ground. The interior of the structure was below desert level because the desert level had risen around it — centuries of salt accumulation, wind-borne mineral, the slow geological patient work of a landscape reclaiming space. When it was built, the interior would have been at ground level. Now it was perhaps four metres down.

“The fragment is on the north inner face. Roughly two metres below the current desert surface. You’ll need to descend.”

Mick looked at the shaft. The walls were the continuation of the outer stonework — the same dressed stone, the same dry jointing, the same three thousand years of settling into itself. Not a ladder. Not a rope anchor. Just stone.

“Are there footholds.”

“There are gaps in the jointing. The stones have settled unevenly. Enough to work with, if you’re careful.”

He clicked the torch on, kept it low, looked at the shaft wall. The gaps Marchosias meant were there — irregular, not designed as footholds, but present. He’d climbed worse on the Alborz approach. He sat on the edge of the shaft, found the first foothold, and went down.

The first two metres were manageable. The stone was cold and his fingers found the gaps without much difficulty, the torch clamped in his teeth, the pack a balance problem he’d dealt with before. Below him the shaft opened slightly as he descended — the original interior of the structure, the space that had once been at ground level and was now a sealed underground chamber three thousand years stale.

At the two-metre mark his foothold gave way.

Not dramatically — the block had been settling in its seating for three millennia and it chose this moment to settle one centimetre further, the gap closing with a small grinding sound and his foot slipping and his right hand coming off the wall and then there was nothing under him at all.

He fell.

He hit the floor.

Wrong. That was the first thing — not the impact itself but the quality of it. Too soon. The floor arriving before it should have, the collision different in register from what four metres of freefall produced — not softer exactly, just wrong, the way a sound is wrong when it comes from an unexpected direction. His palms hit stone and the torch went from his teeth and he sat down hard in total darkness with his wrists registering their objection.

Not dead. Everything that should be structural was structural. The arithmetic of that didn’t add up.

He sat on the chamber floor in total darkness and processed this.

“Your right wrist will be sore,” Marchosias said. From the sound of him — from the quality of his presence in the shared space — something had just cost more than he’d meant to spend.

“What did you do.”

“Local transit. Very short range. I moved you approximately three metres through shadow and reintroduced you at half a metre above the floor rather than four metres. It’s not a technique I use routinely — the precision required when the subject is already in motion—” He stopped. “It worked.”

“It worked,” Mick agreed. He found the torch on the floor, clicked it back on. Checked his wrists — bruised, both of them, the right one making a complaint he’d need to take seriously later. Nothing structural. “Thank you.”

“Don’t make a habit of falling.”

“Doing my best.”

He stood. The chamber was small — perhaps four metres across, the ceiling the underside of the stone floor above, ancient and close. The walls were the same dressed stone as the shaft. And there, on the north face, at exactly the height Marchosias had said: something set into the wall. Not the fragment itself — a tile, roughly square, fired clay, seated over where the bronze would be. A cover. Protective, deliberate, placed there by whoever had embedded the fragment in the first place as a final layer between the desert and the bronze beneath.

The tile’s face was inscribed. Dense, close-cut proto-Avestan covering the entire surface, the marks as clean as the day they were made — fired clay held inscription the way bronze did and better, the incisions preserved without oxidation, the script exact and complete.

Mick pulled the tile free. It came away cleanly — not mortared, just seated by weight and three thousand years of stillness. He turned it in the torch beam. A great deal of text. More than the fragments. Someone had understood that the bronze might not survive and had written it twice.

He slid the tile carefully into the pack.

Behind it, now uncovered: the fragment. Bronze, aged to near-black, set flush with the wall and mortared in place, the surface covered in close-cut marks that his torch beam caught obliquely and resolved into the same familiar script. He brought the torch close. The third sigil was here — at the centre, distinct from the operational text around it, the glyph he’d come for. He was in the process of reading it, tracing the radial strokes from the centre point outward the way Marchosias had taught him, turning the pattern in his mind, when the world above him moved.

Not the explosion itself — that came a fraction later. First, the desert transmitted something through the stone, a deep-frequency compression that was less sound than event, a pressure change that the body registered as wrongness before the ears caught up. Dust came down from the shaft above. A single stone in the wall shifted audibly in its seating.

“Mick—”

The explosion hit three hundred metres north and the chamber lurched. Not structurally — not yet — but the ground transmitted the impact as a shove, a single lateral movement that knocked him sideways into the wall and sent the torch spinning. He caught himself, found the torch, got it back on the fragment. Third sigil. He looked at it. He had most of it — enough, he thought, enough — and then the second explosion was not three hundred metres away.

The chamber did not so much collapse as make a decision. The stone above the shaft cracked along a line that must have been waiting decades for an excuse, and the first block came down into the shaft and then the one beside it and then the sound was no longer individual stones but the continuous declarative statement of a structure surrendering its geometry, and Marchosias said, very clearly: “Up. Right now.”

Mick went up the shaft the way he had no memory of going up — hands finding stone that may or may not have been the right stone, feet finding gaps that were narrowing as the walls above him shifted, the torch gone again and not worth finding, the pack catching twice on the shaft wall and both times tearing free. Something hit his shoulder — not the wall, a falling stone, glancing, enough to send a white message up his arm that he processed and filed for later. He came over the rim of the shaft on his elbows, rolled clear, got his feet under him.

The circular structure was still standing, briefly, the outer ring of dressed stone holding its form through some combination of geometry and momentum while the interior resolved into rubble. Then the outer ring made the same decision the rest had made and came down in sections, not a roar, not a dramatic cascade, just the matter-of-fact sequential collapse of each stone accepting that its neighbour had gone and following.

Mick was already moving, away from the site, toward the truck. His shoulder was sending its message at increasing volume. Something warm on the side of his face.

Behind him, the structure finished what it had started. The desert floor where the shaft had been was level again. Three thousand years of standing, and now just a slightly irregular mound of pale stone that would, in a decade or two, be indistinguishable from the landscape.

“I suppose that reconnaissance drone had time to report home,” Marchosias said.

“I suppose it did.” Mick didn’t look back. “The fragment.”

“Under several tonnes of stone. Gone.”

He kept walking.

He walked to the truck. Got in. Sat for a moment with both hands on the wheel. His body ran its inventory without being asked: head — the high-frequency tone of concussion, manageable; shoulder — the falling stone on the way up the shaft, already stiffening, not structural; face — the cut from Isfahan reopened, running again; wrists — the bruising from the fall, protesting the grip. Functional. Everything that needed to work was working.

He reached into the pack and pulled out the tile. Set it on the passenger seat in the light from the dashboard. “I did manage to get this. How much use it is now the fragment’s gone, I don’t know. Can you read it?”

He started the truck. Pointed it west, away from the strike corridor, and drove without lights for ten minutes before he turned them on.

Behind him, to the east, another horizon bloomed and faded. The convoy corridor.

“Reading,” Marchosias said.

Mick drove. The salt flat was silver-white in the headlights, the absolute flat of it making the driving feel like moving through a conceptual space rather than a physical one, no reference points, no feature, just the white and the dark above it and the stars.

“The disc was a focusing instrument,” Marchosias said. “Not the source of the frequency — a lens. It didn’t create the binding. It shaped it. Directed the frequency through an anchor object.”

“What anchor object.”

The silence that followed was a specific kind of silence. Not the silence of something being withheld, not the silence of something being processed. The silence of something that had stopped because it had encountered something it had not expected to encounter.

“A prepared stone of volcanic glass,” Marchosias said. “Inscribed with a binding sequence in proto-Avestan. The stone focuses the disc’s output — it doesn’t need to be the bronze itself. Any stone of the correct composition and inscription serves the same function. The bronze fragments were the instructions. Not the instrument.”

The silence that followed was the specific kind that belonged to a very simple thing being understood for the first time.

“The Blackwood case,” Marchosias said.

Mick stared at the road. The Blackwood case. Judge Blackwood’s study, some years ago — the object on the shelf that had been used against Marchosias and that Mick had taken afterward without quite knowing why except that he hadn’t wanted to leave it where anyone else could find it. It had sat on the shelf in the flat since then, waiting to be something he understood.

The obsidian binding stone. Volcanic glass, palm-sized, smooth on the convex face and inscribed on the flat — close-cut marks in a script he’d never been able to identify, which was itself notable given the people he’d asked.

“It’s on the shelf. In the flat.”

“I know where it is.”

“Read me the second line of the tile,” Marchosias said.

Mick took the tile from the pack. Found the second line. Read it.

“The Blackwood stone’s inscription. Describe it — the character forms, the groupings.”

He did. He’d looked at the inscription often enough in the two years it had sat on his shelf to have it close to memorised — the marks in their eight groups, the stroke order that no one he’d asked had been able to confidently name.

A silence.

“Different hands. Different centuries. The same sequence.”

“Blackwood’s stone is the same type of object. Different origin, same purpose — volcanic glass, proto-Avestan binding inscription, celestial-grade target specification. Whoever made it understood the same technology. We don’t need the bronze fragment. We need the sigils — which we have from the first two fragments and from what you saw in the chamber — and we need a binding stone. Which is sitting on a shelf in your flat.”

A pause. “However.”

“However.”

“The operational section of the tile — the precise activation sequence, how the disc and the stone are brought into alignment, the specific approach to the Watcher — is in a regional variant I’m not confident in. Proto-Avestan was not a unified language. The Isfahan tradition wrote certain operational terms differently from the Zagros tradition, and this tile was written by someone working in a third variant I haven’t encountered before. I can read approximately eighty per cent of it with certainty. The remainder I can approximate. The problem is that the sections I can only approximate are the sections that tell us exactly what to do when we’re standing in front of the Watcher.”

“So we might be working from a partial translation.”

“We are working from a partial translation. The broad architecture is clear. The specific execution has gaps.”

Mick drove. “We need someone who knows the linguistic variants.”

“We need an epigraphist. Specifically, someone who has worked on pre-Zoroastrian inscriptional material from the central plateau. There are perhaps four people in the world with the relevant specialism. I don’t know which of them is still living.”

“Reeves will know how to find one.”

“Yes.”

Mick put the tile down. He kept driving.

Mick drove. Somewhere north a distant convoy was burning. The ancient site behind him was rubble. An Israeli Air Force targeting system had flagged it as a historical anomaly weeks ago and logged the coordinates and tonight those coordinates had been actioned, and whatever prayers had been said in that circular space over three thousand years of continuous use were gone with the stones that had held them.

He started laughing. He couldn’t help it.

“The Alborz Mountains,” he said. “In November. The path that stopped being a path four hundred years ago.”

“Mick—”

“The Paris catacombs. Six million dead in the walls. A cataphile sex party.” He was laughing properly now, the kind that had nothing to do with anything being funny. “The Eurostar. Istanbul. The Zagros range. A Zoroastrian fire temple I had to climb to in the dark.”

“I understand the—”

“An IRGC command post. Directly above a Mithraic temple I nearly got killed in twice — the seal, and the celestial fire, and the whole time—” He had to stop because he couldn’t form the words and laugh simultaneously. The salt flat went past. The truck kept moving. “The whole time. On a shelf. In my flat.”

Marchosias said nothing. He let it run its course.

It ran its course.

Mick wiped his eyes, which was partly the laughing and partly the cut above his hairline, which had started again. He took a breath. Another. The desert was very quiet and very flat and completely indifferent to the fact that he had just driven across it under fire to retrieve information he had been carrying for two years without knowing what it was.

“Right,” he said.

“Right,” Marchosias agreed. And then, after a pause that was doing something it didn’t usually do: “To be fair, we also needed the sigils.”

“We did need the sigils.”

“The journey was not entirely without purpose.”

“No.” Mick looked at the road ahead. “It was mostly without purpose.”

“Mostly.”

He drove.

The desert was very quiet. They drove west, toward the edge of it, toward the road that would take them back to the town and the route north and the transit points that would eventually bring them home. In the flat, on a shelf: the obsidian stone, which had been a paperweight on a dead judge’s desk until it wasn’t, and which was now the most important object in Mick’s possession despite the fact that he wasn’t currently in possession of it.
The Inscription and the Archaeologist

London received him the way it always did — without ceremony and without interest, the city doing its perpetual thing regardless of what had happened in a desert on the other side of the world. He came through Heathrow on a Tuesday morning, cleared passport control on the visiting researcher credentials that still held, took the Tube because it was fastest, and walked from the station to the flat in thin November rain with his pack on his back and the tile wrapped in cloth in the main compartment and a growing list of things that needed medical attention competing for priority.

He went to the sitting room first. The stone was on the shelf where it had been — beside the Cree case files, cold and patient and still unidentified up until last week. He picked it up, turned it over once, and took it through to the kitchen.

He spent forty minutes in the bathroom working through the list. The cut above his hairline was closing on its own. The shoulder needed strapping — deep bruising over the muscle from the falling stone, the kind that would stiffen further before it eased. The wrists were bruised at the bone. His face had two cuts that were neither serious nor invisible.

He made coffee. He brought it to the kitchen table and put the tile and the obsidian stone side by side on the surface and sat down and looked at them.

“Alright,” he said. “Walk me through what we have.”

“Three sigils for the binding stone inscription. Two from the bronze fragments, confirmed — I translated both in the field and the tile corroborates them. The third—”

“I have the third.”

“You saw it for approximately eight seconds in a collapsing chamber at three in the morning.”

“I have it.”

A pause. “Describe it.”

Mick described it. The radial structure, the number of strokes, the angle of the primary axis. The secondary marks at the periphery.

“That’s consistent with what I’d expect for the third operational sigil in this tradition,” Marchosias said. “But consistent with expectation is not the same as confirmed.”

“I know what I saw.”

“You saw it under adrenaline, by torchlight, while the ground was moving.”

“I’m telling you, I have it.”

Another pause. “How confident are you. Precisely.”

Mick looked at the table. “Confident.”

“That’s not a number.”

“Ninety per cent.”

“Which means a ten per cent chance we inscribe the wrong sigil on the binding stone and the whole instrument fails at the moment we most need it to work.”

“Eighty-five per cent.”

The silence was eloquent.

“I’m confident,” Mick said, with slightly less conviction than the first time.

“Are you confident or are you fairly confident.”

“I’m — fairly confident.”

“Those are different things.”

“I know they’re different things.” He pushed back from the table. “I saw it clearly. I just — the first explosion hit before I’d finished committing it, and there’s a part of the secondary marking that I’m—” He stopped. “Pretty sure about.”

“Pretty sure.”

“Yes.”

“You were ‘confident’ thirty seconds ago.”

“I’ve been reconsidering.”

“I noticed.” Marchosias was quiet for a moment. “Let me put the question differently. If you had to bet your life on the accuracy of what you’re describing, would you take that bet.”

Mick thought about it honestly. “I’d take the bet. I wouldn’t be entirely comfortable taking it, but I’d take it.”

“The situation will require rather more than comfortable.”

“I know.” He turned the stone in his hands. Smooth, dark, unmarked on the flat face — whatever Blackwood had inscribed on it, whatever tradition that had come from. The existing marks would need to come off before the new ones went on. But the new ones weren’t going on yet. Not until they were sure. “What about the order.”

“The tile describes the inscription sequence. Three sigils applied in a specific order — the sequence affects the frequency alignment, so the order is not interchangeable.”

“But the tile doesn’t tell us which fragment each sigil came from.”

“Correct. We found the fragments in a geographical order — Alborz, Isfahan, Dasht-e Kavir — but there is no reason to assume the disc was shattered and hidden in sigil sequence. The people who hid the fragments were trying to prevent retrieval. Putting them in logical order would have been counterproductive.”

Mick set the stone down. “So we have three positions in the sequence from the tile. And we have three sigils from three fragments. But we don’t know which sigil belongs in which position.”

“Correct.”

“How many permutations.”

“Six.”

“Six possible orderings. One chance to inscribe it correctly.” He looked at the tile. “Can we work it out from the tile itself. The operational text — does any of it indicate which sigil goes first.”

“Possibly. The sections I can read with confidence establish the function of each sigil in the sequence — preparatory, directive, and anchoring. Preparatory first, anchoring last. Directive middle.”

“Can you identify which of our three sigils performs which function.”

“Two of them, yes. The fragment-one sigil has structural characteristics that mark it as preparatory — a framing glyph, sets the operational context. The fragment-two sigil is clearly anchoring — the form is specific to lock-states in this tradition.”

“So fragment one first, fragment two last. My sigil in the middle.”

“If my reading of the functional characteristics is correct. And if your recall of the third sigil is accurate.”

“Right.” Mick stared at the table. Two ifs. Both of them his responsibility. The order question he could live with — Marchosias’s confidence in the functional analysis was high. The sigil question was less comfortable. “So we have a plan that depends on me correctly recalling something I saw for eight seconds under fire.”

“Yes.”

“Grand.” He picked up the stone again. “When do we inscribe it.”

“Try it now.”

Mick looked at him. Then at the stone. He drew the first sigil on its surface with his index finger — the preparatory glyph, the one he was certain of. The mark appeared as he drew it, dark on dark, visible against the obsidian face like a trace of breath on cold glass.

He watched it for two seconds. Then three.

It faded. Completely, smoothly. The surface was unmarked.

“The stone needs the Watcher’s field to hold the inscription. Outside that frequency range, the marks don’t take — they dissipate. You can practise the motions anywhere you like. The marks will only hold when we’re standing where we need to stand.”

“So I draw them with my finger.”

“Yes. Nothing more than that.”

Mick put the stone down. “You’re telling me that when we’re standing in front of the Watcher, I have to inscribe three sigils on a piece of obsidian from memory. One of which I’m eighty per cent sure I have correctly.”

“I’m sure your last statement was eighty-five percent, but yes.”

“Yeah, whatever, and while I’m doing that, you’re—”

“Holding the Watcher’s attention. Yes.”

“Define holding.”

“The Watcher identifies any approach with intent to free the imprisoned entity. It doesn’t assess motive or context — it responds to intent the way a lock responds to a key. Not with intelligence, but with function. The moment I cross the threshold, the Watcher acts.”

“With what.”

“Celestial force. Maximum output. It will not warn us. It will not negotiate. I can resist it — I can absorb some of what it produces. A Grand Marquis of Hell accounts for something even against celestial force. But I cannot neutralise it.”

“So you hold it long enough.”

“Long enough for you to complete the inscription and activate the disc. When the disc is activated through the stone, it produces an interference field at celestial frequencies. The Watcher operates at those frequencies. The field disrupts it — not permanently, but enough. Enough for the Tongue’s binding to be addressed.”

Mick sat with that for a moment. “So while you’re absorbing celestial force from a pre-hierarchical Watcher, I’m standing there doing detailed calligraphy from memory.”

“The inscription is not calligraphy. It is precise and sequential and must be performed correctly. But yes, broadly.”

“And if I can’t recall sigil three accurately.”

“Then the instrument fails. At which point the Watcher’s attention is no longer fully occupied. The situation then resolves unfavourably for both of us.”

“Fatally.”

“For you, yes. Immediately.”

“And for you.”

“The infernal equivalent. Which is not something I have experienced and cannot describe from personal knowledge.” A pause. “I want to be clear about this not to discourage you. But when you are standing in that location, with whatever the Watcher is doing to the air around you, performing that inscription under that pressure — you need to know what’s at stake. Anxiety during the work would be understandable. Error would be fatal.”

“That’s a fairly extraordinary thing to say.”

“I’ve been saying it in various forms for seven years. You generally choose not to hear it.”

Mick looked at him — the mid-distance where Marchosias registered. Seven years. The observation was accurate. He let it stand.

He picked up the stone. The obsidian face was dark and unmarked — Blackwood’s inscription gone, whatever it had been, severed with the intent behind it. Volcanic glass held what was put into it by will. Severed will left nothing behind.

A blank surface waiting.

“Now we need to be sure about the third sigil,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Which means finding someone who can read the tile sections I can’t. The variant you’re uncertain about.”

“A human epigraphist will approach the text differently than I do. I work from memory of a living language — I knew proto-Avestan when people spoke it, which means I understand the grammar and register intuitively but I may be blind to variant traditions I never encountered. An academic who has spent years working with inscriptional material comparatively, across sites and traditions, may see things in the tile’s non-standard sections that I cannot.”

“Reeves,” Mick said.

“Reeves,” Marchosias agreed.

—

She answered on the second ring.

“You’re back,” she said.

“We’re back.”

“In one piece.”

“Mostly.” He looked at his shoulder, which was registering its opinion about the conversation. “We have what we needed. Or most of it. There’s a problem with the inscription.”

He explained it. Reeves listened without interrupting, which was her standard operating mode and one of the things that made her good at her job.

“So you need someone who specialises in pre-Zoroastrian inscriptional variants,” she said, when he’d finished. “Central Iranian plateau.”

“Yes. Marchosias says there are perhaps four people in the world with the relevant specialism.”

“Give me until tomorrow morning.”

—

She called back before noon.

“Dr Parisa Sadeghi. UCL, Department of the Ancient Near East. Pre-Zoroastrian inscriptional material, fieldwork in Iran and southeastern Turkey. She is very good at her job and she is going to ask you questions you can’t answer honestly.”

“The cover will hold long enough.”

“I’m noting it won’t hold under expert scrutiny.”

“It doesn’t need to. It needs to hold long enough for her to look at what I’m showing her.”

The Reeves pause. “She’s in her office Thursday mornings.”

—

Dr Sadeghi was somewhere in her mid-forties, with the specific manner of an academic who had spent enough time in the field to know the difference between library knowledge and ground knowledge. She looked at Mick across her desk with the assessment of someone who had been approached by enough private collectors to have developed a reliable category for them.

He’d gone with private collector. Found object, uncertain provenance, possibility it was genuine but he didn’t want a commercial valuer before getting an academic opinion.

She had not asked for the letterhead from the Oriental Institute in Vienna. He suspected she had already decided it wouldn’t tell her anything useful.

She looked at the photographs on his phone — the tile laid flat under good light, the inscribed face clean and close. She enlarged them. She looked at them for a long time without saying anything.

“Where did you say this came from.”

“Central Iran. A private collection, broken up after the owner died.”

She zoomed in on the upper section of the tile. Her expression had shifted from professional assessment to something that was trying not to become visible interest and not entirely succeeding. She had the quality of someone who had just seen something they recognised and was deciding whether to say so.

“This section.” She indicated the upper region. “This is not standard proto-Avestan. The character forms are older. The stroke order is different.” She scrolled through the images. “I’ve seen something like this before. Not from an Iranian context.”

“Where.”

She looked at him. The private-collector story was not holding up well at this particular moment and they both knew it.

“There’s a site in southeastern Turkey,” she said, carefully. “Göbekli Tepe. The T-pillar reliefs are the obvious feature, but in enclosure D there are secondary inscriptions beneath some of the carved surfaces. Very faint — not documented in the original excavations. The inscription system underlying this tile—” She tapped the photograph. “It’s not identical. But the grammar is the same. As if whoever wrote this tile was working in a tradition that ultimately derived from the same source as the Göbekli marks.”

“Pre-Avestan.”

“Pre-everything, if the connection holds. An inscription tradition that would predate proto-Avestan by four or five thousand years.” She looked at the photograph again. “Which would make this tile an extraordinary object.”

“Can you read the non-standard sections.”

“Not fully. Not from photographs. And possibly not at all — we don’t have a complete decipherment of the Göbekli inscription system. But there’s been work in the last few years.” She paused. “It would help to see the object in person.”

“I can arrange that.”

“And it might help—” She stopped. Looked at him with the expression of someone making a professional decision they weren’t entirely certain about. “The Göbekli Tepe site is accessible to researchers. Turkish authorities have been cooperative with legitimate academic projects.” She held his gaze. “If the non-standard sections of your tile connect to the pillar inscriptions in enclosure D, a comparison study on site might—”

“How quickly could you arrange a research visit.”

She blinked. That had been faster than she’d expected. “A week, possibly. I have an existing relationship with the excavation team.” A pause. “May I ask what the object is actually for.”

“Understanding something that’s been sealed for a long time.”

She studied him for a moment. Then she wrote something on a card and slid it across the desk. “My mobile. Call me when you want me to look at the tile in person. And I’ll start the access paperwork for Göbekli.”

Mick pocketed the card. At the door she said, without looking up: “The secondary inscription in enclosure D — if this tile does connect to it — you understand that changes our understanding of the age and distribution of this writing system considerably.”

“I understand.”

“I mention it because if you’re thinking of keeping this quiet—”

“The object probably won’t be available for study after we’re done with it,” Mick said. It was the most honest thing he’d said since sitting down. “But I’ll tell you what I can about where it came from.”

She looked at him for a long moment. The expression was not entirely readable. Then she nodded, once, with the quality of someone adding a data point to an ongoing calculation. “Thursday afternoon I’m free.”

—

The corridor outside smelled of paper and old heating. He walked to the stairwell and stopped on the landing.

“Göbekli Tepe,” Marchosias said.

“Yes.”

“I’ve been there.”

“I know. You’ve been everywhere.”

“Not everywhere.” A pause that was doing something Marchosias’s pauses didn’t usually do. “The marks in enclosure D. I know what they say. I was there when some of them were made.”

Mick stood very still on the landing. “You were at Göbekli Tepe when it was in use.”

“The upper enclosures, yes. The deeper ones were already sealed when I encountered the site. There are levels below what the archaeologists have found that have not been opened in twelve thousand years.”

“And you know what the inscription system means.”

“I know what it meant to the people who created it. Whether I can translate it into English with sufficient precision to serve the operational purpose — whether the concept maps cleanly — that I cannot guarantee. Some of what was written there has no equivalent in any language spoken since.”

“But you have some of it.”

“I have the intent. The epigraphist may have the technical execution. Between us—”

“Between us we might be able to confirm the third sigil.”

“Yes.”

Mick went down the remaining stairs and out into the London afternoon. Thin rain. The city going about its business. He put his collar up and started walking.

He had a blank stone in his pocket and a sigil he was eighty-five per cent certain about and a twelve-thousand-year-old site in southeastern Turkey that might close the gap.

Might.
Göbekli Tepe

The flight to Şanlıurfa was two hours from Istanbul, over the brown plateau of central Anatolia and then the Euphrates valley opening up below them in the morning light, the river wider than Mick had expected, braided across its flood plain in the way of rivers that had been doing this for longer than agriculture. Dr Sadeghi was in the window seat and spent most of the flight with her notebook open, working through something she’d been thinking about since London, occasionally surfacing to ask a question about the tile that Mick answered as honestly as he could without answering it fully.

She had the tile. He’d handed it over in her office the previous Thursday, watched her turn it under the lamp with the focused attention of someone for whom this was not a professional obligation but a genuine encounter with something she hadn’t seen before. She’d photographed it from eight angles and made three pages of notes and asked four questions and then said, very quietly, that she wanted to see the Göbekli D enclosure marks before she said anything further. The access permit had come through in five days. Whatever her relationship with the excavation team was, it was the kind that got things done.

“The tile is in better condition than it should be,” she said now, not looking up from her notebook. “For something that was under a structure when it was struck by ordnance.”

“Private collection storage,” Mick said. “Protected.”

“The cut marks on the lower left quadrant. Those aren’t inscription damage. Something hit it.”

“It had a difficult journey.”

She looked at him over the notebook. The expression was the same one she’d had in her office — not hostile, not credulous, somewhere between professional reserve and active curiosity. “I’m going to stop asking questions you won’t answer and just look at the site,” she said. “But when we’re done, I’d like some honest conversation about what you’re actually doing.”

“I’ll tell you what I can.”

“That’s what you said in London.”

“It’s still true.”

She went back to her notebook. Outside, the Euphrates caught the light and held it briefly before the plane turned south toward the airport.

—

The drive from Şanlıurfa took twenty minutes on a road that went from city infrastructure to agricultural flat to something older in feel if not in surface — the landscape opening out into low hills covered in the pale grass of a dry November, the sky enormous and the horizon close in the way of places where the ground was almost level with the eye. The site sat on a ridge, visible from several kilometres out as a collection of corrugated metal shelter structures and fencing that looked, from a distance, like a medium-sized construction project. Functional. Administrative. The UNESCO World Heritage signage at the entrance added to the impression of official management rather than mystery.

“The shelters are recent,” Marchosias said. “The enclosures beneath them were open to the sky for the first decades of the excavation. Klaus Schmidt understood that weather damage was the greater threat.”

“You know the excavation history.”

“I’ve been watching this site for considerably longer than the excavation has been running. The modern work began to uncover things in the upper enclosures that I recognised. I’ve been paying attention since.”

Mick kept his eyes on the road. “How much longer than the excavation.”

A pause. “Considerably.”

“You’re four thousand years old. The site is twelve thousand.”

“Four thousand years is the measure of my engagement with the material realm. The infernal realm does not work the same way. Your experience of time is linear because the material world is linear — cause precedes effect, one moment follows another in sequence, a lifetime runs in a single direction. The infernal realm is not structured that way. It intersects with material time at points, but it does not run parallel to it. What I am is not four thousand years old. What I have been doing in the material world has occupied four thousand years of material time.”

Mick thought about that for a moment. “So you were there.”

“Yes.”

“At Göbekli Tepe. When the upper enclosures were in use.”

“I was present for some of the inscription work. The builders knew what they were doing and they knew something of what they were building around. They were not surprised by an infernal presence. They were cautious, but not surprised.”

“And you didn’t feel the need to mention this when we were planning.”

“I mention it now.” The pause had the quality of something choosing its words with more care than usual. “Some of what is inscribed in those enclosures I watched being made. The grammar is not academic knowledge for me. It is memory.”

Dr Sadeghi was looking at the ridge as they drove toward it. “They buried it themselves,” she said, more to herself than to either of them. “The builders. They filled the enclosures with deliberately compacted rubble — stone, animal bones, human figurines — and walked away. We don’t know why. The site was in continuous use for at least fourteen hundred years and then they sealed it. Intentionally. Comprehensively.”

“What do the archaeologists think the reason was.”

“Several theories. None of them entirely satisfying.” She looked at the shelters as they came through the entrance. “The most honest answer is that we don’t know. We understand the what. We don’t understand the why.”

Mick parked the hire car in the visitor area. He got out and stood in the afternoon light and looked at the shelters covering the excavated enclosures. The air on the ridge was cooler than the drive up had suggested it would be, and still in a way that was different from the stillness of flat land — not the absence of wind but the presence of something that displaced it.

“Mick.”

“I know.”

“You can feel it.”

“Yes.” Not clearly — not the way he’d felt the Isfahan sanctuary, not the pronounced wrongness of something celestially active. More like the sub-audible register of a very large and very quiet thing. The kind of frequency that the body logged before the conscious mind caught up. He’d have called it atmosphere, if he hadn’t spent seven years learning the difference between atmosphere and something registering at infernal-adjacent frequencies. “Is that the Watcher.”

“That is the place where the Watcher is. The Watcher itself is deeper. Under the unexcavated section.” A pause. “I need to be careful here. Not yet — we’re at the surface level, there’s no threshold to cross. But the resonance is strong enough that I should not approach the eastern mound directly while the site is occupied. There are other people here.”

Three other visitors in the enclosure area. A small tour group with a guide. Two archaeologists in site clothing moving between the shelters with the purposeful lack of hurry of people who worked here every day.

Dr Sadeghi had already moved toward the entrance to the enclosures, producing her research permit from her bag with the ease of someone who had done this before. She exchanged words with the site attendant — Turkish, the conversation brief and professional — and then turned to Mick. “Come on.”

—

The excavated enclosures were not what the photographs prepared you for.

The photographs showed you the pillars — and the pillars were extraordinary, T-shaped limestone monoliths up to five and a half metres tall, their surfaces covered in carved reliefs of foxes, boars, cranes, vultures, aurochs, snakes, the animals arranged with the specific intentionality of something that had a grammar rather than a decoration. The photographs showed you the scale. They did not show you what it felt like to stand inside an enclosure ring and have the carved animals on the pillars occupy your peripheral vision simultaneously. Each relief was three-dimensional, the figures in motion — mid-prowl, mid-flight, mid-strike. The boar on pillar thirty-one was in the act of charging. The vulture on pillar forty-three had its wings half-spread. None of them were looking at you directly and all of them registered, at the edge of attention, as present.

“They carved movement,” Marchosias said, quietly. “Not stasis. The animals on these pillars are doing things. The people who built this understood something about observation — about what the carved eye does to the watching mind.”

“They knew what they were doing.”

“They knew considerably more than what the archaeology demonstrates. What the archaeology demonstrates is craft and scale and organisation. What the site itself demonstrates is—” He stopped. The pause had a specific quality. “Comprehension. They understood the nature of what they were building around.”

Dr Sadeghi was in enclosure D. The fourth and oldest of the excavated enclosures, its pillars the tallest, their carvings the most elaborate. She was crouched at the base of the central pillar pair, her torch angled low across the stone surface, her face close to something she was reading.

Mick came and stood beside her.

“Here,” she said. She moved the torch. In the raking light, beneath the main carved relief — beneath a line of carved waterfowl arranged in a disciplined horizontal register — something else was visible. Not carved in relief. Inscribed. Fine lines cut into the stone surface at a depth that the upright lighting of normal observation would miss entirely. Requiring specifically angled light to resolve.

“How long have those been known about.”

“There’s a paper from 2019. Limited circulation — the excavation team didn’t want to make claims before they had more of the site. But I’ve been aware of them for four years.” She moved the torch slowly, tracing the marks. “The problem is that they don’t match anything in the documented ancient script catalogue. They’re clearly systematic — too regular for decorative marking, the forms repeat in consistent patterns. But we don’t have a Rosetta Stone for this. We can’t read them.” She paused. “Or we couldn’t.”

She reached into her bag and produced the tile. Set it on the cleared ground beside the pillar. Angled her torch across both surfaces simultaneously.

Mick looked. In the raking light, the non-standard section of the tile — the upper region Dr Sadeghi had flagged in her office — was directly comparable with the pillar inscription. Not identical. But the underlying grammar was the same in the way that printing and handwriting were the same — the same letter forms, different execution, separated by twelve thousand years of transmission.

Dr Sadeghi was very still.

“The tile,” she said. “Whoever wrote it was working in a tradition that derived from this. Directly. Not approximated, not independently parallel — the same root system, evolved.” She sat back on her heels. “This tile is a late expression of an inscription tradition that was already ancient when proto-Avestan was being developed. The non-standard sections aren’t a variant of proto-Avestan. Proto-Avestan is a variant of this.”

“Yes,” Marchosias said.

Mick said nothing. He was aware of Marchosias doing something careful and quiet in the shared space between them — not hiding himself from the site but managing his presence, keeping it controlled, the Watcher’s resonance strong enough through the stone that the wrong signal would register.

“The operational section of the tile,” Mick said. “The part you couldn’t fully read from photographs.”

She was already comparing. Torch moving between the tile and the pillar, the notebook open, her pen moving quickly. “It’s going to take time. The character set isn’t fully decoded — we have perhaps forty per cent of the symbol vocabulary.” She looked at him. “What specifically are you trying to understand.”

“There is a design in the operational section. I need to know if it’s correct. Whether what I think I’m reading is what’s actually there.”

She moved the torch to the tile’s upper register. Found the section. Studied it against the pillar marks. Her pen stopped moving.

“This.” She indicated a specific group of marks. “This is a sequence I’ve only seen once in the pillar inscriptions. In the lower register of enclosure C, which isn’t publicly accessible — it’s still in the excavation documentation phase.” She looked at him. “It appears in a context that the team has tentatively interpreted as an activation instruction. Something that initiates a process. The marks around it describe — and I’m being conservative here, this translation is provisional — they describe a corrective mechanism. Something that self-adjusts.”

Mick looked at the marks. “Self-adjusts how.”

“The interpretation is that the sequence is tolerant of imprecision. That the mechanism it initiates will accept an approximation and resolve toward the correct form.” She sat back. “Which in the context of whatever this tile is describing — whatever it was built for — means that if the person using it doesn’t get it exactly right, the system allows for that. It resolves.”

The cold air on the ridge was completely still.

“She’s right,” Marchosias said. Very quietly. “I can see it now — with the comparison to the pillar grammar. The third sigil position in the activation sequence is self-correcting. As long as the intent is accurate, the form resolves. The order concern was also— the sequence is directional but not strictly sequential. The stone reads the full inscription as a set, not as a series. Position matters less than presence.”

Mick looked at the pillar carvings. The carved boar. The carved vulture. The stone animals doing their perpetual things in stone that had been standing here since before writing, before agriculture, before the invention of the systems that had eventually produced proto-Avestan which had eventually produced the tile at Dr Sadeghi’s feet. All of them pointing, in their various ways, at the same thing.

“So the third sigil—”

“As long as it’s recognisably the right form — as long as your intent is clear — it doesn’t need to be perfect. The instrument will resolve the imprecision.”

He stood on the floor of enclosure D and breathed. The stone around him was twelve thousand years old. The carvings were moving at the edge of his vision, the way they always were. The Watcher was somewhere below the unexcavated mound to the east, deep under the deliberately compacted rubble of the builders who had known something was here and had chosen to seal it rather than leave it open and unguarded.

He understood why they’d done that, now.

—

They left the enclosures before the site closed and found a café in the nearest village where Dr Sadeghi spread her notes across a table and worked while Mick drank tea and watched the light change on the ridge through the window. The shelter structures caught the last of the sun. Below them, invisible, the excavated enclosures and the unexcavated mound and whatever was down there registering its presence in the air above it like pressure below the threshold of hearing.

“You’re not going to tell me what this is for,” Dr Sadeghi said. Not accusatory. Just locating the boundary.

“Not fully.”

“But it involves the site.” She looked up from her notes. “Not the excavated sections.”

“No.”

“The mound.”

He said nothing, which was its own answer.

She looked at him for a moment with the expression he was becoming familiar with — the one that was making a calculation about how much to press and deciding on a number less than the maximum. “The inscription in the tile. The activation sequence. Whoever wrote it understood the grammar of this site at a level we’ve only begun to approach. They weren’t working from a tradition that had forgotten what Göbekli Tepe was. They knew exactly.”

“Yes.”

“Which means whoever originally built the tile was in communication with a knowledge tradition that has been effectively invisible to scholarship for twelve thousand years.”

“That’s one way to describe it.”

“Is there a better way.”

“Several,” Marchosias said. “None of them translatable.”

Mick smiled, slightly. “Not one I can give you at a table in a village café.” He picked up his tea. “The self-correcting mechanism in the inscription sequence. You said the interpretation was provisional.”

“It is. I could be wrong about the translation.”

“But you’re not.”

She looked at him. “No,” she said. “I don’t think I am.”

He nodded. Drank his tea.

After dark they drove back to the ridge — not to the visitor entrance, but along the eastern access track that skirted the fence. Mick stopped the car and they sat in it for a moment, both looking at the mound’s silhouette against the stars. Dr Sadeghi had stopped asking to come with him and was sitting quietly in the passenger seat with her notebook in her lap.

He got out and walked to the perimeter fence and stood at the boundary.

The resonance from the site was considerably stronger at this distance after dark, without the day’s ambient noise to attenuate it. Not threatening — not directed. Just present, in the way that a large and very old and very alert thing was present when you were standing on its boundary. The air on the other side of the fence had a temperature that didn’t match the air on his side. Not warmer or colder. Just different, in a way that had no meteorological explanation.

“It knows we’re here,” Marchosias said. “Not as a threat — not yet. Just as presences at the perimeter. It’s been feeling people at this perimeter for thirty years since the excavations started. We’re not unusual.”

“But when we cross.”

“When we cross with intent, yes. Then we’re unusual.” Another pause. “It’s larger than I expected. The infernal record describes it as a mid-grade celestial guardian. The infernal record was written by entities who never stood this close to it.”*

“How large.”

“Large enough that I want another day before we go in. Tomorrow you walk the site during visiting hours — the material approach, the distances, the geometry. I can’t read the Watcher properly in daylight with that many people on site. Too much ambient frequency, too much noise. But I can work the perimeter after dark. Tomorrow night we come back here, properly, and I map what we’re walking into.”

“Then we plan.”

“Then we plan.”

Mick stood at the fence for another minute. The carved animals on the pillars were not visible from here, but he was aware of them in the way he’d been aware of them inside the enclosure — present at the edge of the visual field, doing their perpetual stone things. The builders had known. They’d spent fourteen hundred years building it, then sealed it, then walked away and let the grass grow over the mound and waited for whatever came next.

Whatever had come next was standing at the fence in the dark with a blank obsidian stone in his coat pocket, about to go to bed in a rented room in Şanlıurfa.

He went back to the car.

“Tomorrow,” he said to Dr Sadeghi.

She looked at him and then at the mound and then back at him. “I’ll be at the site in the morning,” she said. “Research access.” A pause. “I won’t ask where you’re going in the afternoon.”

“Thank you.”

She nodded. The notebook was closed in her lap. Her expression had the quality of someone who had understood more than they’d been told and had decided that for now, understanding was sufficient.

Mick drove back to Şanlıurfa under a sky full of stars that had been doing this since long before anyone had built anything on that ridge to observe them by. The city appeared ahead, its lights a warm interruption in the darkness, and he drove into it and parked and got out and stood for a moment in the still November air.

Tomorrow they would look at what they were walking into.

The day after, they would walk into it.
What They’re Facing

The site opened to visitors at eight. Mick was at the entrance at five past, second in the queue behind an older German couple with matching walking poles, and he paid the entry fee with Turkish lira and collected a leaflet he wouldn’t read and went through the turnstile and started working.

During the day, this was his alone. Marchosias was present — always present, the seven-year fact of the partnership — but present in the way he was in a crowd, contained, nothing manifesting, no signal going out at infernal frequencies to add to the ambient resonance of a site that was already producing more than enough. “The Watcher’s field reads intent,” he’d explained the previous night, quietly, with the precision of something that had been thinking about it since the fence. “During the day, with visitors here and the site in use, I am noise in the frequency range. My presence does not help your observation and may contaminate the site’s resting state. This morning, I am background. You are the eyes.”

Which was fine. Mick had been working alone in the material world since before he’d had any alternative.

He spent the first hour doing it properly — moving through the excavated enclosures in the order the site management suggested, pausing at each pillar group, reading the interpretation boards, being a tourist. Forty-odd people on site. The German couple, moving methodically. A tour group with a guide who spoke in three languages simultaneously for different members of the group. Several people alone with expensive cameras who were interested in the T-pillar silhouettes against the morning sky.

What he was actually doing was mapping.

The site was larger than the photographs had prepared him for — not in the scale of the structures, which the photographs reproduced accurately, but in the distances between things. From the entrance to the first excavated enclosure was two hundred metres along a marked path. From the main excavated section to the inner archaeological barrier — the low metal fence separating the excavated area from the unexcavated mound — was another hundred and fifty. From the inner barrier to the outer perimeter fence, through the open ground of the mound’s surface, was approximately three hundred metres. He paced it as best he could from the visitor paths, using the available sight lines and a working knowledge of stride length. Good enough for planning. Not surveying.

The mound was in the eastern section of the ridge. Low, deliberate in its lowness — the compacted infill had kept it to a modest elevation, grass-covered, nothing remarkable about its surface except the fence around it and the sign that said UNEXCAVATED AREA. From the viewing platform at the north end of the visitor path, the geometry of the approach was clear: the maintenance track ran along the outer perimeter fence on the east side, within forty metres of the mound’s northern face before turning back toward the site’s access road. The corner where the outer fence met the inner archaeological barrier created a dead angle — below the sight lines from the main excavated section, and below the sight lines from the visitor centre and car park. Not completely blind. But better than the open ground of the central approach.

He noted it and moved on.

—

The carved animals on the pillars were doing what they always did. The boar charging. The vulture with wings half-spread. The fox on pillar thirty-two frozen in the instant before the turn. None of them were looking at him and all of them were present in the peripheral vision in the particular way they’d been present since the first visit — registering, at the edge of attention, as doing something rather than depicting something.

“The enclosure D pillar pair,” Marchosias said. He hadn’t spoken for two hours. His voice came with the quality of someone surfacing from a long way down. “The central ones. I watched those go up. Forty-three days for the two pillars and the lintel. The builders worked in shifts. They didn’t stop for weather.”

“You’re thinking about it.”

“I can’t help it. I was here.” A pause with a different quality from his usual pauses — not precision, not calculation, something older. “They knew I was here as well. They didn’t know what I was. But they knew something was. They left offerings at the eastern enclosure entrance on the days the stone was most difficult to work. Not to me — to whatever presence the place already had. They were already aware of the Watcher. Long before the enclosures were finished, they understood they were building around something.”

Mick stood in enclosure C and looked across the path toward enclosure D. The central pillar pair rose perhaps five metres from the floor to the underside of the T-cap. Forty-three days. He thought about the people who had done that and then carefully sealed it all with compacted rubble and walked away, and he thought about what they might have known that made that choice make sense.

“They were protecting it,” he said.

“Yes. Not from each other. From what comes after them. They understood they were custodians of something they hadn’t made and couldn’t control, and they understood that the safest thing they could do was make it inaccessible.” A brief pause. “They were correct. They just didn’t know how long after them we’d be.”

—

Dr Sadeghi was in enclosure D for most of the morning, working with her portable angle lamp clamped to the central pillar’s base. She was photographing the secondary inscription marks in a systematic grid, the notebook open beside her, her pen moving constantly. She looked up when Mick came to the enclosure entrance and gave him a brief nod — the acknowledgement of two people who understood what the other was doing and didn’t need to discuss it.

He went and stood at the entrance to the enclosure and watched her work.

She had the quality of someone who had been handed a key she hadn’t expected and was now moving through a door she’d been looking at for years. Four years, she’d said, she’d known about the secondary inscription. Four years of photographing marks she could document but not decode. Whatever the tile comparison had given her yesterday, she was using it now — he could see it in the specific way her torch moved across the pillar surface, not random, not exploratory, but directed. She was reading, not cataloguing.

He stood for perhaps three minutes before she looked up again.

“You’re going tonight,” she said. The same tone as yesterday — not accusatory, just locating the fact.

“Yes.”

She held his gaze. Her expression had the quality of someone who had been making a calculation for two days and was satisfied with the result. “The self-correcting mechanism in the inscription sequence. You’ve had another day with it.”

“I have.”

“Does it help.”

He thought about sigil three — the mark he’d seen for eight seconds in a collapsing chamber, by torchlight, while the ground was moving. He could trace the motion with his finger now without thinking, the way he could write his own name. Whether what he was tracing was correct would only become apparent when he was standing where the stone would accept it. “Yes,” he said. “It helps.”

She nodded once, with the quality of someone who had done her part. “I’ll be here tomorrow. All day.” She looked at the mound, visible through the enclosure entrance. “Working.”

“I know.”

“I mention it because—”

“I know what you’re mentioning.” He met her gaze. “Thank you.”

She went back to the pillar without looking at him again. The angle lamp threw its raking light across the ancient marks and she bent close to them, her pen moving, her attention complete.

—

He left the site at half past two and drove back into Şanlıurfa and ate something at a restaurant near the hotel and sat in his room looking at the ceiling and waited for dark.

The stone was in his pocket, smooth and blank and waiting to be something.

He drew sigil one on his palm with his index finger. He felt nothing — no mark, no resistance, nothing accepting or refusing the form. That was correct. It would take when they were where they needed to be.

He drew it again, slower. Got the secondary marks right, the small peripheral details that Marchosias had confirmed from the tile comparison. Then sigil two — the anchoring glyph, the lock-state form, the one with the double horizontal axis that needed starting from the left or the form read differently. Then sigil three.

He stopped.

Drew it slowly. Held the final position. The stroke count, the angles, the peripheral marks. Eighty per cent certain. Perhaps eighty-five.

“Stop counting percentages,” Marchosias said quietly. “You either have it or you don’t. Counting the probability changes nothing.”

“Do I have it.”

“I don’t know. The form you’re drawing is consistent with what I’d expect. Whether it’s correct — we’ll find out at the site.”

Mick lay back on the bed and looked at the ceiling and let the dark come in through the window as the light went out of the November sky.

—

They went back after midnight.

The road to the site was empty. The car park was dark, the shelter structures black shapes on the ridge against the stars. Mick drove past the main entrance and continued east along the access road until it curved north toward the maintenance gate. He stopped the car on the verge fifty metres short of the gate and got out in the full dark and stood for a moment while his eyes adjusted.

The stars out here were extraordinary. No light pollution from the nearest town, the ridge itself blocking any ambient glow from Şanlıurfa. The Milky Way was a clear band, the horizon defined by its absence. He’d noticed it both previous nights but hadn’t had space to attend to it. Now, standing in the stillness on the east side of the site, the sky overhead and the mound’s low silhouette visible over the perimeter fence, he attended to it briefly.

Then he moved to the fence.

Marchosias manifested.

Not visibly — not as a shape or a light, nothing that would register in the ordinary way. But the quality of the air beside Mick changed in the way it always changed when Marchosias chose to be fully present rather than contained: a density, a temperature differential that had nothing to do with weather, the particular sense of something very old and very purposeful giving the space its full attention.

“Give me a moment,” Marchosias said.

Mick gave him a moment. Two, three. He stood at the fence and looked at the mound and felt the resonance coming off the site in the night’s quiet — stronger than during the day, now that the ambient human presence had gone and there was nothing attenuating it. The low sub-audible register, the pressure below the threshold of hearing. It had been there every time he’d stood near the site. He’d classified it, categorised it, filed it in the part of his understanding that had been built over seven years of encountering celestial and infernal phenomena. He knew what it was now. He was still standing at the edge of the car park rather than approaching the fence, and this had nothing to do with procedure.

“Right,” Marchosias said. Something in his voice was different. Focused in a way it wasn’t during ordinary conversation — a quality like a tuning fork held near a resonant surface. “The Watcher’s field extends to the outer perimeter from the eastern mound. The fence is in the ambient range — it knows we’re here, the way it knows every presence at the perimeter. That doesn’t change. What changes at the threshold is the quality of intent it detects. We’re at ambient. It’s not responding.”

“Tell me what you’re reading.”

“The field radius is larger than I expected. The infernal record describes a guardian bound to the enclosed entity — a field that extends to the immediate site boundary and no further. What I’m reading extends considerably beyond the outer fence. Not uniformly — it’s strongest on the eastern face, where the oldest enclosures are, and it attenuates going west. But the ambient range alone is three, perhaps four times what the record suggests.”

“Which means what for the response.”

“It means the response initiates the moment intent is present within the field — not at the threshold, not at the enclosure entrance. Here. Where we’re standing now. If we were to cross the fence and approach the mound with the intent we’re carrying, the Watcher would begin to respond now, not when we reach the access shaft.”

“So there’s no neutral approach.”

“There is no neutral approach. The moment we cross that fence with the purpose we have, the Watcher acts.”

Mick looked at the outer perimeter fence. Chest height. Chain link. The maintenance gate to his left, its combination padlock visible as a pale oval in the starlight. “And you.”

“And I absorb what it produces. Yes.” He stopped. “I should tell you something about the force involved. I’ve been reading it from the perimeter for the last ten minutes and my estimate has changed from what I told you in the car yesterday.”

“Higher or lower.”

“Higher. The infernal record underrepresented what this is. I said it was a mid-grade celestial guardian. The infernal record was written by entities who classified it at a distance. I am not at a distance. What I’m reading is not mid-grade.”

The cold air on the ridge was still. “How high.”

“I don’t have a reliable category for it. Pre-hierarchical means precisely that — it doesn’t fit into the ranking systems developed afterward, because it predates them. The force it will produce is not greater than what I can absorb. I want to be clear about that. What I can’t tell you is for how long.”

“The timeline.”

“The timeline I gave you was an estimate. It still is. I will hold as long as it is possible to hold. I cannot give you a number of minutes because I don’t have one.” A pause with real weight in it. “What I can tell you is that the self-correcting mechanism in the inscription sequence is relevant here in a way I hadn’t fully accounted for. If the third sigil is imprecise — if your recall is ninety per cent correct rather than one hundred — the stone resolves it. The mechanism tolerates the gap. Which means the time you need to complete the inscription is less than it would be if every mark had to be perfect. Fewer attempts at the third sigil. Less time.”

“Unless I’m wrong enough that the stone can’t resolve it.”

“Unless that, yes. But the mechanism was built for human hands under duress. The people who designed it understood what conditions it would be used in. They were not optimistic about those conditions.”

Mick stood at the fence for a long time. The stars moved imperceptibly overhead. The site was completely still — no movement from the shelter structures, no patrol, no sound but the low presence of whatever was under the eastern mound doing exactly what it had been doing for twelve thousand years.

“The approach geometry,” he said. “Corner of the outer fence and the archaeological barrier.”

“Yes. Best sight-line dead angle on the eastern face. Forty metres of open ground from there to the mound’s edge, then another thirty to the access shaft — assuming the infill was concentrated over the shaft entrance, which is the standard pattern for deliberate sealing in this tradition.”

“And the infill.”

“Four metres, I said. I’m revising that slightly. The eastern enclosures are the deepest and the builders took most care with them — the infill above the oldest sections will be denser and more deliberately packed. Perhaps five metres. Perhaps a little more.”

“Can you transit us in. Below the infill. The way you moved the rubble at the Isfahan site.”

“Would you rather I was more depleted facing this thing?”

Mick said nothing.

“Every shadow transit, every act of force before we cross that fence, is capacity I don’t have when the Watcher responds. In Isfahan I was shifting rubble in an empty Mithraic temple with no pre-hierarchical celestial entity waiting for me on the other side. This is different. I need everything I have for what comes after the fence. You shift the infill. By hand.”

“By hand. In the dark.”

“With whatever tools are available. The site maintenance shed has a shovel — I noted it through the fence. The lock is a padlock.”

“You’ve been thorough.”

“I’ve had twelve thousand years of history with this site. In one sense or another.”

Mick turned that over briefly and let it go. “Anything else.”

“The passage below the infill — once you’re through it and into the original structure — is intact. The builders built to last and their construction is still sound. Twelve metres of descent, then the chamber. The Tongue’s binding is at the chamber’s centre. You’ll know it when you see it.”

“How will I know it.”

“Because it will be the thing in the chamber that looks like it has been waiting.”

He stood another few minutes at the fence. The resonance from the site came off the mound in that specific sub-audible register, pressure below the threshold of hearing, patient and omnidirectional and entirely indifferent to the person standing at its perimeter. It had been doing this when the builders were here. It had been doing this when they left. It would be doing this long after whatever happened tomorrow.

He went back to the car.

—

Neither of them spoke for the first few minutes of the drive back.

“The hold,” Mick said eventually. “When you reach your limit — what happens to you.”

“I’ve told you. The infernal equivalent.”

“Describe it as well as you can.”

Another pause. Longer than usual. “I stop being what I am. Not permanently — the infernal rank structure is not so easily undone. But there is a threshold of force above which the material-realm manifestation becomes untenable. I withdraw. Or I am withdrawn.”

“And the bond.”

“Severs at that point. Temporarily. For a period proportional to the force involved.”

Mick drove. The road was dark and straight ahead of them. “If I haven’t completed the inscription when that happens.”

“Then you are alone in a sealed twelve-thousand-year-old enclosure with a fully operational pre-hierarchical Watcher and no infernal interference to occupy its attention.”

“Right.”

“Mick.”

“Yes.”

“I’m telling you this because you need to know it. Not because I expect it to happen. I expect to hold long enough. I intend to hold long enough. The difference between intention and guarantee is something neither of us can close.”

“Seven years,” Mick said. “You’ve been saying it in various forms.”

“You’ve been choosing not to hear it in various forms.”

“I’m hearing it now.”

The city lights appeared ahead, warm in the darkness, the only warm thing in the desert fringe for twenty kilometres in any direction. Mick drove into them.

They knew what was under the eastern mound.

They knew what they were going to do about it.

Tomorrow night, before the site opened, they were going to do it.
The Last Night

They were back in the room by half past one.

Mick set the stone on the table and looked at it. The same stone it had been all the way from Blackwood’s study — volcanic glass, flat face, smooth edges, blank. He sat down across from it the way he might sit down across from someone he needed to talk to. The room was a standard hotel room. Bed, table, window looking at a wall. The radiator clicking. The November cold making itself known at the glass.

“Four hours,” Marchosias said. “If we leave by half past five we’re at the site before civil twilight.”

“Right.”

He looked at the stone. He wasn’t going to sleep. He’d known that since the fence, standing in the dark with the resonance from the mound at that sub-audible register — the kind of frequency that got into the body and stayed, that the nervous system couldn’t file away and move on from. He was not frightened exactly. He’d spent enough years in the proximity of frightening things to know the difference between fear and the correct physiological response to a situation that genuinely warranted it. This was the second type.

He sat back in the chair and looked at the ceiling for a while. “Tonight of all nights,” he said, “I could really do with a drink.”

He meant it. He’d have meant it on a quiet Tuesday with nothing happening, the want being the constant background register it always was, but he meant it considerably more right now.

Marchosias said nothing.

“Not helpful?” Mick said.

“It’s not the moment.”

“No.” He looked at the ceiling. The want sat in his chest doing what it always did, unreasonable and entirely indifferent to context, the same whether the context was boredom or terror. “I know it’s not.”

He left it there. Picked up the stone. Smooth and blank and cold from the room air, the cold of a thing that had been sitting still.

“Tell me about the Watcher,” he said. “Not the technical account. What it’s actually going to be like when you go in.”

A pause. The kind that meant Marchosias was choosing between what was useful to say and what was true to say. “I’ve been in physical confrontations with celestial entities before. The Alborz guardian — you felt the resonance pulse from two levels up. Isfahan’s seal mechanism misfired at full output and came close to ending both of us. In the catacombs, fifteen years before we met, there was a celestial enforcer operating on a contract in Paris that I spent four hours fighting to a standstill in a pocket of shadow under the sixth arrondissement.”

“I didn’t know about that.”

“There are things that predate you. My point is: I know what it is to face a celestial entity that wants me stopped. I know how the force translates. I know how to work within it, absorb it, find the angles.”

“And the Watcher.”

“This won’t be like that.” A pause with a specific weight in it. “I have a feeling it’s going to be considerably worse.”

The radiator clicked. The pale light on the wall outside came from somewhere Mick couldn’t identify — a window above, or a security light at the alley’s end, something that had been on all three nights and would be on after they left.

“How much worse.”

“I don’t know. That’s what I’m telling you. What I’ve faced before — I had frameworks for it. Celestial entities operate within systems I understand. The force has types. The approach has patterns. I know how to read them while they’re happening and adjust. The Watcher is pre-hierarchical. I don’t have a framework for it. I’m going in with principles and instinct, and whatever I face in there is going to be its own thing, and I am going to have to work it out as it happens.”

Mick held the stone. “While it’s trying to destroy you.”

“Yes. While that.”

“That sounds unpleasant.”

“I expect it will be.” The pause this time had something underneath it that wasn’t quite irony and wasn’t quite dread — something in between. “I want you to understand this not so you can feel worse about the situation, but so that when you’re below the infill and drawing sigils by torchlight and you feel things coming through the bond that don’t feel like anything you’ve felt before — you understand that I am working through something I haven’t worked through before and whatever signals you receive are not communication, they’re the by-product of a process I am trying to stay on top of. Pay attention to them as timing. Not as information about how things are going.”

“Pressure means you’re still in it. Severance means you’re not.”

“Yes. Exactly that. Nothing more complex than that.”

—

He drew the sigils.

Sigil one: automatic. The preparatory glyph, the framing form, the secondary marks at the periphery. His hand had it. It had had it for two weeks.

Sigil two: automatic. The anchoring form, double horizontal axis, left to right or it read backwards. Also held.

Sigil three.

He drew it slowly the first time. The radial structure from a central point. The primary axis. Seven strokes, or six with a bifurcation at the terminus — he’d settled on six with the bifurcation, it was what his hand knew, it was what the motion in the Isfahan chamber had printed in his visual memory. He drew it and held the final position on his palm.

“Again,” Marchosias said.

He drew it again. And again. The motion getting into the hand’s own knowledge, below the level of decision.

“Does it look right.”

“It looks like what you’ve been drawing for two weeks.”

“I know what you said in the car. Does it look right.”

“It’s consistent with the tradition. It’s consistent with what I’d expect in the third position.” A beat. “The lower right peripheral mark — three strokes. You’ve been drawing two.”

Mick stopped. Looked at his palm. “You’re telling me this now.”

“I noticed it intermittently before. It wasn’t consistent enough to be certain you were wrong rather than varying correctly. Tonight it’s consistent. You’re drawing two. It should be three.”

“Show me.”

“I can’t show you. I can tell you: lower right peripheral group, the final mark in the cluster. Three strokes, not two. You’re stopping one short.”

Mick thought back to the chamber. Torchlight, the fragment in both hands, eight seconds before the first explosion hit. The lower right peripheral group. He was drawing two strokes. Had been drawing two strokes. The third stroke — he could see it now that he was looking for it, or thought he could see it, which was not the same thing.

He drew sigil three with the third stroke in place. “Like that.”

“Like that.”

He drew it again with the third stroke. Again. Ten times, the hand learning the correction, the muscle memory updating from two to three. He drew it another ten times without breaking to examine it, watching the wall instead of his palm. Then another ten. The motion settling.

“Better?”

“Consistent now.”

He drew all three in sequence. One, two, three. With the pauses between — draw, hold, move. The timing that the stone would need when the stone could receive. He ran through the sequence six more times, each time trying to let the hand go without the brain interfering. By the fifth run the brain was mostly staying out of it.

He set the stone down.

His palm had the mild soreness of having been drawn on with a fingernail for two hours. He looked at it.

“Have you ever faced anything like this,” he said. Not the confrontation question — he’d asked that. The other question. “As a general experience. Being in a situation where you genuinely didn’t know if you’d come out of it.”

The pause that followed told him the answer before Marchosias gave it. “Once. In the early period of my material engagement — the first five hundred years or so. There was a situation in what you would now call central Anatolia that I entered with more confidence than the circumstances warranted and spent some time regretting. I survived it. The entity on the other side did not.”

“But you weren’t certain.”

“I was not certain. No.”

Mick looked at the stone. “And this.”

“This is the first time in four thousand years of material time that I am walking into something knowing that I am outclassed and intending to absorb the consequences for as long as necessary to give you time to work.” A pause. “It is a different feeling to the Anatolia situation. The Anatolia situation I walked into with insufficient information and incorrect confidence. This I walk into with complete information and accurate assessment.”

“Which is worse.”

“Which is different.”

He thought about that. The two of them sitting in a hotel room in Şanlıurfa in the early hours, the stone blank on the table between them, the mound out there on the ridge waiting in the dark with its twelve thousand years of patience.

“If it was your choice,” he said. “If the debt didn’t exist. Would you be here.”

“The current version of me is here,” Marchosias said. “That answers the question.”

It did. Mick let it stand.

—

At four he got up and filled the water bottles and put his coat on and checked the pack. Torch. Spare batteries. Work gloves from the hardware shop in the old quarter. Four litres of water. The medical kit. He picked up the stone and held it for a moment — blank, cold, patient — and put it in his inner left pocket.

He stood at the table looking at nothing in particular.

“I still wish I had a drink,” he said. “For the record.”

“Noted.”

He reached for the pack. Then Marchosias said, very quietly: “I find myself wondering whether I would join you.”

Mick stopped.

“If such a thing were possible. Tonight, in these particular circumstances, facing what we are facing — I think I might understand the appeal.”

Mick looked at the mid-distance where Marchosias sat. Seven years and he’d never said anything remotely like it. “Are you serious.”

“Joking.”

Mick stood still for a moment. Then he laughed — a short, genuine thing, the first real laugh in several days. “That was terrible.”

“I’ve been working on it.”

“Don’t. Please.” He picked up the pack and settled the straps on his shoulders. The laugh had done something useful to the air in the room, which had been carrying a weight since they’d got back from the fence. Not dispelling it — it was still there, the weight was appropriate and correct and would be there until it was resolved one way or another. Just shifting it slightly. Making room to move.

He opened the door.

The corridor was empty, the hotel silent in the particular hush of a building full of people all not moving. He looked at it for a moment.

“Let’s go,” he said.

    
    The Watcher

    


  Before Dawn

They left the car on the verge of the access road and walked.

No headtorch yet. The sky was not yet grey — the stars were still doing their work, the Milky Way in its band, the horizon darker than the zenith in the particular way that only existed in the last hour before dawn began to soften it. Mick had been on enough pre-dawn approaches to know the light’s stages, the way it arrived so gradually that you couldn’t name the moment it changed, only register that it had. They had time. Not a lot of it. Enough.

The maintenance track was pale earth under the starlight, visible enough to walk without light. He kept his pace steady and his footfall quiet and didn’t talk, and Marchosias didn’t talk either — contained, conserving, the deliberate quiet of something that had been doing exactly this for four thousand years of material time and knew the value of not spending what it didn’t have to spend.

The site’s shelter structures appeared on the ridge ahead, black shapes against black sky, distinguishable from the skyline only by their regularity. Behind them, slightly to the east, the mound’s low silhouette. Rounder than the shelters. Older. The kind of shape that existed before the concept of a structure.

The resonance hit before the outer fence did.

Not different from what it had been the previous nights — the same sub-audible register, the same pressure below the threshold of hearing. But at five in the morning, with no visitors and no ambient human presence to attenuate it, the frequency was cleaner. Less background. More foreground. Mick walked into it the way you walked into a change in air temperature, the body registering before the mind caught up.

“It’s reading us,” Marchosias said quietly. “Ambient. Same as yesterday.”

“Right.”

—

The maintenance gate was a standard padlocked chain-link affair, the combination lock hanging at chest height, pale oval in the dark. Through it, the maintenance track continued ten metres to the equipment shed — a low corrugated structure, double doors, its own padlock on the hasp. Marchosias had noted it from the fence during the night reconnaissance. Mick had noted it too and had trusted the lock picks in the inside pocket of his field jacket to deal with it when the time came.

He reached for them.

The pocket was empty.

He stopped. Checked it again, because the first check was always optimistic. Still empty. He tried the outer pocket, the inner right, the pack’s front compartment. They were not there. He had a clear memory of setting them on the hotel table — he’d taken them out to repack the bag, and he had a clear memory of them on the table, and he had no clear memory of putting them back in.

“The lock picks,” Marchosias said.

“I know.”

“You left them on the—”

“I know.” He looked at the gate. Chain-link, chest height, no barbed wire at the top. He put his hands on it, tested the give, and went over it in four seconds — not elegant, not quiet, but fast enough. Landed on the maintenance track inside. Looked at the shed.

The shed padlock was a heavy-duty steel affair, the hasp recessed, the shackle thick. He walked to it and looked at it and thought about it briefly. He had no picks. He had no bolt cutters. He had the small flat-head screwdriver in his pack that he’d carried for fifteen years out of habit and had used exactly twice in a non-screwdriving capacity. He took it out and looked at it and put it back.

Then he went around the side of the shed.

The gap between the shed’s corrugated wall and the site perimeter fence was narrow — forty centimetres, maybe less. He worked his way along it, his shoulder against the corrugated metal, until he could see the back. The shed’s rear wall had a ventilation gap at the base, ten centimetres of clearance between the corrugated panels and the concrete pad it sat on. Not enough for a person. Enough to see that there was a garden fork leaning against the back wall, visible through the gap where the bottom panel had corroded slightly away from the upright.

He got on his stomach on the concrete and reached through. The fork was two feet beyond his fingertips. He found a length of steel rebar in the gap — debris from the site’s construction phase, long abandoned — and used it to hook the fork’s handle toward him, patient, angled, until he could get two fingers around it and drag it close enough to lift out.

It was a heavy fork. A steel-tined fork with a solid metal handle. Not a pick, but close enough.

He stood up, brushed the concrete dust off his front, walked back to the shed doors, and hit the padlock shackle three times with the fork handle, hard. On the third hit the shackle deformed enough that the body of the lock dropped free. He opened the doors.

The shed held what maintenance sheds held — wheelbarrow, rakes, a petrol-powered leaf blower, stacked plastic crates, lengths of agricultural fencing in rolls, and against the far wall a proper set of digging tools: two flat spades, a long-handled shovel, and a pickaxe with a fibreglass handle that looked like it had actually been used in the last decade.

He took the shovel and the pickaxe.

He went back over the outer gate with them — less elegant than the first crossing, considerably noisier — and they started across the open ground toward the mound.

—

The excavated section of the site was wrong at night.

He’d expected different. He hadn’t expected this. The T-pillars in their enclosures, seen through the shelter’s open sides from the maintenance track as they moved east, were not the same objects they’d been during visiting hours. Without the context of guided tours and information boards and forty tourists taking photographs, the pillars were simply themselves — five and a half metres of Göbekli limestone, carved in the act of doing things, standing in their rings in the dark with the absolute self-sufficiency of objects that had been here before any of the frameworks that named them had existed.

The carved boar on pillar thirty-one was still charging. The vultures were still mid-spread. The fox on pillar thirty-two was still in the instant before the turn. He couldn’t see them clearly from the maintenance track — too dark, too far, the shelters’ shadows too deep — but he was aware of them with the peripheral attention that they’d always commanded, the sense of presence that didn’t require eye contact.

“They are more themselves at night,” Marchosias said. Not commentary. Observation.

“Yes.”

They moved east along the outside of the excavated section, following the inner archaeological barrier’s line from the other side. The mound rose ahead. In the pre-dawn dark, the compacted infill’s low elevation gave it the quality of something deliberate rather than accidental — a kept shape, a maintained presence. Two stones visible above the grass at the mound’s eastern edge, their flat tops pale in the starlight: pillar caps, unexcavated, their T-shaped heads just breaking the surface of the centuries of infill above them. The builders had sealed the enclosures but they hadn’t buried them. They’d stopped just at the level where the structure disappeared from ordinary sight.

Just visible, if you knew what you were looking at.

They reached the mound’s edge.

“The access shaft is between those two,” Marchosias said. “The tradition requires the shaft to be positioned at the enclosure’s central axis. Between the central pillar pair. Those are the outer columns of the central pair.”

Mick looked at the ground between the two visible stone caps. Grass. Compacted earth. Visually indistinguishable from the rest of the mound’s surface. He put the shovel in and turned the first load.

The infill was exactly what the builders had made it: dense, deliberate, the rubble of a structure systematically dismantled and used to seal what it had housed. Stone fragments, compacted earth, what felt like bone fragments in the dark — he didn’t look at them closely. The pickaxe was for the compressed layers where the shovel couldn’t get purchase. He worked the two tools in rotation, loosening with the pick, shifting with the shovel, setting the spoil aside in a steady growing pile. The work was quiet by the standards of digging. The sounds he was making were the sounds of someone doing physical labour in the dark: the bite of steel into earth, the scatter of loose stone, his breathing.

The resonance from the site had changed quality since they’d reached the mound. Not stronger exactly. More specific. The ambient frequency he’d been feeling for two days was still present — the wide, undirected pressure of the Watcher’s passive state. Beneath it, and distinct, something that he could only describe as directional. Aware of his position. Not responding. Not yet. Just knowing.

He dug.

“You’re approximately one metre in,” Marchosias said, after a while. He was still conserving — speaking only when necessary, no commentary, the quiet of something holding itself carefully in reserve. “The infill composition will change at around two metres. The deeper layers were packed first, when the builders had more material and less space. Denser. You’ll need the pick more.”

“Right.”

He hit the denser layer at one and a half metres. The pick worked it. The shovel followed. He was in the hole now, the mound’s surface above his waist, the stars visible in the square of sky above him and nothing else. Cold. The dry cold of earth that had been sealed away from weather for twelve thousand years — a different cold than the surface, older, with nothing of the night’s moving air in it.

At two and a half metres the shovel went through into nothing.

The sound was different — the hollow percussion of steel meeting air on the other side of compacted material. He cleared the area around it with careful scraping, widening the hole until he could see the shaft’s entrance: a square of absolute darkness below, the stone lintels of the original construction still intact and sound, exactly as Marchosias had said they would be.

The builders had built to last.

He took the torch from the pack and put his head through and looked down. The shaft descended vertically for perhaps a metre and then angled — not a ladder descent but a ramp, cut in the stone at forty-five degrees, the walls smooth-dressed limestone. The original access. Twelve thousand years old and waiting.

He dropped the tools and the pack through the entrance, listened to them land. Went in feet first, worked himself down through the shaft’s entrance, and let himself onto the ramp below.

—

He paused at the bottom of the ramp.

The passage ahead of him was low — ceiling at shoulder height, walls close enough that his elbows would brush both sides if he spread his arms. The torchlight showed dressed stone for the first ten metres before the passage curved left and the light disappeared around the angle. The air was not stale — it was still, which was different. Not the air of a sealed space. The air of a space that had been breathing very slowly for a very long time.

He picked up the pack and the tools and stood still for a moment.

The resonance here was nothing like the surface. Below the infill layer, below the sealed entrance, the frequency was not sub-audible. It was present in the structure of the stone around him — in the walls, in the floor, in the ceiling. Not threatening. Not directed. It was the background condition of this space, the frequency it had been operating at since the builders sealed the entrance above and left it to do what it was here to do.

Watch.

“Mick.”

He’d been waiting for this. He went back to the base of the shaft and looked up through the angled opening. The square of pre-dawn sky above. The silhouette of the mound’s surface. And Marchosias — not visible, not a shape, but present in the quality of the air at the threshold, dense and old and completely still.

“I’m in position,” Mick said.

“I know.” A pause with everything in it. “When I cross, you don’t wait. You follow the passage and you don’t stop regardless of what you feel through the bond. Whatever happens above you is above you. Your work is below.”

“I know.”

“Mick.”

“I know.”

The sky above the shaft entrance was the particular deep blue that preceded grey, the last stage of darkness before the dawn began. The stars were still there. He looked at them — the same stars the builders had looked at from this same ridge, through the same cold November air, twelve thousand years of nights between then and now.

He reached into his inner left pocket and closed his hand around the stone.

Blank. Cold. Waiting to be something.

“Ready,” Marchosias said. Not a question.

“Ready.”

Above him, the quality of the air at the threshold changed.

Marchosias crossed.
Marchosias Crosses

The threshold was not a door.

It was a condition — a point in the stone passage where the properties of the space changed, the way the properties of water changed at a certain depth. Not visible. Not marked. Present in the way that a shore was present: not a line drawn on water, but the fact of where the sea ended and the land began. The builders had not needed to mark it. They had built their enclosures around it the way you built a house around a load-bearing wall — not because you could move the wall, but because the wall was why the house was there.

Marchosias crossed it.

The Watcher's response was not delayed. There was no assessment, no building charge, no warning of any kind. The instant Marchosias's essence crossed the threshold the Watcher reconfigured — a word that was inadequate for what happened but was the closest material-realm language could get. Its resting state had been something that occupied the upper enclosure space without being visible in any ordinary sense: a presence, a frequency, the thing Mick had been feeling for three days as ambient resonance. Awake, it was something else.

Facets. The word arrived in Mick's understanding from the bond, not as information Marchosias had transmitted but as the residue of what Marchosias was experiencing — a crystalline geometry that had no biological referent, no animal or architectural equivalent. The Watcher was not a creature. It had no body in the sense of a continuous organic form. It was a structured field — angled, rotating, the planes of its configuration folding through positions that did not correspond to any three-dimensional geometry Mick had a framework for. The light it produced had no source and travelled in directions that were not the directions light travelled. Where it fell on stone, the stone looked wrong. Not damaged. Just wrong, as if it were being illuminated from inside rather than without.

The force it applied was geometric. This was also arriving through the bond, also residue rather than communication: not a fist, not a blast, not a beam. The Watcher found the edges of Marchosias's essence-structure with the efficiency of something that had been doing this for twelve thousand years and applied pressure at the angles where that structure was least supported. Like a hand pressing into clay — not striking, but finding where the clay would yield and pressing there, and when it yielded pressing further, and when the structure resisted from another direction, finding that direction's edges in turn.

Marchosias met it with shadow-matter.

The collision registered through the bond as heat. Immediate, substantial — the heat of two materials meeting that had no business meeting, generating friction at frequencies that had no material-realm analogue.

And then something else arrived through the bond. Not heat. Impact — the specific shock of a force applied without warning at a point that wasn't ready for it. Marchosias was thrown. Not across a room, not physically — there was no room, no body to throw — but the essence-structure that the Watcher had been pressing at found a yield point and pressed through it, and the recoil was total and immediate. What it felt like from Mick's side of the bond was the sensation of standing on solid ground and having it disappear beneath him for a fraction of a second before something caught. Shadow-matter catching. Redistributing. Finding the new angle.

The Watcher found that angle too.

Mick understood, in the half-second before he cleared the threshold, that Marchosias had been wrong about one thing. Not about the force. Not about the tier. About the pattern. He'd said the Watcher's force was geometric — that it found edges and pressed. What was coming through the bond now was not that. The Watcher was not looking for edges. It was not looking for yield points or lines of weakness in the infernal structure it was facing. It was applying force everywhere simultaneously, a total pressure that had no specific vector because it didn't need one. Marchosias was not being outmanoeuvred. He was being compressed.

Mick was already moving.

—

He went through the threshold without looking for it and without stopping.

The Watcher's attention did not shift to him. Marchosias had been right about this — the Watcher's function was the detection and neutralisation of threats to the bound entity, and Mick registered no differently from the archaeologists who had been working this site for thirty years, or the tourists who had been walking the enclosures every day since opening. Human. Without infernal signature. Not a threat. Background.

He was ten metres down the passage before he registered what had just happened — that the space above him was occupied by something that would kill Marchosias if it could, and that between them there was nothing except stone and the length of passage he needed to cover.

He kept moving.

The passage curved left as his torchlight had shown. Beyond the curve it descended — not sharply, not a sudden drop, but a consistent angle, the ceiling lowering slightly as the floor fell away, the walls pressing closer as if the structure was channelling rather than containing. The stone was the same smooth-dressed limestone as the shaft above, the same careful construction, the same preservation. His footsteps were the loudest thing in the world down here. His breathing was the second loudest. Everything else was the resonance in the walls, which was no longer sub-audible and no longer ambient but present and specific and pointed at him.

Not threatening. Still the Watcher's passive regard. Still just knowing where he was.

The heat in the bond increased.

He noticed it the way Marchosias had described — background at first, something the body registered and filed, the way you registered the temperature of a room when you entered it. By the time he was thirty metres down the passage it was not background. It was present in his concentration in the specific way Marchosias had described: not pain, interference. His attention wanting to go toward it, to process what was coming through the connection rather than what was immediately in front of him. He kept his attention on the torch beam and the stone floor and the passage's angle.

Keep moving.

The bond pulsed — a sharp spike of heat that came and went in half a second, the residue of something Marchosias had done or had done to him. Then a second pulse, harder. Then a sustained pressure that didn't ease, sitting at the back of Mick's concentration like a hand pressing on the base of his skull. Not pain. Not quite. The thing that pain was a version of.

Through it, briefly, something that was not heat and not pressure — a different quality, a signature he recognised after seven years as Marchosias doing something rather than having something done to him. A counter. The shadow-matter finding a temporary angle, exploiting the fraction of a second's gap. He felt it land, through the bond, felt the Watcher's response to it — not slowed, not damaged, but briefly occupied with what had just hit it. Marchosias had got one in.

The gap it created lasted perhaps two seconds.

Then the pressure came back heavier than before.

The passage continued. Mick continued with it.

He could not tell how long he'd been descending. The angle was consistent, the distance was not something he could estimate accurately without a reference point. He counted his steps instead — not because the count would tell him anything precise, but because counting gave the attention somewhere to be that wasn't the bond. He got to eighty before the passage widened.

Not dramatically. Not a doorway. The walls drew back over the course of the next twenty metres from close enough to brush both elbows to a width he could have spread his arms in. The ceiling rose. The floor levelled. The torchlight reached further before it caught stone and came back — the beam dissolving into darkness rather than hitting a near surface, which meant the space ahead was large.

He stopped at the edge of the widened section and held the torch up.

The passage ended in a chamber.

—

Circular. Larger than any of the excavated enclosures above — by how much he couldn't immediately determine, his sense of scale thrown by the darkness at the chamber's far side. The ceiling was high, high enough that his torch beam barely reached it, the dressed stone above him disappearing into a dark he couldn't resolve. The walls curved continuously, no corners, no angles, the same careful construction as the passage but at a scale that made the passage feel like an afterthought. The builders had put their effort here.

The floor was dark.

Not the dark of stone in shadow. The dark of stone that had been absorbing something for a very long time. He put the torchlight on it and the surface was not grey or brown the way limestone floors were. It was the colour of something very old that had been wet and drying and wet again for twelve thousand years. The staining radiated from the chamber's centre in the uneven pattern of liquid that had fallen and spread and fallen again over an immeasurable number of accumulations.

He followed the torch to the centre of the chamber.

The Tongue was there.

He stopped.

It was smaller than he'd expected. This was the first thing his mind reported, and it reported it with the specific bewilderment of an expectation failing entirely. He had been constructing something — not consciously, but the preparation had built a shape in his imagination — and the shape had been large. The infernal record. The chamber's scale. The twelve-thousand-year binding. The pre-hierarchical Watcher stationed above. The weight of all of it had suggested something commensurate.

It was approximately the length of his forearm.

Longer than most people would assume a tongue to be — surprisingly, unsettlingly long, half a metre of dense pale grey muscle — but the size of an animal's. The size of a very large animal's. The binding restraints held it elevated above the floor, the fittings set into the chamber walls and anchored at the base, and the thing they held was not vast and was not towering and was not beyond categorisation. He knew immediately what he was looking at. There was no ambiguity. It was a tongue, severed from whatever had spoken with it, and at its base, encircling the cut end, a band of old gold and old bronze, heavily engraved. The inscriptions on the band were the same script system as the tile, as the pillar marks in the enclosure above — the same root grammar, applied here to the object itself. Twelve thousand years of sigil work on the metal that capped the severed end.

The surface was damp. It had always been damp. The floor beneath it held the dark staining of twelve thousand years of that dripping, the stone worn to the faintest concavity at the lowest point, the chamber's acoustics carrying the interval of each drip to him clearly across the floor.

He stood and looked at it for a long moment.

He'd been in proximity to things that shouldn't exist. Seven years of it. All of them wrong in their various ways, all of them pushing against the edges of the categories the mind used to parse the world. He'd developed a working relationship with the wrongness. Not comfort. Not indifference. A practical tolerance.

This was different.

Not because of scale. Because of clarity. There was no ambiguity in what he was looking at and the lack of ambiguity was the problem. He could parse every aspect of it — biological, recognisable, subject to gravity and the slow processes of organic matter in a sealed chamber over millennia. He knew what a tongue was. He knew this was one. The knowing didn't reduce the wrongness. The wrongness was that it was here. That it had been here, like this, for twelve thousand years. That whatever had spoken with it — whatever had needed to be silenced so completely that this was the method, and a pre-hierarchical Watcher stationed above it, and a civilisation spending fourteen hundred years constructing the enclosure around that Watcher — was real.

The builders had known what they were doing. He understood them now in the specific way that standing in a room with the thing made you understand something no description conveyed.

They were right to seal it.

The heat in the bond spiked — harder, sustained for three seconds before it eased to a higher baseline. Marchosias was still in it. Mick moved.

He crossed to the Tongue and he got to work.
The Assault

The fittings were the work of people who had intended them to last.

He stood in the chamber with the stone cold in his pocket and the Tongue in front of him, dripping onto its stained floor, and he made the decision quickly because quickly was the only speed he had. The plan had always been: free the Tongue, then use the stone to deal with the Watcher. The stone was the tool for the Watcher. The Tongue was the mission. He freed the Tongue first.

He put on the work gloves from the pack. He crossed to the nearest anchor.

Twelve thousand years had proved the builders right about the fittings. The bronze and gold hardware set into the chamber walls — four anchor points, two floor anchors, the whole arrangement holding the Tongue elevated and fixed — had not corroded, had not loosened, had not responded to the slow processes of time in a sealed chamber the way ordinary metalwork would have. The builders had known what they were building and they had built it to outlast any reasonable expectation of maintenance. The celestial lock that the Watcher maintained from above added its own resistance to the physical engineering: the fittings were not simply metal in stone. They were metal in stone in an active binding, maintained continuously by something pre-hierarchical that had been doing nothing but maintain it for twelve thousand years.

That something was currently occupied.

Marchosias was in the enclosure above with the Watcher’s full attention, absorbing what it produced, and the fraction of the Watcher’s function directed at the binding below was a fraction — still present, still working, but divided. Mick approached the first fitting and grabbed it with both gloved hands and found out what twelve thousand years of celestial engineering felt like when you tried to undo it by hand.

It felt like a wall.

He pulled. The fitting did not move. He reset his grip, found a better purchase on the edge of the bracket, and pulled with everything he had. Something in the embedding shifted — not the fitting, the stone around it, a creak of ancient dressed limestone registering the stress. He held the force and felt the resistance and calculated.

Above him, Marchosias was keeping a pre-hierarchical Watcher occupied. The celestial lock on these restraints — whatever continuous force the Watcher’s presence exerted to maintain the binding — was divided. Not absent, but divided. This was the window he’d been given and it was narrowing with every second Marchosias spent absorbing what was being thrown at him.

He braced his boot against the chamber wall and pulled.

The fitting came free on the fourth attempt. Not gradually — all at once, the resistance holding until it didn’t, the bracket tearing from the stone with a sound like something that had never been meant to move moving. Stone dust falling. A crack propagating across the dressed surface of the wall from the anchor point, ancient and immediate. He dropped the fitting and moved to the second.

The bond pulsed while he worked. Not the deep compression he’d been carrying since the threshold — something sharper, more irregular. Marchosias finding angles, losing them, finding them again. The fight above was not what it had been during the descent, when the Watcher had been pressing uniformly and Marchosias had been absorbing. It was more active now. More desperate, underneath the activity. The signal quality of something that had been holding for too long pushing into the range where holding became a decision rather than a capacity.

He kept working. The second fitting. The third — faster now, the distribution of load across the remaining anchors doing his work for him, the system that had been engineered to hold in balance failing as each component was removed and the balance shifted. He had the gloves from the pack, which was the only reason his hands were still functional. The bronze hardware was cold enough to burn skin through contact and the edges of the torn brackets were sharp enough to have done damage he couldn’t afford.

The fourth anchor was in the floor. He had to get down to it, both hands around the fitting’s edge, his back taking the load of a dead pull with nothing to brace against. The stone gave up its hold on the bronze with a sound like a tooth being extracted — the specific resistance of a material that had fused with what it held over a long enough period that the distinction between anchor and stone had become ambiguous. He sat on the stained floor with the fitting in his hands and his lower back registering its opinion about the last thirty seconds, and he breathed.

He straightened up. The Tongue hung from the last two wall fittings, the arrangement no longer balanced, listing toward the freed side, pulling against what remained with the weight of something that had been held in one configuration for twelve thousand years and was now being asked to move. He could see the band at the base properly now — the gold and bronze collar, heavily engraved, the sigil work continuous around the circumference in the same hand as the pillar inscriptions above. The band was part of the thing. It had been applied at the moment of the original binding, placed over the severed end, and whatever the builders had done to fix it there had made the distinction between metal and flesh irrelevant over the centuries. It was not going to come off. It was the Tongue’s end, as much as the tip was the Tongue’s tip.

The surface at arm’s length: pale grey dense muscle, deeply creased, the creasing of something that had spent twelve thousand years in this condition and showed it. Cold. Damp. The drip that the floor’s staining testified to, slow and even, continued while he looked at it.

He pulled the fifth fitting. The sixth.

The Tongue dropped into his hands.

—

It was lighter than he’d expected. Dense — the weight of what it was, muscle and something that had been doing the work of muscle for twelve thousand years — but the weight of an object that could be held, carried, managed. The metal band at the severed end added its own weight: old gold and bronze, heavier than it looked, the engraved sigils worn smooth at the highest points from whatever had happened to the surface over millennia. He got it against his side with one arm, his hand around the band for grip, and found the balance.

The instant the last fitting came free of the wall, the Tongue spoke.

Not once. Not a measured pronouncement. It came out of it the way held breath came out of a person — everything at once, the entirety of twelve thousand years of silence ending not gradually but immediately, the pressure behind it releasing all at once into the chamber’s acoustics and into whatever channel it used that was not acoustics. Sound and not-sound simultaneously. The chamber’s dressed stone caught it and bounced it back and the reverb was the reverb of oracular speech in a space that had been built to contain it, the geometry of the circular walls designed for exactly this resonance.

It was loud. Not painful — not decibels, not a physical assault on the ears. Something louder than physical, that arrived through the route described to him as the faculty the Oracle addressed, the channel that bypassed ears and went directly to the part of the mind that processed meaning. It went in at full volume and it did not stop.

He stood in the chamber with the Tongue in his arm and the speech arriving continuously, and he processed what he could of it, which was a fraction. The Oracle did not speak in any language he knew. It spoke in the root of language, in the structural layer below vocabulary, in the frequency at which meaning operated before it was encoded into specific sounds and characters. He received impressions, partial structures, the outlines of things being communicated without the ability to resolve them into content. Something about geometry and something about time and something about the stone in his pocket and something that was not addressed to him at all but to the chamber itself, to the site above, to the entity that had been imprisoned here with it for twelve thousand years.

He caught fragments. Most of them dissolved before they assembled. There was something about the stone in his pocket and what the stone now contained, something about a door that was also a return — the phrase arrived clearly, which made it one of the clearer things, and it meant nothing to him. There was something that was clearly about the Watcher, a description of what the Watcher was before the hierarchy had given it its function, but the description was in a frequency he couldn’t resolve into concepts. There was something that seemed to be about Marchosias, or about the type of entity Marchosias was, stated in the Oracle’s flat register of fact alongside everything else.

He was receiving all of this simultaneously and none of it was useful and the channel it was arriving on was the same channel he needed to draw an accurate sigil from memory while standing in a twelve-thousand-year-old chamber with a pre-hierarchical Watcher trying to get to him and a Grand Marquis of Hell fighting to prevent it.

And then one fragment arrived with the clarity of something said directly to him — not the vague impression-structure of the rest, not the shape of meaning without content. Precise. Addressed to him. As if the Oracle had noted his presence and stated the relevant fact in the way that it stated all facts.

You will meet your end here.

Not a shout. Not a warning. A statement delivered in the register the Oracle used for everything it stated, equal in weight to old geometries and Watcher-descriptions and the door that was a return. No emphasis. No cruelty. No compassion. The Oracle had no position on what it said. It spoke what was true.

He stood in the chamber with the Tongue under his arm, with the speech still arriving at the faculty it addressed, with the bond signal telling him the Watcher was pushing and Marchosias was still pushing back, and he received this information.

He thought: accurate information rather than unwelcome information. He thought: the Oracle speaks what is true. He thought: ninety seconds.

He filed the statement and moved.

—

The bond changed.

The signal he’d been carrying at the back of his concentration since the threshold — the sustained pressure of Marchosias absorbing the Watcher’s full output — went chaotic. Not the clean compression of a force applied uniformly. Something urgent and directional, the quality of a fight rather than an absorption, the back-and-forth of two things actively contesting something rather than one thing pressing and one thing receiving.

The Watcher had felt the Tongue freed. The function it existed for had been compromised. And what the Watcher did when its function was compromised was not recalibrate or reassess — it tried to reach the source of the compromise. Directly. Through whatever was in the way.

Marchosias was in the way.

Through the bond, Mick felt what that meant in practise: Marchosias no longer absorbing and enduring but throwing himself against the Watcher’s geometry, actively blocking the angles, the shadow-matter finding contact points and refusing to yield them. The specific quality of someone doing something more difficult than the thing they’d been doing before because the alternative was worse.

Don’t stop, Marchosias’s signal communicated, without communicating it in words. The bond didn’t carry language. But the quality of what was coming through was unmistakable.

Mick reached into his pocket.

—

The stone was cold in the specific way it had been since he’d entered the chamber — the frequency-cold of obsidian registering the Watcher’s field, the ambient celestial energy that twelve thousand years had saturated into the stone walls, ready and waiting. He held it flat in his right hand. The Tongue under his left arm, still speaking, the oracular speech filling the chamber and the channel that received it and the part of his mind that processed it, continuous and dense and loud in the way that a river was loud when you were standing in it.

He drew the first sigil.

The preparatory glyph. Automatic — two weeks in his hand, fourteen days of tracing it on his palm and the hotel table and whatever surface was available, the muscle memory past the level of conscious decision. The mark appeared on the obsidian surface the moment his finger touched it, dark on dark, catching the torch beam. He watched it for a breath.

It held.

The second. The anchoring form, left to right, double horizontal axis. Held.

The third.

The Tongue was speaking at close range under his left arm. The speech not in his ears but in the faculty it addressed, which was also the faculty he needed to concentrate with. He was drawing a precise glyph from memory while an ancient oracle delivered continuous speech directly into his capacity for attention. The interference was real — the sensation of trying to do detailed work while someone talked into the part of your mind that did it, not pain, not distraction exactly, but the constant pressure of another signal using the same channel.

He drew sigil three.

Radial structure. Primary axis. Six strokes. Bifurcation at the terminus at sixty degrees — the angle he’d figured out in the chamber the night before, the parallax correction, the realisation that he’d been drawing his memory of a tilted object. Lower right peripheral group: three strokes, not two. Marchosias’s correction, found the night before last in the hotel room, drilled in through forty repetitions until his hand wouldn’t drop it.

He held the final position and waited.

The mark faded.

He stared at the blank surface. The first two sigils waiting. The third gone. The Tongue speaking. The bond signal telling him that Marchosias was fighting something that was trying very hard to get past him and that the direction it was trying to get to was down.

He drew it again. Same form. Three strokes at the lower right peripheral. Held.

The mark faded.

Something was wrong. He stood in the chamber with the obsidian blank in the third position for the second time and the Tongue’s speech filling the channel he needed to think with, and the bond signal telling him the Watcher was actively trying to find a route past Marchosias, and the torch beam falling on old stained stone, and he went back to the beginning.

The Tongue’s speech was not helping. It was not supposed to help — it was not directed at him, it was the Oracle doing what the Oracle did, the continuous output of something that had been sealed for twelve thousand years now running at full volume through the only channel it had. He could not shut it out. The faculty it addressed was the faculty he needed. He was trying to think through a river.

He made himself concentrate on the specific problem.

Marchosias had been watching him draw the sigil for two weeks in the hotel room and in the preparation and across the whole period since London. Had caught the peripheral mark at two strokes instead of three on the last night. Had been confident — the specific, authoritative confidence of something that had been at Göbekli Tepe when the inscription system was being developed, that had read the clay tile against the pillar grammar, that had four thousand years of material engagement with things that operated in this frequency range.

Three strokes, not two.

Mick had drilled it in. He’d drawn it three-stroke forty times the night before last, until his hand wouldn’t drop the correction. And now it was fading. Twice.

He looked at the blank stone and he went further back than the hotel room. He went to Iran.

The Dasht-e Kavir. Three in the morning. The fragment in his hands in the collapsing chamber, the tile beneath it, the torchlight and the ground moving and the eight seconds he’d had before the first explosion hit. The sigil on the fragment’s face: the specific image that had been in his visual memory since that night and that he’d been working from ever since. He’d been right about the angle — he’d established that. The sixty-degree parallax correction had been correct and the stone had accepted it.

He’d been right about the angle.

He thought about the peripheral marks. The lower right cluster. His visual memory of the fragment had given him two strokes. He’d been drawing two strokes from day one. For two weeks, two strokes, the hand knowing that form — until Marchosias had told him it was wrong, and he’d accepted the correction, because Marchosias had been watching him draw and Marchosias knew the inscription tradition.

Except.

Marchosias had been watching him draw. Not watching the fragment. He’d never seen the fragment — it had been described to him in the collapsing chamber by Mick under adrenaline and ordnance, and what Marchosias had then watched for two weeks was Mick’s reproduction of that description. Not the original. The reproduction. If the reproduction was accurate — if Mick’s visual memory of the fragment was correct — then Marchosias had seen the correct form and identified it as wrong.

What if Mick’s memory was right?

What if the original had two strokes, and he’d been faithfully reproducing it for two weeks, and Marchosias had looked at the faithful reproduction and told him it was an error?

The bond pulsed hard. Something shifting in the fight above — the Watcher finding a gap in Marchosias’s position, Marchosias adjusting, the gap closing. The signal quality of something running on the last of what it had.

The bond pulsed hard. Something had shifted in the fight above — the Watcher finding a new angle, Marchosias adjusting, the signal quality of something running on what it had left.

Mick drew sigil three.

Two strokes at the lower right peripheral group. His original. The form his hand had known for two weeks before Marchosias had corrected it. Six strokes, bifurcation at sixty degrees, peripheral marks — two at the lower right. The thing he’d been drawing from his memory of the fragment in the Dasht-e Kavir. His version. The eight seconds of moving ground and poor light that had printed this into his visual record, and which he had been faithfully reproducing, and which Marchosias had told him was wrong.

Marchosias had been watching him draw. Not watching the original. Watching the reproduction.

Mick trusted the original.

The stone lit.

—

He had the stone active and he had perhaps four seconds.

The bond signal had changed the moment the third sigil held. Not through Marchosias — the bond was live, the connection still present, which meant Marchosias was still there, still between the Watcher and the shaft. But the Watcher had felt the stone activate. The interference field was now present in the chamber at the frequency the Watcher operated at, and the Watcher’s passive regard for the chamber’s contents — the ambient knowing that had been a property of the stone walls since Mick had entered the passage — became something else. The watchfulness pointed at him. Not just knowing he was here. Attending.

The directional resonance in the walls changed. The cold-not-temperature that had been a background condition of the chamber since the ramp became something pointed. Something with a vector. Something that knew where he was standing and was no longer content to simply know.

The wrong-direction light showed its structure. Not diffuse now — edged, angular, the crystalline planes of something that had been ambient for twelve thousand years and was only now making itself visible, because it had found what it was looking for and was looking directly at it.

The bond signal told him Marchosias was doing everything he had left.

He threw the stone.

The Tongue shifted under his left arm with the weight of what it was — dense, cold, the metal band solid under his fingers — and the throw was what a one-armed throw at ceiling height with a shifting counterweight was. Not elegant. Both hands for the half-second before the Tongue’s weight demanded the left arm back: a single hard upward release through the chamber toward the space above where the Watcher’s geometry descended, in the direction of the resonance, in the direction of the pointed knowing. He threw it as hard as he could toward what he couldn’t see and released it.

He did not wait to see where it went.

He didn’t see it. There was nothing to see.

The force hit and Mick crossed the chamber without crossing it — no arc, no trajectory, no physical logic between where he had been standing and where he was not. He struck the far wall. He slid down it.

He did not move again.

—

The torch lay on the floor where it had fallen, its beam at a low angle across the dark stone.

He became aware of this the way consciousness returned through static: the nearest fact first, then outward. The torch. The floor under him. The cold of dressed limestone against his back. The bond — carrying something he had no framework for, the quality of something that had been braced against maximum load and found the load suddenly absent. Not relief. Something past relief. The specific signal of something that had been at its absolute limit and was now, without warning, not.

The wrong-direction light was gone.

He understood this before he fully registered what it meant: the chamber was lit only by the torch beam. The sourceless illumination that had been a constant of the chamber since the ramp — the Watcher’s field, the light that fell from inside the stone itself — was absent. The dressed limestone was dark at the edges of the beam and dark beyond it and nothing else.

Near the chamber’s centre: the obsidian. A slow luminescence turning in its depths, dark and geometric, glitter suspended in oil, rotating with the patient persistence of something that had been a structured field and was now a structured field in a different kind of space.

Four seconds. Perhaps five. Twelve thousand years of pre-hierarchical celestial guardian, contained in a piece of volcanic glass the size of a man’s fist.

The Tongue spoke into the silence. It had been speaking throughout. It continued now — no acknowledgement of the figure against the far wall, no pause, no change of register. It spoke to the chamber the way it had spoken to the builders, to the stone and the floor and the damp air. The door that was a return. The geometry of old things. The cost of old bargains.

Mick lay against the stone.

The Tongue spoke on.
What Remains

The Watcher's pressure stopped.

Not gradually. Not with any warning. It had been the primary fact of the last unquantifiable stretch of time — the total omnidirectional compression, the everywhere-at-once weight of something pre-hierarchical doing what it had been built to do — and then it was not. One state, then another. Between them: no transition, no easing, no residual signal. The enclosure above Göbekli Tepe was simply a carved stone chamber with shelter structures above it and stars beyond that, and the entity that had occupied it as its defining condition for twelve thousand years was somewhere else now.

Marchosias sat in the space the Watcher had left and assessed himself.

This was not sentiment. This was function. He had resources and he needed to know what they were.

The shadow-matter had been compressed in ways that would take time to resolve — he could feel the places where the structure had been forced past its ordinary range, the angles that were wrong, the density in some regions and the thinning in others where the Watcher's force had found and held and pressed. None of it irreversible. All of it significant. He was operating at a fraction of his ordinary capacity and the fraction was not generous.

The binding stone was below. He could sense it — the Watcher's signature inside it, present and contained and rotating in the dark of the obsidian in the specific way of something that was not gone but was bounded. He had expected, in the abstract, to feel relief at containment. What he felt was something more like the specific unease of knowing something very old and very powerful was at close range and the only thing between them was a piece of volcanic glass the size of his fist. The Watcher was doing what it did. It would continue doing it indefinitely. That was the nature of what it was.

He noticed the bond.

It should have been different. It should have been either the usual signal — seven years of continuous partnership reduced to a set of background constants so familiar he processed them below the level of attention — or it should have been absent. Those were the two states. Mick alive produced the former. Mick dead produced the latter, and the latter produced recall: the infernal connection to the material realm severing at the point of the partnership, the entity returning to its own domain with the specific finality of a business concluded.

What he was receiving was neither.

The bond was present. The signal was wrong — different in the way that the frequency of something suspended differs from the frequency of something operational. Not severed. Not live. Held, somehow, at the point between those two states in a way that should not be possible in any mechanical account of how the partnership connection worked.

He went to the passage.

—

The Tongue's speech arrived before he reached the chamber. This was not unexpected — the Oracle had been speaking since it was freed, the words arriving through the stone and air of the passage in the same way the Watcher's resonance had arrived: not sound, not precisely, but the reception faculty processing what came regardless of medium. He had been receiving fragments of it above, between the demands of the Watcher's attention, and had filed them with the part of his processing that categorised background information for later review.

He listened, now, as he moved through the passage.

The passage was a different experience from his side. Mick had descended through it as a human descends a physical space — attending to the floor, the ceiling height, the curve of the walls, the torch beam. Marchosias moved through it with infernal perception reading the stone as much as the space: twelve thousand years of the Watcher's function saturating the limestone from inside out, the material altered in ways that registered as a specific frequency, old and settled and now without its source. The Watcher's occupation was still legible here. It would be legible for centuries after the Watcher was gone from it. The stone had been changed. Material didn't un-change.

The Tongue's speech was arriving through the passage walls as much as through the air.

The Tongue was speaking about what upholds.

What was formed in ancient pressure and darkness, it said, what was shaped by time into the condition of bearing, what receives the weight of what is built upon it and does not yield — this is the nature of what surrounds. What was dressed by hands that understood the difference between stone as obstacle and stone as intention. What was cut to purpose and remained in purpose after the purpose had been forgotten.

He moved through the passage as it spoke and he listened with the part of his attention that wasn't occupied by the bond. It was accurate. He could confirm that. The passage walls were limestone, formed in exactly the conditions the Tongue described, shaped with exactly the tools that left the marks it mentioned, assembled by exactly the workforce implied by the sequence it outlined. The Tongue was describing the walls.

Or it was describing anything that upheld. Any foundation. Any structure that bore weight across time. The same words placed in any other context would resolve to something else entirely — a tradition, a lineage, a cosmic principle, the nature of infernal hierarchy. In this passage, with stone on all sides and nothing else, he could track the referent. He knew it was the walls because there was nothing here but walls.

He noted this. He filed the observation and kept moving.

He did not find any of it particularly useful.

He entered the chamber.

—

The residual signature of twelve thousand years of celestial function was everywhere in the stone. Marchosias's infernal perception read it as a kind of dead luminosity — the material had been saturated by the Watcher's continuous presence for so long that it had been altered at a level below physical structure, carrying an impression the way iron carries magnetism after long proximity. Not active. Not dangerous. Spent in the way that a fire's warmth remains in a hearthstone after the fire is gone. The Watcher had been here. Its occupation was legible in the material it had occupied.

The binding stone was on the floor near the chamber's centre, where it had landed. The glitter-in-oil luminescence in the obsidian's depths turned slowly. He looked at it for a moment. The Watcher inside it, rotating with the patient persistence of something that had just been a structured field the size of everything and was now a structured field the size of nothing in particular. He had no strong feeling about this. It had done what it had been made to do. It had done it well. He was glad not to be facing it any longer.

The Tongue occupied its broken fittings above the dark-stained floor, the metal band at its severed end catching the angled light of the torch beam. It was speaking about what receives without refusing.

What accepts without judgment, it said, what is altered by what falls upon it and does not turn away, what bears the mark of accumulation and is changed by the bearing — this is the nature of the ground. The stone that received what living things produced across the long counting, scored and darkened by the materials of those who passed through it. What holds the record of what has passed through it without being the thing that passed.

He looked at the floor. The staining dark and radial from the chamber's centre, twelve thousand years of slow drip worked into the limestone's surface until the floor was not the floor the builders had laid but something the floor had become over the long accumulation of what fell. The Tongue had marked it. The Tongue continued to mark it, one interval at a time.

The same words could have described a tradition, a nation, a bloodline, the earth itself, any surface that had received the passage of living things across sufficient time. In this bare chamber with its bare contents — the floor, the walls, the stone, the torch, the fittings, the Tongue, the man at the far wall — every referent was visible and accounted for. There was nothing else here for the words to mean.

Mick was against the far wall.

He had known this before he saw it. The bond signal had been indicating direction since before he entered the passage. He crossed the chamber to the far wall and he stood and he looked.

The configuration was what the Watcher's final discharge produced in a human body at close range. Mick was on the floor, his back against the dressed limestone, his legs at the angle the descent down the wall had left them. The pack had come off his shoulders — it was on the floor three metres away, near the torch. The torch was still on, its beam at a low angle. The work gloves were still on Mick's hands.

He catalogued this with the systematic precision he applied to everything, because information was information regardless of what he was required to process it about, and because the cataloguing part of his function continued regardless of what the other parts were doing. He catalogued the damage visible from his side of the material world too, though he kept no outward record of what that assessment found. The Watcher's final discharge, at that range, into a human body that had no infernal protection, had been thorough. He filed what he found in the part of his processing that stored facts he had no immediate use for, because that was where it belonged.

The bond was still there.

He went over the mechanics again, not because he had uncertainty about them, but because having certainty about the mechanics and receiving a result that contradicted them required the certainty to be checked. The partnership bond required two operative parties. One party dies: the bond severs. The infernal partner is recalled to its domain with the finality of a concluded accord, the connection terminated at the point of the partnership's collapse. This was not a rule he had ever had cause to test personally — in four thousand years of material engagement he had not been in this specific scenario — but he knew the mechanics the way he knew the mechanics of any infernal structure. He had applied them as a simple working assumption when assessing the risks of the original accord. He had not examined them closely because there had been no reason to.

He examined them now, and they were not ambiguous, and they were not producing the result they should produce.

He had not been recalled.

He was standing in a chamber in south-eastern Turkey with a dead man against the wall and a bond that should have severed still present in his perception, and he was not being recalled, and the signal through the bond — wrong, suspended, a frequency that had no name in any accounting system he had access to — was coming from the direction of Mick.

He sat down on the floor of the chamber, his back against the wall a short distance from Mick, and he tried to understand what he was receiving.

—

The Tongue was speaking about what was made to bind.

What was forged in the understanding that some things required holding, it said, what was shaped by hands that knew the difference between a thing restrained and a thing secured, what carried in its composition the intention of those who made it — this is the nature of what fastens. What was asked to hold and held. What was unmade by the force applied to it and remained in the walls of the holding regardless.

He looked at the fittings. Six anchor points in the chamber walls, still set in their stone, the celestial lock that had augmented them gone now, the hardware itself still present. Made to hold the Tongue's binding. Broken free of their function by Mick's hands a few hours ago. Still in the walls.

Then it said: What is broken holds.

He heard it the way he heard everything else the Tongue said — through the same faculty, at the same register, with the same complete absence of emphasis that it applied to everything it stated. He held it. It was true of the fittings in the most literal possible sense: they had been broken free of the binding and they were still in the walls, still holding their position in the stone, still there. It was also true of the bond. It was also true of him — broken by the encounter above, still present. It was true of several things simultaneously, all of them within arm's reach.

He waited for what followed, because in any oracular tradition he had encountered, a statement of that weight would be followed by either its resolution or its complication.

The Tongue said: What was forged in the northern supply differs in composition from what was forged in the southern, and both are present here, and the difference between them is four parts in a hundred.

He sat with this.

The Tongue was speaking about the fittings. It had been speaking about the fittings. It had said what is broken holds and it was speaking about the fittings, about the alloy composition, about the four-part-in-a-hundred difference between the floor anchors and the wall anchors, and it had said it in exactly the same register, at exactly the same weight, with exactly the same absence of emphasis.

He did not follow this observation to its conclusion. He filed it alongside the passage observation, in the same category, growing.

The Tongue spoke about what is sealed and what is opened.

What is held apart from what moves and changes, it said, what is preserved by its separation from the process of time, what carries in its stillness the record of conditions that no longer exist elsewhere — this is the nature of what has been kept. The difference between what is enclosed and what is not is the difference between memory and the thing remembered.

He considered this. The air in the chamber was sealed-chamber air — the same composition it had been when the builders packed the infill above. He knew this. Every organism that had entered the shaft for the first time had been breathing atmosphere that predated the Industrial Revolution, that predated agriculture, that predated everything the material realm called modern. The Tongue was speaking about the air. It was also describing the nature of this entire place, the entire twelve-thousand-year project of sealing and preserving, and the Tongue itself, preserved in its binding for millennia. And the Watcher in the stone. And the particular quality of unchanged things.

Then: What is spent is not consumed.

Same register. Same weight. No more emphasis than the description of the sealed air.

He turned this one over carefully. The Tongue was spent — having spoken, having discharged whatever had accumulated in it across the millennia of silence. It was still here, still speaking, not gone. He was spent — the encounter with the Watcher had taken most of what he had. He was still here. The Watcher had been discharged entirely into the binding stone and was still present inside it. The torch battery was losing charge and the light had not yet failed.

All of these were true. Every one of them applicable. The statement covered them all with identical accuracy in identical register, the way a net covers everything beneath it without choosing.

He was beginning to suspect something. He was not yet ready to name it. He filed it alongside the others, in the part of his processing labelled for later, and stayed where he was.

—

In four thousand years of material engagement he had watched humans describe loss. He had observed it as a category of human experience — its function in the processing system, the disruption it caused to ordinary cognitive operation, the timescales over which it resolved or failed to resolve, the ways humans described it to each other in language that always felt slightly inadequate to what they were describing. He had observed it with the professional interest of something that worked adjacent to mortality without sharing it. He had considered it understood.

He had never had cause to observe it from the inside.

He was uncertain whether what he was experiencing was loss or whether it was simply the bond's disrupted signal translating into an internal state for which he had no existing category. The distinction might not matter. What he had was: an absence with a defined shape. Not an absence of something unspecified — an absence with a perimeter, the specific outline of what was not there. Seven years of continuous proximity produced that. The specific signal through the bond, the specific weight of the partnership's background condition, the specific presence of another consciousness registering in his perception at close range — all of it was still legible in the shape of its own absence, the way a removed object leaves the impression of itself in the space around it.

This was familiar from observation. He had heard humans describe it exactly this way and had understood it as a description of something in the human processing system. He was now receiving it as a report from his own.

He did not know if he had the architecture for loss in the sense that humans had it — whether what he was built of could sustain this kind of signal without the mechanisms that managed it in biological systems. He appeared to have the architecture for something. He had no framework for what to do with it. He sat in the chamber and had it.

The Tongue was speaking about what holds darkness back.

What is brought from outside into a place that has not known it, it said, what arrives carrying its own diminishment, what illuminates by spending itself and casts its reach only as far as its spending allows — this is the nature of the introduced light. What was made elsewhere and carried in. What shows what is present at the cost of what it has.

He looked at the torch on the floor. The beam at its low angle, the battery running down, the circle of illuminated stone it described growing no wider. He had brought it in. Mick had brought it in. It was showing what was present at the cost of its charge, and the cost was ongoing, and there was no source here to replenish it. The Tongue was describing the torch.

It was also describing any intrusion of outside energy into a sealed system. Any act of bringing something into a place that did not have it. Any guide that illuminated at its own expense. The same words in a different context would resolve to something else entirely — a prophet, a messenger, a last effort. The chamber had a torch and nothing else that could be the referent, and so the referent was the torch.

This was also true.

He was in the chamber. He stayed in the chamber. The bond was there — wrong, suspended, neither severed nor live — and something in Mick was maintaining it, and he did not know what that meant but he knew that whatever it meant required him to be here while it meant it.

The Tongue spoke.

The floor's composition. The ceiling's height and the acoustic implications. The specific angle at which the passage met the chamber and what this implied about the builders' understanding of sound propagation in enclosed stone spaces. The distance from the Tongue's current position to the far wall.

The distance from the Tongue's current position to Mick.

The one who came to free it carries it still.

He heard it. He noted it. The torch was on the floor between the Tongue and the far wall. Mick's pack was on the floor near the torch, where it had been set down before the work began. The binding stone was near the chamber's centre. The Tongue was stating the positions of objects in the chamber — their relationship to each other, their distance from the Tongue's own position — with the systematic accuracy it applied to everything it perceived.

Mick had come to free the Tongue. The binding stone was still in the chamber.

He filed this alongside the other thing. Not now.

—

He sat in the dark of the chamber with his back against the dressed limestone and the Tongue speaking and the stone turning on the floor and Mick not moving at the far wall, and he remained in the place the bond's continued existence required him to remain, and he did not know what came next. That was the specific and alien condition of having no framework for the situation he was in — which was itself a new experience, in four thousand years of material time, in its own right. He had always had a framework. He had always had, at minimum, a set of principles from which a working framework could be constructed. He did not have one here. He had a bond that should not exist and a feeling with no name and a Tongue that had not yet said anything he could act on.

The torch battery would fail eventually. He noted this. It did not change anything about what he was doing, which was staying.

Above, the site would be waking. He had no precise sense of the hour but the pre-dawn quality of the air when he had crossed was fixed in his perception, and sufficient time had elapsed since then. In a few hours — perhaps less — the maintenance staff would arrive. Then the site would open. Tourists would walk enclosures D and C and stand on the viewing platform and look at the mound with the information boards and the sight lines and the careful signage keeping them at the correct distance from what was beneath their feet. The dig Mick had left in the mound's surface would be found. Questions would follow. He needed to be gone before that. He and Mick needed to be gone.

He filed this as a constraint on the available time. It did not tell him how to use the time. It only told him how much of it he had.

The Tongue spoke of old things in the voice it used for all things, without preference, without emphasis, without any acknowledgement that the chamber around it had changed from what it had been for twelve thousand years. It had been sealed in here and now it was not. It had been bound and now it was not. It spoke of the walls and the floor and the broken fittings and the stone on the floor and the man against the far wall and the angle of the passing hours — all of it in the same register, all of it true, most of it of no use to anyone.

He listened.

He waited.

He did not go.
What Holds

He was in the chamber.

Then he was not.

There was no gap between these two facts that he could access. No transition, no passage, no sensation of moving from one to the other. He had been standing in the chamber with the Tongue under his arm and the stone activated in his hand and the Watcher's structure folding inward — and then this. The continuity between those two states was simply missing. Not blacked out. Not unconscious. Missing, the way a page is missing from a book: the narrative on either side of the absence is continuous, and the absence itself cannot be read.

He was somewhere.

He worked out that it was a somewhere rather than a nowhere through the same method he would have worked out anything else: by gathering what information was available and seeing what it implied. There was input. He was receiving something. That meant there was something to receive, which meant there was a something, which meant this was a somewhere with contents rather than an absence.

These were the parameters he had. He worked with them.

—

The first thing he worked out was that the input was not coming from his eyes.

This was not an immediate realisation. It arrived after a period — he had no unit for the period, duration here being as unreliable as direction — of attempting to parse what he was receiving in visual terms and finding the parsing inadequate. Visual had a logic: light sources, reflected surfaces, the eye taking in information from a direction. This didn't have that logic. The information was omnipresent. It arrived from no specific direction, through no specific aperture. He was receiving it the way a surface receives warmth: through whatever face of him was turned toward it, which appeared to be all of them.

He tried to close his eyes.

The information continued.

He tried again, because the first attempt might have been a misfiring of the intent rather than a demonstration of the fact. The same result. He tried a third time with the specific deliberate effort of someone who knows the action ought to produce an effect and is applying more force to produce it. Nothing. Whatever closing his eyes meant as a physical action — the specific muscular event of sealing off visual input — was either not possible here or was happening without effect, and neither option was reassuring.

He tried to determine whether he had eyes to close.

This was the question underneath the question. Closing his eyes required eyes. He had operated for forty-one years on the working assumption that he had eyes, which had been supported by continuous evidence from the eyes themselves. The evidence was absent now. The seeing continued. From this he could conclude either that the eyes persisted and closing them had become non-functional, or that the seeing was not coming from the eyes and never had been, and the eyes had only ever been the material-realm mechanism through which a prior capacity operated. He didn't know which of these was true. He didn't know how you would establish which was true.

He filed this with the part of his processing that handled questions he couldn't answer yet. The category was becoming crowded.

He kept working with what he had.

—

What he was receiving looked like several things at once. This was the closest he could get to a description that was also accurate: not one thing, not a sequence of things, but several things simultaneously occupying the same perceptual field without any of them blocking the others. Transparency, if transparency could be layered indefinitely without losing clarity. He was seeing through one thing to another thing to another, and all of them were equally present, and none of them were in front of the others.

He identified himself among them.

This was the specific quality of the experience that occupied him most, in the early period: the presence of something that had his quality — his particular register, the recognisable shape of his own confusion — among the other things he was perceiving. Not a reflection. Reflections reversed. This was his orientation, his particular kind of disorientation, his specific failure to find the ground. He was looking at it from outside while also being inside it, and the version of him he was looking at from outside was not looking back, was not aware of him, was simply present in the space doing what he was doing.

He found this deeply uncomfortable in a way he couldn't explain using the category of uncomfortable. The version of him he was observing was not doing anything wrong, was not doing anything he himself had not done — it was simply there, bewildered, attempting to account for its situation, and its presence as an object of his perception rather than as his perception itself raised the question of where exactly he was in relation to it. Whether he was the one inside looking out or the one outside looking in. Whether that distinction meant anything here. Whether the two of them were the same thing observed from two positions that the space did not experience as different.

He stopped pursuing this. The category of questions he was filing had become the largest category in his current operation.

There were others.

Not people — he had no way to make them people in the conventional sense, no faces, no bodies, no coherent forms. They were presences with the quality of having been. Something that had passed through this space, or was passing, or would pass, or all of these at once in the continuous-present tense that seemed to be the operative grammar here. Most of them were in motion. Moving with something. He could feel the direction of their movement even without a direction to refer it to: away, consistently, all of them, toward the same destination he had no coordinates for.

Some of them had the specific quality of recent arrival. He could identify this the same way you identified a fresh scar among old ones — not by any visible distinction but by something in the quality of the texture, the not-yet-settled aspect of something that had just been changed. These had his confusion. A few of them had the specific quality of his particular kind of confusion: sudden, unintended, the interruption of something mid-motion rather than a concluded thing. He was most aware of these, the way you're most aware in any group of the people who are facing your same problem.

Most of the others were old. Very old. They had a settled momentum, a quality of having stopped asking questions a very long time ago, a kind of resigned accommodation with the direction of the current. They moved with it the way water moves with a river: not choosing the direction, not resisting it, simply going. He watched them and understood that whatever they had been before this — whatever had made them specific, particular, individual — had been reduced over the duration of their passage to the fact of their going. The particularity was the first thing the current took. What remained was the motion.

He spent some time looking at the oldest ones — the ones with such accumulated duration in this space that they carried almost nothing of their origin. They were going, and going was what they were. He thought about the duration that would have produced that. He thought about twelve thousand years as a duration. He thought about what had been in this chamber for twelve thousand years and understood, in the way you understand things in this kind of space, that the current had not spared it. That what had been in the Watcher's position was going now. That the Watcher, contained in obsidian, was also in transit by the mechanism available to it — not the current, not this space, but some equivalent that operated in the space inside the stone.

He thought: everything goes. The current is the thing that eventually takes everything, and the only variables are direction and duration.

He did not find this appealing. He found it clarifying in a way that was adjacent to appealing and adjacent to the opposite.

—

The current.

He had been aware of it since before he was aware of it, which was the only accurate way to describe it: it had been present since the moment he arrived in this space, the same way gravity is present from the moment you exist in the material world. He hadn't registered it immediately as a force because it was the defining condition of the space — the thing everything here was subject to — and you don't register gravity until you jump.

It moved through him. Not past — through. If wind moved past a body and carried off detached things, this was different: it moved through the body itself, through whatever he was that functioned as a body here, through the substance of him rather than around it. He couldn't feel where it entered or exited. It was simply a fact of his current constitution, the same way pressure was a fact of being underwater. He was in it. It was in him. The distinction between those two descriptions might not be meaningful.

Its direction was consistent. Away. Away from a fixed point he could feel but not name. Away from the only stable thing in the space. He knew this because everything else here was moving in that direction, and he knew he was moving too — slowly, incrementally, the current doing what currents did, patient and constant and entirely without opinion about what it was transporting.

The through quality of it was what he kept returning to. In the material world, forces acted on the surface of things — wind on skin, water on a hull, pressure on a wall. This was not that. It moved through the substance of what he was here, whatever that substance was, through the interior of him rather than against his exterior. He could not find an edge where it entered or left. It was simultaneously inside and outside, which suggested that the distinction between inside and outside had limited operational value in this space, which led back to the question of what he was in the space, which led back to the category of questions he was not going to pursue.

He noted: the current did not increase. It did not build toward something or work harder to take him. It was exactly constant. It would be exactly constant for as long as he remained here. If he remained here long enough, the mathematics would eventually resolve in its favour regardless of what opposed it. Not because it would overcome any resistance but because resistance had a duration and the current did not.

It had no malice. This was important to understand. He was not being punished. He was not being hunted. The current was not a thing that wanted him — it was a mechanism, a property of this space that operated on everything present without discrimination or intention. The things that moved with it had not been selected. They had simply arrived, and the current was what the space was, and so they moved.

He was moving.

Not yet far. Not yet gone. But moving, incrementally, in the direction everything moved.

—

He found the bond through subtraction.

He was accounting for the forces acting on him — the current, the omnidirectional input, the presence of the echoes — and he was finding that the accounting didn't balance. He was moving, but slowly. He was subject to the current, but he hadn't gone. Given the rate of movement he could estimate in the others and the apparent consistency of the current, the mathematics of his situation didn't produce his continued presence here unless there was a force he hadn't accounted for.

He looked for it the way you look for a draught: not directly, but by noticing where the air behaved differently.

It was in the direction opposite to the current.

Not warm. Not comforting. Not Marchosias's voice or his presence or anything that could be identified as a communication from someone alive in the material world. It was a point. A single stable point in a space that had no other stable points, a location that maintained its position regardless of the current, which meant relative to the current's direction it was fixed and he was not, and the distance between them was not yet enough to have snapped the connection between them.

A thread. That was the closest material-realm language could get to it. A thread attached to something that was not moving in the direction everything moved.

He was aware of its thinness. He was aware, in a way he had not been in seven years of the partnership operating as background infrastructure, of how attenuated a thing the bond was at this range, in this medium, with these conditions applied to it. In the material world it had been a constant, reliable, so familiar as to require no attention — the background signal of someone else's presence, the specific register of Marchosias's awareness arriving as a continuous low-grade fact of his existence. He had not thought about it the way he had not thought about breathing. It was simply present.

Here he could assess its actual properties for the first time. Stripped of the medium that carried it efficiently, strained to its maximum reach, it was very thin. It was under tension that he could feel from his side of it, the tension of something that was being held at a distance it was not designed for, by circumstances it was not designed for, against a force it had not been designed to resist. It was holding against all of this with the fidelity of something that simply was what it was and could not be otherwise.

He put his attention on it.

It held.

—

He didn't choose to go back.

He needed to record this accurately, because the temptation afterward would be to construct a narrative in which he had decided something, in which there had been a moment of will or intention or refusal — some action on his part that had changed the outcome. There wasn't. He was subject to the current and tethered to the bond, and these were the two forces acting on him, and he had not exerted either of them. He was not the current and he was not the bond. He was the thing they were both working on.

What changed was not effort. Not courage. Not some final reserve of something that pushed the balance. The current continued in its direction with the same constant indifferent force it had been applying since his arrival. The bond held at its fixed point. He was between them, exactly where he had been, and then he wasn't between them in the same way — the equilibrium shifted, without drama, without identifiable cause, in the direction of the bond. He moved.

The space changed quality around him as he moved, in the way that light changes quality as you surface through water — not brighter, not darker, but different, more familiar, arriving from identifiable directions rather than from everywhere at once. The omnipresence of the input resolved toward directionality. Things that had been transparent in their layering gained opacity. The echoes thinned. Most of them were going the other way, their residual momentum continuing without his, and he felt them passing with the current while he moved against it and the distance between his direction and theirs grew.

He moved toward the bond.

He moved toward Marchosias.

He moved toward the chamber, which was a location, which had walls and a floor and a ceiling and the specific dimensions of something the builders had built to last.

—

The last part was the worst.

He had no framework for what it felt like to return to a body in the state the Watcher had left his. He had plenty of framework for damage — he had spent seven years accumulating a working reference for what different kinds of damage felt like — but this was damage his consciousness had been absent for, damage that had accumulated in the interval between the chamber and the space and the return. Coming back into it was coming back into something that had had time to settle fully into its own condition without him present to register the settling.

The return itself was not dramatic. There was no moment of rupture, no collision, no sense of crossing a threshold. The space changed quality around him — the omnipresent input resolving into directionality, the layered transparencies gaining opacity and sequence, source and object separating out from the everything-at-once — and then the body was simply where he was rather than a thing he was approaching.

The body was very cold.

This was the first report. He had been in the chamber during the Turkish November before dawn and the chamber itself was the cold of twelve thousand years of sealed stone, and the body had been in that cold for the duration of his absence without generating heat, and the cold had had time to occupy it thoroughly. This was information. He registered it without acting on it, because the available mechanisms for acting on it were among the things he was simultaneously receiving information about and that information was not encouraging.

The Watcher's final discharge, at the range it had operated at, had been thorough.

He did not process this sequentially. He could not. The body's full report on its own condition arrived the way immersion arrives — total, immediate, every register at once, the comprehensive inventory of what had been changed in his absence delivered as a single fact that his consciousness had to contain rather than unpack. He would have made a sound. The mechanisms for making sounds were among the things listed in the report and were listed in a specific category that his processing understood meant not currently operational.

He held it. He contained it. This was the only available action.

Time passed. He was not certain of its quantity but it passed, because things that had not been operational began slowly to become operational, in the specific sequence in which a system returns from nothing to something: the most foundational things first, and the less foundational things when the foundational things were present to support them. He became aware of the floor against his back. He became aware of the torch beam at a low angle across the stone. He became aware of the Tongue, which had been speaking throughout this and would continue speaking, its register identical to everything else — the same flat patient delivery for the weight of what had just returned to this chamber as it used for the composition of the walls.

Somewhere in all of it, Marchosias's voice.

Arriving through the bond — filtered by the transit, altered by whatever the bond was made of at its actual material level, the distortion of something transmitted through a medium it hadn't been designed for — but present. The same voice that had been the background condition of seven years. Reduced by the circumstances to the minimum it could carry and still carry something. Not a sentence. Not a thought. One word repeated with increasing force, as if repetition and force were the two variables available and both were being applied to their maximum.

Stay.

Then again, closer.

Stay.

Then with something in it he had not heard before — not in seven years, not in any of the situations the seven years had contained. Something that he did not have a name for that arrived through the attenuated bond at full force because it was the thing the bond was built to carry and the bond was not filtering it.

Stay. Stay. STAY.

He stayed.

The chamber. The floor under his back. The cold in the stone. The torch beam. The Tongue still speaking, indifferent to outcomes, describing what was present with its usual complete absence of emphasis.

He stayed.

He was not comfortable. He was not warm. He was not anything that a human word for recovery would apply to. He was in the chamber and he was present in the body and the body was cataloguing its objections with total thoroughness.

But he stayed.
Getting Out

The body’s report was comprehensive.

He lay against the chamber wall and received it the way you receive very loud sound in an enclosed space — not as individual inputs that could be processed in sequence but as a single total fact that occupied all available processing simultaneously. He had a working familiarity with damage. Seven years had built a reference catalogue: what different kinds of impact felt like, what the body communicated in the immediate aftermath of various categories of harm, what was serious and what was survivable. This was the first time the catalogue had been presented with something that fell substantially outside its parameters.

The Watcher’s discharge had not been a blow. A blow had a vector — it hit from a direction, carried kinetic force in a line, produced damage concentrated at the point of contact and radiating outward. This had been a state change. It had changed the state of his body from one configuration to another configuration in the interval between one instant and the next, and the new configuration was what he was receiving the report of now. The damage was not concentrated. It was distributed. Everything had been in the field of it.

He was cold. Very cold. The chamber’s sealed air had had time to work on him during his absence from the body and the body had not been generating heat to resist it, and the limestone against his back was absorbing what warmth remained. He registered this as the most immediately solvable problem he had, which indicated something about the relative severity of the other problems.

He tried to move.

He could not move.

—

Marchosias was there.

Mick became aware of this through the bond first — the signal changed quality as the distance between them closed, the suspended wrongness resolving toward something that was not the ordinary seven-year signal but was closer to it than what it had been while he was away. Then physically: the density of air that shifted when Marchosias was fully present, the specific quality of close proximity to something very old and very depleted.

He looked like nothing, in the visual terms available in the chamber’s torchlight. He never did. But Mick could feel the depletion the way you feel a change in atmospheric pressure — not pain, not sensation exactly, but a reading from somewhere below the level of ordinary sense. Whatever the Watcher encounter had cost, and whatever the interval of the bond’s maintenance had cost on top of that, the sum was visible in what the proximity felt like. It felt like standing next to something that had been running on empty for some time and was now examining what the bottom of empty looked like.

“I know,” Marchosias said through the bond. Not to Mick’s unspoken observation about his state. To the general situation.

Mick tried to produce a word. His throat produced something that was technically sound.

“Don’t.”

He stopped.

“I’m going to work on the worst of it. I need you to be mobile — not repaired, not right, mobile. That’s the limit of what I have and the limit of what we need.” A pause with the specific quality of something calculating against diminished resources. “It’s going to be unpleasant.”

Mick had approximately a dozen responses to this. He produced none of them. He waited.

—

The first thing Marchosias did was the ribs.

This was not a choice Mick was consulted about. It was a pragmatic prioritisation: you could not move a body through a low passage and up a two-and-a-half-metre shaft in the dark if the structural cage around its lungs was not doing its job. The job was not being done. Mick understood this dimly, through the body’s report, and he understood it with more specificity when Marchosias began addressing it.

The shadow-matter worked from the inside. This was what he had known in the abstract and understood with considerably more precision now — not applied from outside like a splint or a press, but operating through the material, finding the fractured geometry of the bone and working it back toward the geometry it had held before. The sensation was not like setting a broken bone in any framework he had. Setting a broken bone was external — the doctor’s hands or the metal pin, something applied from outside the boundary of the skin. This was inside the boundary. It was in the bone.

The grinding was the worst part.

The Tongue was speaking. This was the constant of the chamber — it had been speaking since the moment of freeing and the content of the chamber was not a consideration it applied. He received it somewhere below attention, in the margin of his processing that wasn’t occupied by the immediate situation.

What is fractured does not cease to be its shape. The geometry is held in the two faces. What is returned to itself carries the return — the join is not the original material but it is the original function, and the function is what was required.

He had not known that bones produced sound from the inside. He knew it now. The specific register of fractured ends finding each other — not the sound in the air, the sound conducted through the material of him — was something for which he had no prior point of reference and no context in which to place it. It was followed immediately by heat and by something that was not pain in any ordinary register but was instead what pain was made of: the raw material of it, delivered without the body’s usual mediation, without the neurological systems that normally converted physical damage into the signal the brain processed as hurt.

The specific horror of it was that there was no outside. With ordinary pain there was a vector, a direction, an impact site — the body registering threat from beyond its boundary. This had no outside. The thing doing it was already in him, moving through the material of him, and the systems that existed to produce a defensive response had nothing to work with because there was no boundary to defend. He felt the body try anyway. He felt it arrive at nothing.

He passed out.

He came back to the chamber — the floor, the cold, the Tongue still speaking somewhere above and behind him — with no reliable sense of how long he had been absent the second time. Shorter than the first, he thought. It was hard to assess.

“Stay with me,” Marchosias said. Through the bond and through the air simultaneously, one arriving slightly before the other. “I need you here for this.”

He tried to indicate that he was here. He was uncertain if he succeeded.

The work continued.

The shoulder was next, or perhaps the arm — he lost track of the sequence because the sequence was not the thing his processing was primarily attending to. What he attended to was the specific sensation of tissue reconnecting: muscle and tendon finding their attachment points, the grasping quality of biological material returning to function, something that could only be described as flesh crawling back toward itself because that was precisely what it was doing. The crawling quality was continuous. It did not stop between points of work. It was constant, present, patient — the body reknitting at the pace the available force permitted, which was the pace of something working against a very tight budget.

The Tongue spoke about what was shaped to bear the passage of intent through it — what is made to carry, what adjusts over the duration of its function until the structure and the work it does become indistinguishable from each other. He received this the way he had received everything the Tongue said in the chamber: at one remove, in the part of his attention that wasn’t occupied with management.

What is separated from its purpose and returned to it is not diminished by the interval. The capacity was not in the doing. It was in the structure. The structure remained.

He passed out again.

—

The second time he came back was worse than the first in one specific way: he came back in the middle of it.

The ribs had been the first thing. The shoulder or the arm had been the second thing. He returned to consciousness for the third thing without the buffer of the transition — surfacing directly into what Marchosias was doing rather than waking after. There was an instant of complete animal incomprehension: dark, cold, something happening inside his leg that his body had no framework for, the gap between waking and understanding it wide enough that pure fear filled it. Then he understood. Then that was almost worse.

What Marchosias was doing involved the leg. He knew it was the leg the same way he knew everything in this chapter of his experience: not by looking or by logical deduction but by direct unmediated report from the site of the work. The femur, specifically. The femur was communicating in a register that did not have a volume setting.

He tried to communicate that he was conscious and that the work might proceed somewhat more manageably if this were acknowledged.

“I know you’re awake,” Marchosias said. “Stay still.”

He stayed still.

He had nothing useful to do in this interval except manage the body’s attempts to respond to what was happening with it in ways that would interfere with what was being done to it. This was a narrower task than it sounded: the body wanted to move, and moving was the one thing that would undo the work in progress. He held it. He focused on the Tongue, which was speaking about the properties of the chamber floor as it related to the chamber ceiling — the relationship between the surface that received and the surface that enclosed — and he listened to it in the way you might watch a fixed point on the horizon to manage motion sickness.

The Tongue moved on without pause, speaking about what is built to contain and what is contained within it, the long occupation of a space by a thing for which the space was not originally made, the adjustments accrued over the duration of the occupation until the container and the occupied had pressed each into the other’s shape. The chamber walls. The Watcher, which had been here and was now in the stone. He understood it was speaking about the chamber walls.

What has been emptied is not the same as what was never filled. The passage of what occupied alters the occupying surface. The record is in the material.

Then it said: What enters after is not entering what was.

Then it described the moisture content of the chamber’s sealed air as it compared to the contemporary external atmosphere, and the rate at which the differential would resolve now that the shaft was open.

He held onto the Tongue’s voice through the rest of the interval. It helped, in the sense that something was better than nothing.

The work continued. The leg returned toward its intended geometry in the specific way that things under the application of infernal force returned to geometry: not gradually and not painlessly. He marked two further brief absences in the interval that followed, neither of which he was in a position to time.

—

The third time he was conscious he could move his right hand.

This was reported to him by the hand itself — it moved without the specific penalty that movement had carried on the previous attempt. He raised it slightly from the floor and it went where he asked it to go, which was the first time in this chamber that anything had responded to a direct request without the request being overridden by the body’s objections. He took this as information and kept still otherwise, waiting for what followed.

“Listen to me,” Marchosias said. The voice through the bond had changed quality again. Whatever reserves had been available at the start of the work were now a great deal further depleted. “I’ve done what I can. You’re not right. You’re not going to be right for some time. What you are is mobile, approximately. The terms are: no carrying weight, no sudden movements, no impact to the left side. You manage within those terms and the work holds. You test them and I can’t guarantee anything.”

Mick tested his voice. “How bad.”

“Bad enough. The alternative was worse.”

He lay on the floor of the chamber and he thought about the passage above. The ramp up and around the curve. The shaft into the infill. Two and a half metres of compacted earth above that. “How long have we been down here.”

“Longer than I would have preferred.” A pause with the weight of a calculated number in it. “The maintenance staff will arrive within an hour. Possibly less. The dig will be visible from the mound’s surface. We need to be past the perimeter before that happens.”

An hour. Possibly less. He thought about the angle of the ramp and the state of the left side and he arrived at the conclusion that this was achievable in the same way that things you didn’t want to do were achievable: by doing them regardless.

He found the wall with his right hand and pushed himself upright.

The left side offered its opinion on this. He registered the opinion and continued.

“The stone,” Marchosias said.

Mick looked at the chamber floor. The binding stone — the obsidian, Blackwood’s obsidian, the stone that had been in his pocket since then and was the only reason any of this had been possible — lay near the chamber’s centre where it had fallen after the Watcher was drawn into it. The glitter-in-oil luminescence still turned in its depths. He could see it from where he was standing.

He crossed the chamber. Slowly. The left side made the crossing a negotiation rather than a movement, each step a separate arrangement between his intention and the body’s revised terms of operation. He reached the stone and crouched — which required the kind of careful management of the descent that he associated with much older men than he had previously considered himself — and picked it up.

It was warm. It should not have been warm, in this chamber at this temperature. It was warm the way a living thing was warm, from the inside, with its own source.

He stood with it in his palm for a moment he hadn't budgeted for. The Watcher was in there. Everything the Watcher had been — twelve thousand years of it, pre-hierarchical, never contacted, never contained — compressed into whatever form the obsidian had given it and now sitting in his hand, warm, patient, still. He was holding it. It was holding still.

He put it in his pocket. He made a decision not to think about it further until he was somewhere he could afford to think about it, and he kept to that decision with the specific discipline of someone who understands that the alternative is not being functional.

The pack was on the floor near the torch where it had been at the start of all this. He reached it by the same careful negotiation, opened it, and picked up the Tongue from where it had landed — not far from the passage entrance, still speaking, its flat delivery unaffected by the interval of events that had occurred in its vicinity. He put it in the pack. The Tongue spoke inside the pack. He closed the pack and shouldered it — carefully, the right strap first, then the left with the specific management of someone who had been given clear terms and had no intention of testing them. He picked up the torch in his right hand.

The Tongue was still speaking as he turned for the passage entrance. He caught the edge of something as he moved — a fragment in the register it used for everything, delivered with the same flat patience it had applied to the alloy composition and the angle of the torch beam.

What was carried out carries what was brought in.

He didn’t stop to consider it. He had an hour, possibly less.

He went into the passage.

—

The ramp was forty-five degrees and approximately twelve metres and in ordinary circumstances would have taken him less than a minute to climb. In these circumstances it took considerably longer. The left side was the primary constraint: the arm could not take weight, which meant the right arm was doing the work of two against a surface that offered intermittent grip and consistent slope. He moved in stages, resting when the body required it, moving again when the rest had accomplished what rest could accomplish in a few seconds, which was less than he would have liked.

The torch was in his right hand. This meant the right arm was doing the work of two on the climb: weight-bearing on the slope, holding the light, gripping the uneven surface. He managed it in the way you managed things when the alternative was not managing them.

The Tongue, in the pack against his back, had not stopped.

It spoke about what is carried, what is conveyed from one place to another, the relationship between the carrier and the thing carried, what the act of conveyance required of each. Then it spoke about the acoustic properties of the passage walls and the floor and what this implied about how the builders had used the space. He was approximately seven metres up the ramp when he stopped, leaned against the wall, and said, with the specific flat conviction of someone at the end of all patience: “Doesn’t this bloody thing ever shut up.”

From the pack, in the same register it applied to the acoustic properties of the passage floor, the Tongue said: What has been silent for a very long time is not a thing that ceases when asked.

Then it described the rate at which compressed earth loses density under the weight of its own accumulation.

Marchosias said nothing. This was not the same as having no opinion.

He moved on.

He did not pass out in the passage. He came close, twice, at points where the negotiation between intention and the body’s revised terms broke down temporarily into something that required him to stop and lean against the wall and wait for his vision to stop doing what it was doing. Both times he waited and then moved again and arrived at the shaft entrance.

The shaft was vertical for the first metre before the ramp began. Getting himself up through the first metre — no purchase for the feet, the right arm doing everything, the pack and the Tongue adding their weight to the equation — was the worst single thing he did in the entire ascent, and he had done several bad things in the ascent. There was no technique for it. There was only: get up. He got up. What it cost was its own business.

He emerged into predawn dark through a hole in the ground. The sky above him was the deep grey of a minute before the first colour arrived. He lay on the mound’s surface for a moment and breathed the open air, which was cold and moving and real in the specific way that the chamber’s sealed atmosphere had not been.

“Up,” Marchosias said.

He got up.

—

They crossed the mound and the open ground and the inner barrier and the outer fence in the time they had, which was not enough time to do it comfortably and exactly enough time to do it at all. By the time they were over the outer fence the grey had become the first pale distinction of colour on the eastern horizon, and from the maintenance track they could hear, distantly, the sound of an engine on the access road.

Mick moved toward the car with the particular gait of someone who has been told not to impact the left side and is in an environment full of uneven ground. Marchosias moved with him. Neither of them spoke.

The car. The door. The reflex was faster than the damage — opened it, got in, and found the steering wheel missing. He looked at the steering wheel on the other side of the car, recalling they were still in Turkey.

He got out. He went around to the other side and got in there instead, sat for a moment with his head back against the headrest, and then started the engine, because there was no alternative to starting the engine. He pulled onto the access road with the specific careful concentration of someone who had been told not to impact the left side and was now required to operate a vehicle with their left arm anyway, on the wrong side of the road for every instinct they possessed, in the grey of pre-dawn, in a condition that did not invite scrutiny.

The engine turned over. The car moved. The access road became the main road south toward Şanlıurfa, and the pale grey sky became the palest possible version of something that would eventually be dawn.

“We’re not transiting,” Marchosias said, after a while.

“No.” He’d known this since the chamber. “How long before I can get on a plane.”

“Until you can walk through an airport without requiring medical intervention. A week, at least. Possibly more.”

A week in Şanlıurfa with what was left of them between them. He thought about the hotel room and the table where the stone had sat blank and waiting and the four hours before dawn that had passed in a specific kind of quiet. The radiator clicking. He would be going back to that room, or one like it, and it would be different in ways he couldn’t fully account for yet, because the accounting required more processing than he currently had available and some of what needed to be accounted for was still very close to the surface.

He watched the road ahead of them and the sky lightening over the ridge behind them, the ridge with its mound and its shaft and its chamber, the Tongue still speaking in the dark below to no one and to the stone and to the quality of the sealed air and whatever would next come through.

“The binding stone,” he said. “It’s warm.”

“I know,” Marchosias said.

Neither of them said anything else about it.

The city appeared on the horizon, warm even at this hour, the only warm thing on the plain. Marchosias drove them toward it.
Reaching Lilaeth

The door was in a side street in Mayfair.

It was a plain wooden door set into a stretch of unremarkable wall between a sandwich shop and a letting agency, with nothing on either side to explain it — no building, no frame beyond its own, nothing that accounted for what a door was doing in a wall. It had the settled confidence of something that had always been there. The card had led them to it the way it always led: not with directions but with the pull of outstanding debt, a warmth in Mick’s breast pocket that had increased with each corner turned until there were no more corners and they were here.

He shifted the pack on his right shoulder. The left still had opinions about weight. The Tongue was speaking inside the pack.

“Eleven hours,” he said. Not to Marchosias specifically. Not to the door. “Flight time alone. Not counting the queues. Not counting the forty minutes at security in Istanbul explaining what a metal band wrapped in cloth was and why it needed to travel in the hold. Not counting the customs officer at Gatwick who made me unpack everything onto a table.”

“Thirty-eight minutes,” Marchosias said. “At Gatwick.”

“I wasn’t counting.”

“I was. It spoke about the specific density of the conveyor belt material for most of it.”

“I know. I was there.”

“As was I.”

There was a brief pause in which this shared experience sat between them without requiring further discussion. Mick had told the customs officer he was an academic and the Tongue was a research artefact and the sound was a recording embedded in the material for documentation purposes. The officer had not believed him. He had let him through anyway because he had not known what else to do.

“The most useful function of institutional confusion,” Marchosias said, which was the same conclusion Mick had arrived at somewhere over central Europe.

“I’m putting that on a plaque.”

He pushed the door.

—

The interior did not change between visits. The atrium consumed light above the balconies in the same way it always had. The music carried its undertones at the frequencies that were not quite reachable. The patrons on the main floor were still beautiful in the ways that slipped in peripheral vision into something with too many components, and Mick kept his eyes on the spiral staircase and moved with purpose and did not examine anything he didn’t need to examine. He had had sufficient practise at this by now.

The server at the foot of the staircase said his name. He nodded. It stepped aside.

“The geometry is still wrong,” Marchosias noted, as they ascended.

“Is that going to become relevant.”

“It is always relevant. It is simply not always actionable.”

Third floor. The corridor. The obsidian double doors stood open.

—

Lilaeth was on the chaise longue as she was always on the chaise longue — not as if she had been waiting but as if waiting was not a state she entered and exited but a condition she occupied so completely it had become indistinguishable from presence. Midnight blue fabric. The sourceless pearlescent light from the walls and floor and ceiling. The dark velvet breathing in its slow respiratory rhythm.

She looked at him with the attention of something very old assessing whether the investment had returned what she had sent it to collect.

“You look different,” she said.

“I died.”

A pause, precisely long enough to acknowledge the information.

“You are here.”

“Yes.” He set the pack on the floor, unzipped it, and lifted the Tongue out and placed it on the nearest surface — an end table grown from curves that suggested bone — and straightened up. “Favour complete.”

The Tongue, freed from the pack, spoke about the room. It spoke about the nature of the space: what existed between realms, the specific quality of a place anchored to neither, the material of the walls and what their slow movement implied about the relationship between the surfaces here and the realms on either side of them. It spoke in the register it applied to everything — no distinction, no emphasis, the same flat patience it had applied to ramp angles and femur geometry and the rate at which compressed earth lost density under its own weight.

Lilaeth listened with the focused attention of someone who had been waiting a very long time for precisely this. She did not interrupt. She did not look away from the Tongue. She received each fragment with the still patience of something that knew how to hold what it was hearing for later examination.

What was bound now carries the binding with it, the Tongue said. The binding is not undone by freedom. It is redistributed.

Lilaeth’s expression did not change. Her hair moved in its private current.

“The favour is acknowledged,” she said, eventually. Still watching the Tongue. “Discharged.”

“There’s the matter of the terms,” Mick said.

She looked at him.

“The terms included no harm to my family.”

“Your family was not harmed.”

“I wasn’t talking about my family.”

“No.” A pause of exactly the length required to let that settle. “But the terms were.” The same measured delivery she applied to everything. Not unkind. Not kind. Precise. “The terms specified no harm to your family, Mr Hargraves. Not to you. You were not named in that protection.”

He had known this, somewhere below the level of the argument, since he’d started forming the argument. He pressed forward regardless. “The terms also specified nothing that would directly result in human death.”

“Correct.”

“I died.”

Lilaeth looked at him for a moment. Her hair moved in its current. “Did you?”

He said nothing.

“You are here,” she said. “You are standing in this room having carried an artefact from south-eastern Turkey through two sets of international customs. You are conducting a negotiation.” A brief pause. “Are you still truly human, Mr Hargraves?”

The room held this. The Tongue spoke about the quality of the ambient light and what surfaces that generated their own illumination implied about the nature of what they enclosed.

It was the cleanest question she had asked. It was the one he had no answer to. He had been in the space that the dead passed through. He had come back via an infernal mechanism, tethered to a bond that should have severed, pulled toward a fixed point that had no business existing once one of its two poles was dead. Whether what came back was the same thing that had gone — whether the word human still applied to it, technically, in the terms of an infernal contract — was a question that had been sitting at the edge of his processing since the chamber and that he had not yet looked at directly.

Marchosias said nothing. He was present in the room in the way he was present in any enclosed space — the density Mick could read through the bond, the quality of something very old attending with full attention to what was occurring. He had said nothing since the obsidian doors. He did not appear to be forming a contribution.

“The terms were precisely what they were,” Lilaeth said, after a moment. “What occurred beyond their specification was not within their scope.” A pause carrying the weight of someone choosing the next word with full awareness of its implications. “It was not my intention.”

Not: I did not know the risk. Not: I miscalculated. The most honest statement available to something that operated entirely in the architecture of technical accuracy, offered without being pressed for it. She had stretched the terms to their limit and past it. She would not admit this. She would acknowledge it. The distinction was the whole of her.

He had known this before he walked through the door. He had known it since the chamber.

“The Tongue,” he said. “The favour specified I free it.”

Her attention returned to the Tongue, which was speaking now about the furniture — the difference between something shaped by intention and something shaped by the process of its own becoming, the quality of a material that had grown rather than been constructed.

“The favour was to free the Oracle’s Tongue,” she said. “You have done so.”

“The favour said nothing about delivering it to you.”

“The letter of an infernal arrangement,” Marchosias said — his first contribution, offered with the particular quietness of something that had been selecting its moment — “is in the letter.”

Lilaeth looked at him. This was notable because Lilaeth rarely looked directly at Marchosias — his presence in a material space was something she registered and processed and addressed without meeting, the way you might address a structural element of the room you were standing in. Looking at him directly was an acknowledgement of a different order.

“You would use my own principle,” she said.

“It is a good principle,” Marchosias said. “You established it yourself. In this room. Regarding the timing of the claim.”

The room held this. The Tongue spoke about organic compounds in the substance of the end table. The velvet walls breathed.

“What do you want,” Lilaeth said. Not to Mick. To Marchosias.

“Acknowledgement that the terms of the agreement, as executed, extended beyond what was specified. Formally.”

“There is no record.”

“There is now one.”

Another silence. Lilaeth’s hair moved. She looked from Marchosias back to the Tongue, which was mid-fragment about light produced from within a material that had no external source — what illuminates without reference to outside, what generates its own condition, what is sufficient unto the medium it inhabits. She waited for it to complete the fragment. Or perhaps she did not wait for it and simply processed what came next while her attention was elsewhere.

“The terms of the agreement, as executed, extended beyond their specified scope,” she said, with the particular care of something that had not made that kind of concession in a very long time. “Formally.”

“Thank you,” Mick said.

She looked at him. Something in her expression adjusted in the way things in her expression adjusted — not visibly, not in any way that could be pointed to, but in the way a held thing shifts when the grip changes. “You understand that what has occurred has consequences that extend beyond this room.”

“I assumed.”

“Consequences I intend to manage. And for which I will require your assistance, when the time comes.” Said without emphasis. Not a threat and not quite a promise. A statement of operational expectation delivered as information.

“That sounds like another favour.”

“It sounds like the beginning of a conversation we are not yet in a position to have.” She reached forward — a movement with the quality of something made of too many angles smoothing itself briefly into a gesture — and touched the Tongue. Not lifting it. Contact: her fingers on the pale grey surface, the metal band at its severed end catching the sourceless light. “Leave this.”

“The favour specified freeing the Oracle’s Tongue,” Marchosias said. “You have acknowledged that it did. What you are asking for now is the Tongue itself. That is a separate transaction.”

Lilaeth looked at the space in the room where Marchosias was. Not surprise — she did not do surprise — but the specific quality of an entity that has just had its own methodology returned to it and is taking the measure of the practitioner.

“Our terms,” Marchosias continued. “A single favour, to be called at a time of our choosing, with no time limit on the calling. Involving no harm to Mick Hargraves. No collateral harm to any third party as a consequence of what you are asked to do. And nothing conducted in a manner that creates an obligation, debt, or exposure on his behalf with any other party.”

Lilaeth was watching the space where Marchosias was with the attention she normally reserved for things that required watching carefully.

The room held this. The Tongue spoke about reciprocal arrangements — what is given in exchange for what is received, the mechanism by which equivalent value is transferred, the difference between a gift and a transaction. Lilaeth did not appear to find this coincidental. She did not appear to find it useful.

She looked at Marchosias for a long moment. The structure was entirely familiar. It was her own architecture — the open-ended claim, the named protections, the closed gaps. Every loophole she had passed through in four thousand years of transactions, named and sealed. The invoice of a careful observer.

“Specific enough?” Mick said.

It was her own sign-off. She had used it on him in this room, at the end of the terms she had named for herself. She recognised it. Her hair moved in its private current.

“Agreed,” she said.

“It talks,” Mick said. “Constantly.”

“I have noticed.”

“There’s no off switch. No quiet periods. It just—”

“Yes.” And in her voice was something that was not warmth — warmth was not a register she operated in — but was its adjacent territory: anticipation, the quality of something long awaited that had arrived in the form it arrived in rather than the form it had been imagined in. Whatever she had expected twelve thousand years of the Oracle’s Tongue to produce, the reality was already different from the expectation. She was already accounting for the difference. She had time. She had, from her perspective, any amount of time. “I am aware of what it does.”

The Tongue spoke.

What deals in the form of truth, it said, does not deal in truth. The shape of a thing is not the thing.

Lilaeth received this. Her hair moved. She did not say what she made of it.

Mick picked up the empty pack. He glanced at the space where Marchosias was. Marchosias communicated nothing through the bond. Nothing needed communicating.

“We’ll see ourselves out,” Mick said.

“You will,” Lilaeth agreed. She was already looking at the Tongue.

—

They did not speak on the staircase, or crossing the atrium, or until the plain wooden door had closed behind them and the wall had gone back to being a wall with a sandwich shop on one side and a letting agency on the other and no door anywhere between them.

“She has no idea,” Mick said.

“No.”

He thought about it. Lilaeth in her salon, the Tongue on the bone-curve end table, both of them in the sourceless light. Lilaeth listening for prophecy. The Tongue speaking about the walls.

“She will be waiting a very long time,” Marchosias said.

“Or she’ll decide she’s hearing prophecy anyway.” He started walking. The evening was cold and the Mayfair street was completely ordinary and the door was a wall. “She’s good at finding what she’s looking for. Most people are.”

“It is the central mechanism of every oracle that has ever existed,” Marchosias said. “The listener does the work. The oracle provides the surface.”

“Is that depressing or funny.”

“I have not decided. I suspect it is both, at different angles.”

Mick walked. His left side reminded him, with the regularity it had maintained since Turkey, that it was not yet finished with its opinions. Somewhere above the rooflines the evening was moving toward full dark.

“The binding stone is still warm,” he said. They had not discussed it. They had been not discussing it since the chamber.

“Yes.”

“The Watcher isn’t going anywhere.”

“No.”

He turned this over. The stone in his pocket, warm from the inside. Twelve thousand years of pre-hierarchical celestial function compressed into a piece of volcanic glass the size of his fist. Not going anywhere. Not doing anything. Just present, warm, patient, in the specific way of something that had been waiting before he was born and would be waiting after.

“What did the Tongue say in there,” he said. “The last one. What deals in the form of truth does not deal in truth.”

“Yes.”

“Was it talking about Lilaeth.”

“It was talking about everything in the room that the statement applied to,” Marchosias said. “Which was considerable.”

Mick thought about Lilaeth’s expression when the fragment arrived. The way she had received it. Filed it. The specific quality of someone hearing what they had been hoping to hear and not yet knowing it was something else entirely.

“She thinks she’s got an oracle,” he said.

“She thinks she’s got an oracle,” Marchosias agreed.

Mick walked. The city was doing what cities did at the end of the working day — contracting toward itself, traffic thinning, the last of the light going out of the western sky above the rooflines. His left side reminded him, with the regularity it had maintained since Turkey, that it was not finished with its opinions.

“The accord,” he said, after a while.

“What about it.”

“She asked if I was still human. I died and came back via an infernal mechanism. Does the accord still hold.”

A pause with actual weight in it — not the pause of someone choosing words but the pause of something encountering a question it has not yet fully resolved for itself.

“The accord holds,” Marchosias said.

“That’s not the same as nothing changed.”

“No. It isn’t.”

He thought about the chamber. The space that was a somewhere rather than a nowhere. The current moving through him rather than past. The bond as a thread held under tension it had not been designed for, against a force it had not been designed to resist, and holding anyway. The return that was not a choice.

“Is that a problem.”

“What you are now,” Marchosias said, “what the return made of you — I do not yet know the full extent of it. Four thousand years of material engagement, and this is the first time this specific thing has happened. I cannot give you an enumeration of the consequences because I do not have one.”

“Best guess.”

“Everything has consequences,” Marchosias said. “The accord is not in question. What happened in the chamber — what that means, what it produced in you, what it may continue to produce — those questions are open. We will find out what they are when we find out.”

Mick turned this over. It was the most honest answer available and it told him nothing useful and it was exactly what he had expected.

“Right,” he said.

The binding stone was warm in his pocket. The Watcher was in it, patient and constant, not going anywhere. Three floors above them, in liminal space, Lilaeth listened to her acquisition speak.

    
    The Reckoning

    


  Factions

The flat was the same.

This was the first thing he checked, because it was the kind of thing that needed checking. Seven years had built a specific habit of noting what was different; coming back from Turkey required applying that habit to somewhere unchanged in his absence rather than altered by whatever he’d been dealing with, and the result was the same as every time he returned from something that had tried very hard to kill him: the flat was indifferent to his experiences. The kettle was where he’d left it. The case files on the desk were where he’d left them. The bourbon was where it always was.

He had been back for six days. His left side had been letting him know about it for the same six days — not uniformly, not in the way of ordinary injury, but with the specific intermittent wrongness of something that had been taken apart and imperfectly reassembled. He had not arrived at a category for the sensation. He generally arrived at categories.

“Someone made contact while we were with Lilaeth,” Marchosias said.

He was in the kitchen, waiting for the kettle. “Through your channels.”

“Through a channel I maintain for information that isn’t available through ordinary routes. The party was careful — not directly, not named. An inquiry, through an intermediary, about whether certain items currently in private possession might be available.”

“Items.”

“The phrasing was general. The nature of the interest was not.”

Mick looked at the jacket on the chair by the door. The stone was in the right-hand pocket, as it had been since the chamber. Still warm. Items currently in private possession. “How many of them know what it is.”

“None, probably. They know what it is in the way you know something is in a locked room — by what it would take to get it there, by the quality of attention it’s attracting, by the silence around it that says something significant is present. The specific identity of the Watcher would not be widely known.”

“But they know it’s not ordinary.”

“Nothing about a binding stone that has contained a twelve-thousand-year-old pre-hierarchical entity is ordinary. That quality leaves a residue. The residue is legible to anyone who knows how to read it.”

The kettle finished. He made the coffee and stood with it and looked at the jacket on the chair and thought about the weeks in Şanlıurfa — the hotel room and the slow work of being functional again, the flight home with the stone in his pocket and the specific awareness that carrying it through customs had been a different kind of interesting from carrying the Tongue.

His phone lit up on the desk. Reeves.

He let it ring twice before he picked it up.

—

He heard her on the stairs before the knock. He got to the door in the time it took, which was longer than it should have been, and opened it.

Reeves looked at him. Her expression did the thing that Reeves’s expression did when she was recalibrating information she already had — not shock, not surprise, both of those were too slow, but the immediate and precise adjustment of someone whose assessment has just been revised by direct evidence.

“Oh my god,” she said. “You’re hurt.”

“I’m fine.”

“You opened the door like a man who’s been told not to use his left arm.”

He stepped back to let her in. She came past him and went straight to the kitchen, which was what she did, because she had opinions about his tea and the opinions had long since ceased to be negotiable. He came through at his own pace and sat at the table.

She filled the kettle and watched him settle into the chair. “How bad.”

“It’ll resolve. It’s resolving.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“Bad enough.” He shifted the jacket on the back of the chair. “Better than it was a week ago.”

She made a sound that was not agreement and not the opposite and turned her attention to the mugs. He had learned, some years ago, that pressing back against Reeves’s concern was largely pointless — she absorbed it, filed it, and continued with what she’d come to do. The concern was real. It simply did not interfere with the work.

She brought the tea to the table and sat across from him. He saw her look at him again — not at the arm this time, at his face. A different quality of assessment. She let it go without comment.

“Dr Sadeghi rang me,” she said. “Three days ago.”

He said nothing. Reeves had found Sadeghi for him — UCL, Department of the Ancient Near East, the pre-Zoroastrian specialism that had closed the gap on the third sigil. She had been at the site. She had been there when it mattered and she had seen enough of the aftermath to pick up the phone to the person who’d brought her into it.

“She was worried about you,” Reeves said. “That was first. She said you were hurt when she last saw you and she wanted to know you’d got home.” She looked at him with the expression she used when the information confirmed something she’d already suspected. “She also asked me to pass on her thanks. Apparently you left her the tile.”

Mick said nothing.

“She said she assumed you’d got what you needed from it and it wouldn’t be of use to you any more.” A pause with the quality of someone quoting something they’d found unexpectedly affecting. “She said the inscriptions in enclosure D and the tile together represent a scholarly connection that will take years to fully document. That it changes what we know about the age and distribution of the writing system.” Reeves looked at him steadily. “She said it was a generous thing to do.”

He had left the tile because the tile was done — it had served its function and an archaeological artefact in a box in his flat served no function at all. The word generous was doing more work than the action warranted. He didn’t say this.

“She found the shaft,” he said.

“She found the shaft.” Reeves set the mug down. “She said it wasn’t vandalism and it wasn’t treasure hunting and she didn’t need to tell me who she thought was responsible.” A pause. “She also said the site had a quality she described as settled. That something that had been present for as long as she’d been working there was gone. She’d been studying the enclosure D inscriptions for two years. She knew what they described, in broad terms.” Reeves looked at him. “She said it felt finished.”

“It is finished,” Mick said. “That part of it.”

“I thought it might be.” She picked the mug back up. “We’ve had three contacts in the last week asking questions they wouldn’t normally ask. Two of them are sources I’d describe as reliable in the sense that they don’t usually bother us unless something has their attention. The third is new — someone I don’t have a category for yet, which is itself information.” She said this without inflection, the way she laid out things she found significant. “None of them are asking about Turkey. They’re asking about you.”

“Something happened at the site,” Mick said. “Something that needed resolving. I resolved it.”

“The entity.”

He looked at her.

“There was an entity,” he said. “Ancient — pre-hierarchical, not infernal or celestial in the way those categories usually operate. It had been imprisoned at the site for a very long time. The imprisonment was contested. I was asked to resolve the contest.”

“Lilaeth,” Reeves said.

He didn’t confirm it. He didn’t deny it either.

“The favour,” she said. “The one you wouldn’t tell me the terms of.” Not a question — she was laying stones in a path. “You’ve been back six days and the debt’s been discharged and now half of whatever passes for the supernatural community is on your doorstep.” She looked at him. “I’m assuming the resolution didn’t go entirely smoothly.”

“It went.”

She accepted this. “And the entity.”

“Contained. Not at large.”

“Contained how.”

“Contained,” he said, and let it sit.

Reeves was quiet for a moment. She’d been doing this long enough to know when contained was the whole answer and when it was a placeholder. She looked at him across the mug and arrived at a conclusion. “The activity around you since you came back. Multiple parties. They’re not after you.”

“No.”

“They’re after what you brought back.”

He said nothing.

“That’s what I thought.” She picked up the tea. “The pattern is consistent with a holding position — watching rather than acting. Exploratory, not committed. In my experience that phase doesn’t last.”

“In mine as well.”

“Is there anything I can usefully do.”

He thought about this, because it was a genuine question and she deserved a genuine answer. “Not yet. The parties aren’t operating through channels your resources reach. If that changes, I’ll tell you.”

She nodded. This was how they worked: she gave him what she had, he gave her what was safe to give, and neither of them pretended the exchange was equal. It wasn’t. It functioned because both of them understood that the asymmetry served the work, not any hierarchy between them.

She was looking at him again with the look that wasn’t about the arm.

“What,” he said.

“I don’t know.” She shook her head slightly — not negation, more a failure to locate something. “Something’s different. I can’t place it.”

He waited.

“Not the arm, not the way you’re moving. Something.” A pause with the quality of someone examining an absence rather than a presence. “I’ve seen you hurt before. It’s not that.”

He held her gaze and said nothing. He knew what she was seeing because he had looked for it himself, in the first days back, in mirrors and in the quality of the bond and in the way he moved through rooms he had moved through for years. He hadn't found a name for it. What he'd found instead was the Oracle, flat and without emphasis: You will meet your end here. He had walked out of the chamber. The Oracle did not speak untruths. He had thought about the arithmetic of this in the hotel room in Şanlıurfa, for concentrated periods, and then stopped, because the arithmetic didn't resolve and concentrating on it didn't help and the left side had needed managing. He still didn't have a category. Both confirming and denying were accurate in their different ways, and neither would have helped her or him.

“None of my business,” she said, picking up her tea.

“Some of it might be,” he said. “Eventually.”

She looked at him. Something in her expression adjusted — not softening exactly, but acknowledging that the response was more than she’d expected. She didn’t press it. Reeves, in his experience, was extremely good at not pressing things.

—

She left after forty minutes. He saw her out to the landing, came back up the stairs at the pace his left side permitted, and sat at the desk.

“She noticed,” Marchosias said.

“She notices everything. It’s what she’s for.” He turned the cold mug in his hands. “She won’t pursue it.”

“No. She files things.”

He took the stone out of his pocket. Warm in his palm, the obsidian surface flat and dark, no luminescence in its depths — just the heat from the inside, the Watcher doing what it did. He had developed a habit of taking it out and confirming the warmth was still the warmth. The Watcher was in there. Alive, if that word applied to what it was — doing whatever it did in the dark interior of a piece of volcanic glass, twelve thousand years of function now compressed into a form he had no picture of. He did not know what it did when there was nothing for it to watch. He had considered asking Marchosias and then not asked, because there was a category of answer that would not help and this felt likely to produce one. He confirmed the warmth and put it back.

“Second contact while she was here?”

“During. Someone with enough sensitivity to identify the stone’s signature through a building’s worth of material at street level. They didn’t approach. They registered its presence and withdrew.”

“To report.”

“Yes.”

He put the stone back. “How many total.”

“Three distinct parties. Possibly four — the contact this morning may be the same as the first or may not. All of them careful. None have pushed for a conversation. They’re establishing that the stone exists and is accessible.”

“And after that phase.”

“They establish whether the current holder is willing to negotiate.”

“And after that.”

“They establish whether the holder can be persuaded more directly.”

He’d seen this sequence before in cases that had nothing to do with the supernatural and everything to do with something valuable that too many people knew about. The difference was the specific category of entity that would be doing the persuading, and the specific condition of the current holder’s left side, and the specific state of the current holder’s partner.

“How long before they move to negotiation.”

“Days. A week, perhaps. The approaches are still exploratory. Nobody has committed.”

“The stone needs to go to the Keeper.” He’d known this since Şanlıurfa. “We’ve known it since Şanlıurfa.”

“Yes.”

“The question is whether we can get there before someone decides talking isn’t worth the effort.”

“That is the question.”

He sat with the warm stone in his pocket and the afternoon coming in at its usual angle, and the flat that looked exactly as it had always looked and had no opinion whatsoever about the Watcher or the factions or what Reeves had seen in the way he moved.

“There is one other thing,” Marchosias said, after a while.

His tone carried the specific quality that meant what followed was a different order of information.

“Tell me.”

“Something registered this morning that I don’t have a category for in the ordinary infernal accounting. Not a party making contact. Not an approach. More like — an acknowledgement. From a direction that doesn’t involve parties or approaches.”

Mick was still. “Celestial.”

“I believe so.”

He considered this. The accord had held. The Tongue had been freed by a human, outside the scope of the agreement between the celestial and infernal parties. Celestials were creatures of order — they understood what the terms had included and what they had not. They had no direct enforcement mechanism against him. They apparently had something else.

“What kind of acknowledgement.”

“The kind that means: we know you exist. Not punitive. Not warning. Registration.”

“They’re filing me,” Mick said. “Like Reeves.”

A pause with the specific quality of an entity that found the comparison both reductive and accurate. “It is more precise than I would have chosen. But yes.”

He thought about what it meant to be filed by celestial forces. Added to whatever catalogue they maintained of things that had done something that required noting. He had been, until recently, the kind of entity that operated in the gaps between supernatural attention. Both sides had had other things to concern themselves with. That time appeared to be over.

The parties circling the stone were one kind of problem: concrete, near-term, with a logic he could follow and a solution he had identified. The celestial registration was a different kind. Not urgent. Not actionable. Simply present, the way the stone was present in his pocket — warm, patient, not going anywhere.

For now.

“Right,” he said, and picked up the cold coffee, and thought about the week ahead and the window he had to reach the Keeper before the polite phase ended.
The Offers

The first came through Marchosias’s channels on the third day.

He summarised it over coffee while Mick worked through a stack of case files he had no genuine intention of progressing. The party was a collector — infernal, old, operating in the specific register of something that acquired bound entities the way certain humans acquired paintings they had no intention of hanging. The offer was named, specific, and substantial. The purpose was the wrong kind.

“No,” Mick said.

“I communicated something to that effect. More diplomatically.”

“How diplomatically.”

“Considerably.”

He returned to the files. The case on top was a missing person referral from Hendricks, three weeks old, with a handwritten note that said when you have bandwidth. He did not currently have bandwidth.

The second came on the fifth day. The fifth day also brought a third, which meant four distinct approaches in under a week — the original contact from before the Reeves visit, and three more accumulating since. All of them careful. All of them receiving the same version of a response that committed to nothing while appearing to consider everything. Marchosias was very good at this. He had four thousand years of practise at keeping interested parties interested without giving them anything to act on.

“How long can you sustain it,” Mick said.

“Not indefinitely. The collector is patient — this isn’t his only avenue, and he has the leisure of someone who has been acquiring things for several centuries. The others are less patient. The third contact, the one from yesterday, will push for a direct engagement within days. He dislikes extended negotiation.”

“What does he want it for.”

“Leverage. A pre-hierarchical entity in portable form represents a quality of threat that doesn’t require use. The existence of it, in his possession, is the point.”

“We’re not negotiating with any of them.”

“No. But the appearance of negotiation is what’s keeping them at a distance.”

Which was not the same as what was keeping them safe. He noted this and did not say it.

—

The letter arrived on the sixth day.

Not through Marchosias’s channels. Through the door — a physical letter, delivered to the building’s postbox during the night. No name on the envelope. His address in handwriting he didn’t recognise. Inside: a single sheet, typed rather than printed, on a typewriter that had left the faint ghosts of letters over-struck to illegibility. Someone had been careful. The sort of careful that was either affectation or deliberate untraceability, and was in this case probably both.

The terms were for destruction, not acquisition. The party with no name was offering to pay Mick to destroy the binding stone. The language was civilian — specific in its intent but entirely free of infernal contract terminology, no named currencies, no structured consideration, no formality of the kind that indicated something operating through supernatural channels. The offer itself was in ordinary money, which was its own kind of information. The proposed arrangement: a dead letter system through a solicitor’s office in the City, established, boringly legitimate, the sort that handled probate and minor commercial disputes and nothing that would attract attention.

Mick read it twice. He put it on the desk and looked at it.

“This doesn’t read infernal,” he said.

“No.”

“Could be celestial.” He turned this over. “A celestial interest in destroying the stone rather than recovering what’s in it — that would be consistent. Retrieval requires acknowledgement of what happened. Destruction is cleaner.”

“Possible. Could be a sophisticated human practitioner. Someone who understands what the Watcher is, what it represents in the wrong hands, and has the resources to make a credible offer. That type exists.”

“Or an infernal faction that doesn’t want a competitor getting it.”

“Also possible. The secular language cuts both ways — it conceals a celestial origin as effectively as it conceals an infernal one, if the sender is operating through human intermediaries.”

He looked at the solicitor’s name. Forty years in practise. Standard commercial work. Nothing that would make a shortlist for anything. “They chose this firm because it’s boring.”

“Yes.”

“Which means whoever it is knows that the interesting choice would tell us something. The boring choice tells us they have good tradecraft.” He put the letter in the desk drawer. It sat there with the quality of an unresolved question, which was what it was. “We’re not destroying the stone.”

“No. But this one stays open. The origin matters.”

He closed the drawer. Outside, the November afternoon was doing what November afternoons did — going grey before it was properly dark, the light thinning toward the specific quality of a city that was finishing its day without being ready to start its night. He had been back eleven days. His left side had been having a conversation about this for eleven days that he was doing his best to limit his participation in.

—

The visitor came to the flat that same evening.

He heard her on the stairs before he heard the knock — not the purposeful tread of someone who knew where they were going, but the specific shuffle of a body being operated by something that hadn’t yet entirely accounted for the mechanics of bipedal locomotion. He opened the door before she knocked.

A woman somewhere in her forties. Office clothes, bag still on her shoulder, the look of someone who had been on her way somewhere else entirely and had deviated at the instruction of something that found her convenient. Her eyes were wrong in the way he had learned to read over seven years — not vacant, not glazed, but occupied. Present in the way a room is present when something is in it that wasn’t there before.

“Vorath,” Marchosias said through the bond. Flat. No particular surprise in it. “A Duke of the Fifth Order. Not someone who observes the formalities.”

“I can see that.”

She — it — didn’t wait to be invited in. One step forward into the doorway, too direct for the body’s ordinary movement, and the borrowed eyes fixed on him with the look of something that had not come to negotiate.

“The stone,” it said. Her voice, but the cadence wasn’t hers — the rhythm of something that had learned the language from the outside rather than growing up inside it.

“What about it.”

“We want it.” A pause in which the concept of preamble was briefly considered and set aside. “You’ll receive offers over the coming days. Protections. Cleared debts. Information about yourself.” The last word landed with the specific quality of something that had done enough research to know what the competition was offering. “These are the approaches of parties who think of you as a partner in a transaction.”

“And you don’t.”

“We think of you as the current location of something we intend to have.” The occupied eyes held steady. “Name a price. We prefer the transaction.”

“The alternative,” Marchosias said — aloud, the register he used when he chose to make his presence legible to something that needed to know it was present — “being clearly stated, I assume.”

The thing in the woman’s body looked at the middle distance where Marchosias registered. Something moved across the borrowed face — the quality of something that had expected a human and was revising that expectation upward, not with alarm but with the flat recalculation of a professional noting a change in the brief.

“Marchosias,” it said.

“You came here to make a transaction,” Marchosias said. “State what you’ll pay or conclude the visit.”

“We’ll pay whatever he names.” Back to Mick. “Within reason.”

“We’re not selling.”

The pause that followed was not the silence of someone formulating a counteroffer. It was the silence of something filing a data point it had expected to file. “Then we’ll speak again when the calculation changes,” it said. “It always changes.”

“It won’t.”

“They always say that.” No heat. No threat dressed as observation. The plain delivery of something that had stood in this specific position across centuries and knew how the sequence concluded. “You know how to reach us when it does.”

It stepped back. The woman turned and went back down the stairs, the entity losing interest in the vehicle somewhere on the second landing, her gait returning by degrees to her own as she descended.

Mick closed the door.

“Vorath operates through fear,” Marchosias said. “Not persuasion. Not understanding. The architecture of what happens to the ones who leave. The cults he maintains are held by that. Human instruments, possessed or close enough to it, who stay because the alternative has been demonstrated.” A pause. “He didn’t come here with a genuine offer. He came to establish what kind of entity he is — not the kind that extends a negotiation it has already decided isn’t going anywhere. Not the kind that observes protocol.”

“He’s the one who’ll move.”

“When he decides the patience is performed rather than structural. Yes.” Another pause, with a different quality. “He will not send a letter.”

Mick thought about the woman on the stairs, already halfway back to herself and probably failing to account for the last forty minutes of her evening. He thought about what demonstrated meant, in the context of Vorath’s cults.

He went and made coffee he didn’t particularly want.

—

The request for the Crossroads came the following morning.

Not through a human intermediary. Through the specific register Mick had learned to recognise over seven years as formal infernal communication — a quality the bond took on when something arrived that had been sent with weight and intention. Not urgent. Not threatening. The register of something presenting itself correctly.

“Dantalion,” Marchosias said.

The name arrived through the bond with a quality Mick didn’t encounter often — the particular shift that indicated Marchosias had taken stock of something and found it worth taking stock of. There were very few infernals that produced that response in four thousand years of accumulated perspective.

“Tell me.”

“A Grand President of Hell. Thirty-six legions. His domain is human thought — the understanding of it, the cataloguing of it, the use of it. He has maintained cults in various forms for as long as I have been aware of him, which is a long time. He is four thousand years of knowing how human beings think from the inside.” A pause. “He is requesting neutral ground. The Crossroads, by protocol. He is observing the formalities.”

The formalities were, Mick had learned, themselves a form of communication. “He’s going to be polite.”

“He is always polite. He does not need to be anything else.”

“What do we learn from going.”

“We see what he wants and how much he wants it. We see whether his patience is strategic or structural. And—” The pause had a different quality to it. “We see Dantalion in full manifestation. That is not a nothing.”

“Is it a good reason to go.”

“It is the kind of thing you only see once, if you see it at all.”

—

He heard the music before he found the door — the undertones that weren’t quite reachable, the frequencies that arrived through the air as something almost recognisable and resolved into nothing specific. The door was where it had been when they came for Lilaeth — the same unremarkable stretch of Mayfair wall, the same settled confidence of something that had always been there.

He went through.

The atrium consumed the light above the balconies in the way it always had. The patrons on the main floor were as beautiful and as wrong as they had ever been, the wrongness sitting in the peripheral vision and refusing to be examined directly. Mick moved through the floor with the purpose of someone who knew where he was going, which the Club communicated in the way the Club communicated things — not directions, not a guide, but a quality of pull toward a particular table near the far wall that was either navigation or suggestion and was in practise indistinguishable from either.

The server said his name as he passed the foot of the spiral staircase. He nodded. It indicated the table he was already heading toward.

He registered Dantalion in stages.

This was the only way the visual system permitted it. Direct approach resolved him as a man — dark clothing, indeterminate age, nothing immediately out of register with the Club’s existing population of slightly-wrong beauties. Then the peripheral information arrived, and the direct and the peripheral did not agree, and the brain ran the arbitration and came back without a verdict.

The face was specific. That was the first distinction from what he’d expected — not blurred, not undefined, not the visual noise of something the eye couldn’t process. At any given instant the face was sharply, precisely a face. Then the next instant it was a different face, equally sharp, equally specific, no transition between them. Not flickering. Not cycling. Simply never the same face twice, with no sense of how many faces there were or how long the sequence ran, or whether it had a sequence at all.

Some of them were familiar.

This was the part that required the most active management. Not recognisable in the sense of faces he knew — no one he could name. Recognisable in the sense of the peripheral memory of faces that had been kind to him at some point, faces that carried the specific warmth of something trusted. Gone before he could locate them. Replaced by something else, equally specific, equally plausible. The domain of human thought, four thousand years of it, expressed as a face that knew every face that Mick had ever found trustworthy and held each one for exactly long enough to register before moving on.

He sat down. He did not put his hands on the table.

The temperature at the table was marginally lower than the rest of the room. Not cold. Measurably different.

“Dantalion,” Marchosias said through the bond. The specific quality of a formal acknowledgement between entities of equivalent standing — not warmth, not hostility. The register of something old recognising something old.

“Marchosias.” The voice came from a position slightly different from the mouth producing it — not an echo, not a delay. A spatial disagreement, the sound choosing its own path to the ear. “And Mr Hargraves. Thank you for the courtesy of this meeting.”

“The courtesy of neutral ground is noted,” Mick said.

Something moved across one of the faces — a motion that was the equivalent of a smile in the way a diagram is the equivalent of a landscape. “You’ve been well briefed.” He said this with the warmth of someone who found accurate preparation professionally admirable. “I’ll be direct, since that appears to be your preference.”

He was direct. The offer was specific: the binding stone and what it contained, to be transferred to Dantalion’s custody within a negotiated period, in exchange for named consideration. The consideration was substantial — protections, named and significant, each one accurately calibrated to what Marchosias and Mick would actually find valuable, which meant Dantalion had done his preparation too.

Then the last term. Saved for its position in the sequence.

“Information,” Dantalion said. “About what you are.”

The room held this. The music carried its unreachable undertones.

“There is a question you have been declining to examine directly since your return from Turkey,” Dantalion said. “The nature of the return. The mechanism by which something that was dead resumed being alive, and what that mechanism leaves in its wake. What the categories applicable to you now are, and what they imply.” The faces ran through their sequence, unhurried. “I have that information. It is within my domain — the thought of the thing is not distant from the thing, in my accounting. I offer it as the final term of the exchange.”

Mick said nothing. He was aware, with the specific clarity of something arriving without warning, that he had not been thinking of himself as anything in particular. He had been thinking of himself as damaged, as recovering, as carrying a warm stone in his pocket and a left side with opinions. He had not been thinking of himself as a category. He had not been thinking of himself as a thing that had categories applicable to it that might require examination.

“What does he mean,” he said, through the bond. Not a question he would have asked out loud.

“He means what he says.” A pause that had weight in it. “What you are now is not what you were. I have told you this. The question of exactly what that means — I have the shape of it. Not the full accounting.”

“And he has the full accounting.”

“His domain is human thought. What passes through a human mind, what changes in it, what it becomes — yes. He would know.”

Mick looked at Dantalion across the table. The temperature differential. The faces cycling through their sequence, none of them his, some of them almost familiar. Something in the offer had found a gap he hadn’t known was open. He had been back eleven days. He had been managing the left side and the stone and the factions and he had not — he had been specifically, deliberately, not looking at the question of what Lilaeth’s question meant. Are you still truly human, Mr Hargraves. He had filed it in the category of things he would examine when the more immediate pressures resolved.

Dantalion had just told him, with the patience of something that understood human thought from four thousand years of proximity to it, that the question was not going to file quietly.

“He is not wrong that he would know,” Marchosias said.

“You know we won’t sell,” Mick said.

A pause that contained several of the faces. “I know you haven’t decided to sell. There is a space between those two states that I am currently occupying.”

“We’re not selling.”

The pause was different this time — longer, with the quality of something genuinely receiving information rather than managing it. Then Dantalion settled, the faces running through a motion that had no exact human analogue. “I understand.” Said with the specific gentleness of someone who has just understood something the other party hasn’t yet. “The offer remains open. The terms I have named are valid for as long as I consider the stone available.”

“And when you stop considering it available.”

“Then I consider the situation differently.” No warmth in it. No threat. Pure information, delivered in the register of a factual statement about future conditions. He rose — the motion was wrong in the way that motion at his table was wrong, the visual system trying and failing to track it correctly. “The information about your nature — I want you to understand that I hold it for its own value, not only as a bargaining position. If you find yourself wanting the answer by other means, I am not difficult to reach.” The last face before he turned away held something that wasn’t warmth and wasn’t its opposite.

He left. The temperature at the table normalised over the following thirty seconds, rising back to the ambient warmth of a room full of entities that generated their own heat.

Mick sat with it for a moment. Then he stood and walked back the way he’d come.

—

The Mayfair street was cold and entirely ordinary. The door was a wall behind them.

“He already knows,” Marchosias said.

“That we’re moving.”

“That we are not going to sell and that we are not without a plan. He did not come here expecting to acquire the stone. He came to take the measure of us — what we intend, how we’re thinking, whether there’s a gap he can use. And to leave the question in the room with you.”

Mick turned this over. The information about what he was — real, Marchosias had said, within Dantalion’s domain. The specific gentleness of I understand. The patience of something that had cultists, thirty-six legions, four thousand years of knowing how people thought, and had nonetheless come to a table in a Mayfair club and observed the formalities and made its offer correctly before it moved to whatever came next.

“The proxy letter,” Mick said.

“Still unresolved. Still the one I can’t place. Dantalion, the collector, the others — I have them. The proxy is a different order of unknown.” A pause. “It may become relevant later. For now it is not the most pressing question.”

“What’s the most pressing question.”

“Dantalion will wait,” Marchosias said. “The offer is genuine and the bait is genuine and he has the patience to let both sit. He is not the immediate problem.” The bond carried the quality it carried when Marchosias was stating something he needed Mick to hear precisely. “Vorath is not waiting. He came in person — through a vessel, but in person — because he wanted us to know he is not Dantalion. That he is not the kind of entity that runs out a negotiation indefinitely. He has made his assessment.”

“And what comes next won’t involve a knock on the door.”

“No.”

He walked. The city was thinning toward its late evening configuration, traffic dropping, the last of the working day dispersing into side streets. He had the stone in his pocket, warm as it always was, and no answer to the question Dantalion had left in the room with him, and somewhere in Vorath’s accounting a clock that was running down.

“You have a plan,” Mick said. Not a question.

“Yes.”

“The Keeper.” He turned this over as he walked. The east gallery. The ink-coloured eyes. The specific quality of Marchosias’s stillness when the price was named, the stillness that had weight to it and gave nothing back when Mick looked for it. He had stopped asking. He’d known at the time that he was stopping and he’d stopped anyway. “In Paris. The debt you agreed to in the Market — the one you didn’t tell me the terms of.”

A pause that confirmed without elaborating.

“What exactly did you agree to.”

“Something the Keeper has held on his books for a long time. Something that was not your business then and is not now.”

“But it’s something I’d have a view on.”

The pause this time was the one Marchosias used when something was accurate and he was deciding whether to confirm it. “Yes.”

Mick walked. The stone in his pocket. The Keeper’s last words on the way out: Don’t come back unless you have something worth trading. “The Watcher is worth more than whatever you agreed to.”

“Considerably more. The Keeper would accept the substitution — what is in that stone exceeds the original terms by a margin that makes the original terms irrelevant. He gets something better than what I owed him. The old debt is cleared. I do not have to fulfil what I agreed to.” A pause with something in it that was not quite relief but was adjacent to it. “The Watcher passes to the Keeper’s custody. Whatever he intends for it is his affair, not ours. We cease to be interesting to anyone.”

Mick thought about what something I’d have a view on meant, in practise. What Marchosias had agreed to in that room, the terms that had weight and that he’d chosen not to ask about. He was choosing not to ask about them again now. The distinction was that this time he knew exactly why he was choosing it.

“Paris.”

“Paris.”

The Eurostar — the only viable crossing while Marchosias was still not what he had been, the Channel being what the Channel was for shadow transit. The stone in his pocket. Vorath already in the phase of selecting instruments.

“How long before Vorath moves.”

“Days. He has decided. He is choosing his people.”

“Then we go before he’s ready.”

“Yes.”

He stopped walking. The street was quiet, November dark, the city indifferent around them. “Book the train,” he said.

Marchosias said. “Tomorrow morning. First available.”

Mick looked at him — the particular register of mid-distance where Marchosias’s presence sat when he was attending fully. Four thousand years old, depleted from the chamber and not yet what he had been, carrying both the debt and the means to settle it, currently resident in a man with an arm that had opinions and a stone in his pocket that was warm.

“The question about what I am,” Mick said.

A pause that was not a deflection. “Yes.”

“You know some of it.”

“I know the shape of the answer without all of its contents. What I know, I will tell you. When you’re ready to hear it.”

Mick started walking. The evening was cold and the city was doing its usual November thing, thinning toward dark, the last light going out of the west above the rooflines. Somewhere beneath the Channel, a tunnel ran between two countries that Dantalion had been operating in for considerably longer than either of them had existed.

“Tomorrow,” he said.

“Tomorrow,” Marchosias agreed.
Direct Action

St Pancras on a December morning had the quality of somewhere that had committed to grandeur and lived with the consequences. The ironwork. The glass. The vast vaulted ceiling doing its best above a Boots and a champagne bar and the specific species of person who travelled internationally before nine. Mick had a bag on his right shoulder and the stone in his left coat pocket and a coffee he hadn’t finished.

He’d clocked the first one before they reached the barrier.

A man in his fifties, business clothes, the look of someone the eye passed over without catching. Nothing wrong on the surface. What was wrong was underneath: the quality of his attention. He wasn’t checking his phone or watching the departures board or doing any of the things people in queues did. He was oriented. Not toward anything visible. Toward something behind him. Three places behind him. Toward the warmth in the left coat pocket.

He kept his eyes ahead and his pace even and counted. The second was a woman near the end of the queue — too still, the particular stillness of someone maintaining it deliberately. The third he found by looking for what the first two looked like and finding the same shape of wrong in a younger man near the barrier.

“Three,” he said quietly. “All of them carrying something.”

The stone.

He could feel them feeling it.

“I know,” Marchosias said. “I’ve known since the concourse. Vorath’s people. All three carrying — two significantly compromised. The third—” A pause with a quality he couldn’t read yet. “We’ll see.”

A beat.

“You were going to tell me.”

“I was going to tell you. I was waiting to see if you found them first.”

“Did I pass.”

“Don’t look smug. We’re in a queue.”

“When do they move.”

“Not here. Not on the platform. Too many variables, too many exits. They’ll wait.”

“The tunnel.”

“When we’re under the water and there’s nowhere to go.” A pause. “Let them board first. We board last.”

He found a reason to pause at the newsstand. Let the queue move through the barrier. Let all three pass without registering his face, because they weren’t looking at his face — they were tracking the stone, and the stone moved when he moved, and if he stayed still long enough they’d recalibrate and look for a stationary source and that was useful information for them to have slightly too late.

He boarded last.

—

Standard class. The carriage had the specific quality of early international travel: half-full, quiet, people settling into the particular suspended state of a journey that would last long enough to require managing but not long enough to fully occupy. A woman across the aisle was already asleep. A family with young children had claimed the table seats at the far end and were negotiating the distribution of snacks.

The man in the business suit had taken a seat two rows ahead. The woman was further back, across the aisle from where Mick sat. The younger man had positioned himself at the far end of the carriage near the doors. Not together — spread, triangulated, each of them oriented toward the stone from a different angle. They had the quality of people who had somewhere to be. They were waiting.

Mick put the bag in the overhead rack and sat and looked out of the window at the platform until the platform began to move and then wasn’t there.

“Forty minutes before the tunnel,” Marchosias said. “The moment the light goes outside the window, they’ll move.”

“I know.”

The fields outside the window were doing what English fields did in November — flat and grey and entirely indifferent to the business of the train. Somewhere ahead of them was the coast, and then the water, and then the dark.

“When they move,” Marchosias said, “I need you to give me the word and then trust me.”

“How much.”

“More than you have before.”

He sat with that for the forty minutes it took the English countryside to become the coast and the coast to become nothing, and did not ask what for. Seven years had established that when Marchosias said trust me without elaboration, elaboration was either not available or not the point.

“When they stand up,” Mick said, “I’ll give you the word.”

“Yes.”

He watched the fields and drank the rest of the cold coffee and waited.

—

The light outside the window changed first — the specific quality of light that precedes the tunnel, the last of the grey English sky before the dark. Then the dark arrived, complete, and the window became a mirror, and in the mirror he could see the carriage reflected and three people rising simultaneously from their seats with the coordinated unhurry of something that had been given a signal he hadn’t heard.

“Now,” Mick said.

“Trust me.”

He did.

—

Vast.

That was the first thing — the sheer scale of it. The parallel space had no ceiling, no horizon that resolved into anything recognisable. Jagged rock extended in every direction, enormous formations rising and breaking and angling into each other at geometries that had never been required to explain themselves to any living thing. Not a landscape that had formed — one that had always been. As if the concept of before had no purchase here.

The light was wrong. Not absent — wrong. Nothing cast it. Nothing reflected it. Everything was visible with the flat, sourceless clarity of a space that did not require illumination because illumination was a property of realms that needed it, and this realm did not. The darkness was not dark. He understood this not as received information — not translated from Marchosias’s perception to his — but directly, in the way you understand your own hand’s temperature. As if whatever he was in this space had faculties that the material realm had never given him occasion to use.

The wind came through him.

Not past. Through. The first time it hit, he had no category for the sensation — the wind did not stop at the skin. It moved through the skin, through the muscle and bone underneath, through whatever constituted the interior of a person in this space, and came out the other side carrying something he couldn’t name. Not warmth — he had no warmth to take. Something else. Something the body did not have a word for because the body had been built in a realm where this was not a thing that happened to it.

The wind was almost visible. Not quite. At the edge of perception, if you looked at the right angle of the jagged rock against the sourceless light, you could see it as a quality of movement that was slightly ahead of the movement it caused. As if the wind was the shadow of itself.

They were here.

Mick registered them — not through Marchosias, not at a remove, but in some way that had no accurate preposition. The man in the business suit and the woman stood with the specific quality of people whose minds were attempting to process what their senses were delivering and finding nothing in any reference catalogue that corresponded. The younger man — further away, the one Marchosias had not yet read — had moved toward the edge of a drop in the rock face, and stood there, and was still.

Somewhere in this space, Marchosias.

Not the bond. Not the voice. Not the presence he had been for seven years — the specific weight of something very old and very contained, operating through the limited medium of a human body and the partnership they had built. Here there was no containment. What occupied the space that Marchosias occupied in the parallel dark was not containable by the categories Mick had built across seven years. He did not look at it directly. He registered it through peripheral sense the way you register a sun — present, vast, the source of something that the space around it organised itself in relation to. Old in a way the jagged rock itself seemed to acknowledge.

The man in the business suit broke and ran.

This was instinct — the body doing what bodies did when what occupied the space beside them registered at a frequency that all living things were built to flee. He ran across the jagged rock with the desperate coordination of someone operating on pure animal function.

What came from Marchosias was not pursuit.

It came from the rock itself, or from the darkness between the rock formations, or from the wind — it was impossible to determine the origin because origin was not how it worked. Fragments of shadow, jagged at their edges as if broken from the landscape, and fast. Not a swarm exactly — the word swarm implied individual agents, and these were not individual. They were a single thing expressed in multiple simultaneous locations, the way a thought is one thing even when it arrives in pieces.

They hit him before he’d covered twenty metres.

Mick had seen Marchosias feed once before, in the ordinary dark of the material realm, life force drawn through the eyes in the specific register of something doing what it fundamentally was. That had been a fraction of this. Here, in a space where the infernal operated without the friction of material-realm physics, the fragments tore at something beneath the visible — at the layer below flesh, below bone, below the biological fact of a person. The life force came away not in pieces but in strips, each one luminous in the parallel dark for the moment of its separation before it was taken and there was nothing left of it.

The body could not sustain the infernal inside it once the life force fell below a certain threshold. The infernal inside him felt this coming and did what infernals did when the vessel failed: it tried to find the seam between spaces and push through to the infernal realm. In the material world, that would have required a thin place, a specific configuration of shadow, energy it did not have in sufficient quantity. Here, in a space adjacent to every realm, the seams were everywhere.

It did not go willingly.

It went regardless.

What was left on the rock, when it was over, was a body that had been a person and was a person no longer in any meaningful sense. Mick did not look at it for long.

—

The woman had not run.

She was standing very still, in the way of something that had assessed the situation and determined that running was not a viable option and was now engaged in the specific cognitive work of finding another one. The infernal inside her was calculating. Mick could read this — not the specific content of the calculation, but its quality.

The shadow chains arrived before the calculation resolved.

Fast — faster than the fragments had been. The precision of something that had done this in one form or another across four thousand years, that understood exactly how a thing needed to be bound to prevent it moving, spinning out from the ambient dark with the efficiency of a spider that had been waiting at the centre of a web it had already made. They found her limbs, the torso, the throat — not tight enough to damage, tight enough to fix. She rose from the rock, suspended in the chains, and was still.

Marchosias looked at her.

Not with eyes — with whatever the equivalent was in this space. The infernal inside her felt that attention land and it did what infernals of its type did when they understood they were about to lose: it spoke. Offered. Information about the proxy letter. Information about another faction. The name of something Marchosias might find useful. The specific quality of a thing that was trying to find the price that would stop what was happening.

Marchosias listened to all of it. He received it with the patience of something that had heard every variation of this offer across millennia.

Then: “Your patron underestimated me.” Said without heat. Almost conversational. “He should have come himself.”

The life force came out through the eyes.

This was precise in a way the fragments had not been — not a tearing but a drawing, a careful sustained extraction through the specific aperture of the sockets, the light in them going not suddenly but in the specific stages of something being emptied that has held a great deal for a long time. The infernal inside experienced this from the inside. It had time to understand what was happening and no ability to prevent it. When it was over, there was nothing in the sockets that corresponded to the word eyes in any meaningful sense, and the infernal was gone, and the chains dissolved, and the body came to rest on the rock without a sound.

—

Marchosias turned toward the younger man.

He was standing at the edge of the drop in the rock face, exactly where he had been since the fold completed. He had not run. He had not attacked. He had simply stood at the precipice and looked out at the vast dark expanse beyond the edge with the quality of something that had arrived here and understood, in some way it could not have articulated, that what it did next mattered.

Something in what Marchosias perceived gave him pause.

Not hesitation — Mick had rarely known Marchosias to hesitate. This was different: the specific quality of an assessment being performed rather than confirmed. What he was reading in the younger man was different from what he had read in the other two, and the difference was not in the infernal inside him but in the human carrying it.

The infernal was real. Present. Not shallow — it had been in this person long enough to have settled, to have integrated, to have changed the shape of what the person was. That was visible. But underneath it, in the registers that the parallel space’s infernal clarity made available, was the human himself — and what that human had done with the time he had been compromised was not the same as what the other two had done.

“This one,” Marchosias said. Not a question. Not a request. The way you say a thing that has given you pause.

“Wrong company. Wrong choices. He walked in and stayed because the leaving looked harder than the staying, and by the time he understood what he’d agreed to the infernal was already comfortable.” A pause with the quality of something being weighed. “He hasn’t crossed the line. Not the line that matters.”

He said nothing. He didn’t need to. Through whatever the bond had become in this space — the deeper integration that had no name yet — Marchosias was already reading him, and what Mick knew had passed between them without words. He had looked at the younger man standing at the precipice and seen it too: not innocence, not clean hands, but the specific absence of the thing Mick had learned across seven years to find in people who had made themselves irredeemable. The residue of harm deliberately given. The stain of someone who had decided that what others suffered was a price worth paying. He’d looked for the line.

It wasn’t there.

Marchosias already knew that. He had already made his decision. He had simply wanted Mick to see it too.

What Marchosias did then was not what he had done to the others. It had the quality of care — the specific care of something working around a structure it did not want to damage. The infernal inside the younger man felt what was coming and did not bargain. It knew what the other two had not known: that bargaining was not the option being considered, and that what was coming for it was not what had come for them.

Marchosias separated it from him with the patience of something that understood the difference between extraction and consumption. The infernal came out of the host in the way that things come out of wounds when the extraction is done correctly — not without pain, not cleanly, but with the specific deliberateness of something that had decided what it was doing and why. The younger man dropped to the rock. Not dead — the body had a quality of collapse that was the quality of sudden relief from something it had been holding for a very long time.

The infernal, separated, had a moment in the parallel dark. Then Marchosias took it — separately, cleanly, the way you would settle a thing that needed settling.

“He’ll remember none of this,” Marchosias said. “In material terms. But the mark stays. Anyone who looks will see it.”

“What does it look like.”

“Like a door that’s been forced. The frame still shows the damage even after the door is closed.”

Mick looked at the figure on the rock. Not dead. Breathing, in whatever sense breathing functioned here. The wind passed through him in its continuous wrong way. A door that’s been forced. “Is he aware of it.”

“Not visually. He’ll feel it in the way that people feel things they can’t name — an awareness that something about them reads differently to the things that might otherwise approach. Fear when there was no fear before. The sense of being seen by something that didn’t stop watching.” A pause. “He won’t seek possession again. Nothing with sufficient intelligence to want it will try.”

—

The parallel space folded back.

There was no sensation of returning — simply the carriage present again, fully present, the family at the far end still negotiating the snacks, the sleeping woman still asleep. The train was still moving. The tunnel was still dark outside the window. The man in the business suit and the woman were in their seats in conditions that would require explaining when the train reached France. The younger man was slumped with the specific boneless quality of someone who had been somewhere very far away and was only partially back.

Mick was in his seat.

He had not moved. He did not know how long the fold had lasted in material time. Long enough that his coffee had cooled further. Not long enough for anything else in the carriage to have changed.

“It worked,” Marchosias said. Not triumph. Closer to the specific quality of relief at something untested that had functioned as intended.

“First time for everything.”

“Yes.”

He sat with the dark outside the window and the warm stone in his pocket and the bond carrying the quality it had never quite carried before — restored, replenished, the depletion of the chamber and the weeks since receded to something that was no longer the defining fact of Marchosias’s current condition. What the parallel space had taken in from the first two was not a small quantity. The arithmetic had shifted significantly.

“Mick.”

“I know.”

“You’ve been carrying it since November.”

“I know.”

He didn’t argue. There was nothing to argue. He had been carrying the specific conversation of the left side since the chamber, had been managing it and working around it and accepting it as the new baseline, and there had been nothing to be done about that until now. He sat still and let Marchosias do what Marchosias had not had the resources to do in the chamber: the full work. Not the partial repair of emergency triage in a sealed room with the clock running. Everything the chamber had left undone.

It did not take long. It was not painless. It was considerably less unpleasant than the chamber had been, which was not a high bar, but it was a bar.

When it was over, the left side was quiet for the first time since Turkey.

Not gone — he understood it would carry its history. But quiet. The specific quiet of something that had finished what it was doing.

He breathed.

“Are you—”

“Yes.”

He sat with the quiet left side and the bond’s restored quality and the dark still outside the window, and after a moment he said: “That wasn’t a manifestation.”

“No.”

“You said give you the word and trust you.”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t say anything about where we were going.”

A pause. “Would it have changed your answer.”

He thought about it honestly. The word given in the dark. The trust. Whatever he had been in that space that wasn’t passenger and wasn’t driver and had no word he could accurately apply to it. “I don’t know,” he said. “Probably not.”

“The Watcher moved through it during the combat. I saw the mechanism. I had not done it before, in any form — it seemed inadvisable to offer you an untested theory where a direct request would serve.”

“So you asked for more trust and didn’t explain.”

“Yes.”

“And it worked.”

“Yes.” The bond carried something that was not quite amusement and not quite relief. “Both of those things.”

He had a sense — not fully formed, not urgent — that what he had been in the parallel space was worth understanding. He filed it. The filing felt familiar. He thought briefly of Reeves, and found the comparison apt in a way he couldn’t have articulated.

Outside the window, the dark of the tunnel was beginning to resolve at its far end into the grey of a French morning. They came out of the Channel into the Pas-de-Calais at speed, the landscape flat and pale, a long way from the jagged rock and the sourceless light and the wind that passed through the bone.

He thought about Dantalion’s offer. What the categories applicable to you now are, and what they imply. He had stood in the parallel dark with a vision that was his own by means he had no name for yet and watched a Grand Marquis of Hell do what a Grand Marquis of Hell fundamentally was, and he was sitting in a train seat in standard class and his left side was quiet and he was not any of the things he had been before Turkey.

He didn’t ask the question. He already knew there was no answer yet.

“Paris in forty minutes,” Marchosias said.

“Right.” He looked at his hands. The hands looked the same as they had before the tunnel.

The French countryside moved past the window at high speed and entirely without opinion about what had just occurred under the Channel. He thought about ink-coloured eyes and a stall in the east gallery and a debt that was about to be settled with something that exceeded what was owed by a considerable margin.

He thought about a stone that was warm in his pocket and would not be warm much longer.

He watched France arrive.
The Keeper

The Gare du Nord in November had the quality of somewhere that had seen everything and kept its opinions to itself. They came off the platform into the concourse and Mick bought a coffee he didn’t particularly want and they took the Métro south, and the stone was warm in his pocket the way it had been warm since the chamber in Turkey, and he was aware of this the way you became aware of a sound you had long since stopped noticing in the moment before it stopped.

“Sebastian,” Marchosias said, when they reached the junction.

“I remember.”

Third femur from the floor. Slightly chipped crown. The notary who died in 1743 and always knew where he was. The bone arrangement was exactly as it had been, the gap in it exactly the shape of a deliberate decision. Mick breathed out and squeezed through. The tunnel beyond was the same older limestone, the same uneven floor, the same dark that had been there long enough to have opinions about its own continuity.

The cataphiles’ gallery was empty. Their absence had a specific quality — the acoustic settling of a space that had been occupied and evacuated and not yet reoccupied, still processing the memory of people. No bluetooth speaker. No wine bottles. Just limestone and dark and the faint smell of old canvas from a sleeping bag someone had left behind.

He didn’t stop.

—

The threshold found him before he found it. The air changed first — temperature and pressure, the mineral limestone smell replaced by something older and denser and entirely without a material-realm equivalent. He pushed through the resistance. It resisted less than last time. He didn’t know if that was the threshold or him, and it was not the moment to examine the question.

—

The Market read Marchosias differently now.

Mick had no framework for quantifying this, but the space given to them was greater than it had been on the first visit, and it had nothing to do with anything he was doing. Marchosias was replenished — not merely present but full, in a way that Mick registered through the bond as a quality of weight and completeness that had been absent since before Turkey. The Market knew. Things moved aside. The entity near the threshold that had been calculating odds on their first visit looked away with the studied incuriosity of something that had reclassified the calculation considerably downward.

He kept his eyes ahead and his pace even and they reached the east gallery without incident.

—

The Keeper was where the Keeper always was.

The three broad tables laden with objects and ledgers and containers of various materials and things that defied immediate classification, arranged with the precision of a cataloguing system of considerable complexity. Behind them: the same small, neat figure moving with the contained economy of someone for whom efficiency was not a habit but a principle.

The Keeper looked at Marchosias first. Then at Mick.

And paused.

Not long — a beat, no more. The ink-coloured irises in their independent rotation went still for a moment, both of them directed at Mick simultaneously, which was not how they usually moved. The specific stillness that in a human face would mean recalibration: the expression of someone whose filed information has just been revised by direct evidence and is in the process of updating the entry. Then the irises resumed their independent movement and the Keeper settled onto the stool behind the central table and proceeded with business.

No comment. Nothing said about it.

“Grand Marquis.” The precise voice, slightly too clear for the ambient noise of the Market. A glance at Mick. “And the human again.” A pause of half a beat. “Or—” Another pause, shorter than the first. Then, simply: “Sit.”

There were stools. Mick sat.

“You told me not to come back without something worth trading,” Mick said.

The Keeper’s expression did something that occupied the general territory of a smile without quite being one. “You are here. Therefore you have.”

“The terms you extended in our last meeting,” Marchosias said. “I am here to settle them.”

The Keeper’s attention shifted toward the space Marchosias occupied. “The terms remain what they were.”

“I am not settling them in the currency they were denominated in.”

A pause. “Speak plainly.”

“I have something that exceeds them. Significantly.”

The Keeper looked at Mick.

Mick took the stone from his coat pocket and placed it on the central table.

The Keeper did not reach for it. Did not touch it. The ink-coloured irises tracked it with the attention of something that either already knew or had just understood what it was looking at. The ambient noise of the Market seemed to recede — not fully, not dramatically, but in the way that the presence of something sufficiently significant caused surrounding activity to orient itself slightly elsewhere.

“What is inside this vessel,” the Keeper said, “exceeds the agreed debt by a considerable margin.” Stated precisely, without inflection, to establish that all parties understood the arithmetic. “Is the Grand Marquis certain he wishes to pay in this currency?”

“Yes.”

“There is no change for overpayment. A Grand Marquis does not return the difference.”

“I am aware of the terms.”

A pause — not hesitation, Mick thought, but accounting. The Keeper was calculating something in the complex ledger that evidently ran behind those ink-coloured eyes: the implications of a transaction of this order, what it meant for records that stretched back further than any of the specific entities in this Market and would continue after all of them. The Keeper moved to the central ledger, opened it, and made a note in writing too small and too dense to read from where Mick sat. Then closed it and returned.

“Agreed,” the Keeper said.

What happened next was not dramatic. The Keeper placed both hands flat on the table surface, not touching the stone, and brought to bear on it a quality of attention that Mick had no framework to describe except through what he felt through the bond: a precision that made Marchosias’s most careful work look approximate. The attention of something that understood exactly what the stone contained and exactly how to receive it — not force, not opening, simply the correct kind of acknowledgement directed at the correct address, by something with sufficient authority to constitute a valid destination.

The stone was warm.

Then it wasn’t.

He hadn’t been touching it — it was on the table — but he felt the warmth stop the way you felt a sound stop. Not a transition. An absence where presence had been. The Watcher, twelve thousand years old and pre-hierarchical and patient in a way that had no calibration available to anything that had existed for less time, was gone from the stone and elsewhere, and the stone on the table was a piece of volcanic glass the size of his fist and nothing more.

The Keeper lifted their hands from the table.

Through the bond, Marchosias was quiet with a quality that was not grief and not relief and not anything with a word that fit cleanly — the specific quality of something that had been unresolved for a very long time becoming resolved, with all the weight that implied and none of the lightness that was supposed to come with it.

Mick picked up the stone. Cold. The cold of something that had held warmth long enough that its absence was a quality rather than a mere temperature. He put it back in his coat pocket.

“What will you do with it,” he said.

The Keeper looked at him. “That is not a term of the transaction.”

“I know.”

The ink-coloured irises were both pointing at him again — not long, just the beat of a recalibration. “It will be treated with the consideration appropriate to what it is. Which is to say: considerable consideration.” A pause. “You would not have brought it here otherwise.”

It was the most he was going to get. He accepted it.

“We’re done,” Marchosias said.

“You are.” The Keeper closed the central ledger with the finality of something that had been settled to the satisfaction of all relevant ledgers. Then, with the specific precision of someone who says things because the saying has been assessed as warranted: “You came back with something worth trading.”

“You told me to,” Mick said.

“Yes.” The expression did the thing it had done before — not quite a smile, but its adjacent territory. “I find that it is not always taken as the instruction it is intended to be.”

—

They did not speak until they were out of the Market and through the threshold and back in the limestone dark of the older tunnel, the section where the floor was uneven and the walls were rough and the stone in his pocket was cold.

“The original debt,” Mick said. “What would it have been.”

Marchosias was quiet for a moment. “Something agreed to in another arrangement. Long before the partnership. The Keeper held it. It would have been called eventually.”

“Something I’d have a view on.”

“Yes.”

He walked. The cold stone in his pocket, Sebastian on the corner — third femur, chipped crown, always knowing where he was — and then the bone gallery with its careful stacked arrangement of the eighteenth-century dead, and the gap in the cemented entrance, and the night air of the 14th arrondissement, cool and diesel-scented and gloriously, straightforwardly material.

He leaned against the wall and breathed it in.

“The Watcher,” he said, after a moment.

“Twelve thousand years,” Marchosias said. “First imprisoned. Then carried. Now transferred. It is accustomed to custody.” A pause with weight in it. “It will be treated with the consideration appropriate to what it is.”

He’d said nearly exactly what the Keeper had said. Mick didn’t point this out.

“Right,” he said, and pushed off the wall.

The cold stone in his pocket did not get warmer. It would not get warmer. It was now a piece of volcanic glass and nothing more, and the specific quality it had carried for the weeks since the chamber — the warm, constant, patient presence of something twelve thousand years old that had never quite stopped being aware of the world around it — was gone. The pocket where it sat was just a pocket.

He thought about the Keeper’s pause. Or— Left unfinished. Filed alongside Dantalion’s offer and the question that had followed him out of the Channel Tunnel. What the categories applicable to you now are, and what they imply. Two separate parties, two separate registers, arriving at the same moment of hesitation before the word human.

Not urgent. Not actionable. Simply present, the way things were present when they needed time before they could be named.

“The flat,” Marchosias said.

“Home,” Mick agreed.

The Paris night was cold and entirely without opinion about any of it. Somewhere above the rooflines the cloud cover had broken and there were stars, which Paris did not usually permit and which Mick took as the city offering the minimal available gesture. They walked toward the Métro, and the cold stone in his pocket was just a stone, and Paris did what Paris did, which was to continue regardless.
Courtesy Call

The address had come from the second cultist on the Eurostar, offered in the parallel dark as bargaining currency in the moment before she understood that bargaining was not the option being considered. Marchosias had received it. He received everything that was offered to him, because that was the nature of what he was — a thing that catalogued the contents of the spaces it moved through — and the address had sat in that catalogue since the Channel, useful in the specific way that information was useful when the right moment arrived for it.

The right moment was a Tuesday in December, three days after Paris.

—

It was a first floor above a locksmith’s in Peckham. The sort of building that had started as something commercial and accumulated residential floors the way buildings did in South London — without planning, through incremental compromise. The locksmith’s was still trading. A handwritten card in the window offered a twenty-four-hour call-out number. The door beside the shopfront, which led to the floor above, was unremarkable.

What was remarkable was the quality of the air in the stairwell when Mick pushed it open.

“Twelve,” Marchosias said. “In the room above. Various states of compromise. Three significant — the rest are peripheral, probably unaware of the full extent of what they’ve agreed to.”

“And Vorath.”

“Present. Through the one at the back of the room. The host is considerably further along than the woman who came to the flat.”

He went up the stairs at his ordinary pace, which was the only pace available to him in a space with a staircase this narrow and a low-beamed ceiling that had not been designed for anyone over six feet.

The door at the top was not locked. He opened it.

—

The room had been arranged for something — chairs in a loose formation, candles doing the work that the overhead light was not being asked to do. The overhead light was off. The candles were the kind that had been in place long enough that the wax had formed irregular formations on the windowsills and the corners of the mantelpiece, the accretion of repeated use. It was a room that had been used for this purpose, specifically, for years.

Twelve people. Mick counted without appearing to count. They ranged from someone who looked like a university student in the wrong kind of trouble to someone in their sixties whose eyes had the quality he had learned, seven years ago, to recognise as the product of a very long time in very close proximity to something infernal. Not possessed — not most of them — but adjacent. The kind of close that left a mark.

They all looked at him when he came through the door. Some of them looked at Marchosias — or at the space where Marchosias was, the ambient quality that was different now from how it had been in November, replenished and declared and not bothering to be subtle about what it was. Several of the people near the door stepped back. Not consciously — the body doing what the body did when something registered at the frequency that all living things were built to respond to.

At the back of the room, in a chair that was slightly more substantial than the others: a man in his fifties, short-haired, with the specific quality of someone who had been occupied for a long time. Not the shuffling vacancy of recent possession — the settled architecture of something that had been resident so long the body had restructured itself around the occupancy. The eyes were the giveaway. The irises were the colour they should be. The movement behind them was not.

The room was quiet in the way that rooms were quiet when something was paying attention to itself.

“Vorath,” Mick said. Not a question. He crossed to the nearest chair, turned it around, and sat on it backwards with his arms across the back. The room watched him do this. “We won’t keep you long.”

The man at the back looked at him with the eyes that moved wrong. “You came to my space.” Said in a register that was not quite the woman from the flat — different host, different infernal integration, but the same quality of language learned from the outside in. “Without invitation.”

“Courtesy call.” Mick took the stone from his coat pocket and set it on the nearest flat surface — the mantelpiece, between two candles — and left it there. Cold volcanic glass. Nothing in it. “I wanted to advise you directly. The item you expressed interest in acquiring has changed hands.”

A silence with weight in it.

“You went to Paris.”

“We did.” He looked at the room — the twelve people, the candle-worked surfaces, the feeling of a space that had been used for fear and had absorbed it. “The transaction was completed to everyone’s satisfaction. I thought it appropriate to let you know, given the interest you’d expressed. Out of courtesy.”

The thing in the man’s body looked at the cold stone on the mantelpiece. The irises tracked it with the quality of something that had already understood what the absence of warmth in the stone meant and was filing the information in real time. “The item is no longer accessible.”

“That’s correct.” Mick let that settle. “Which does resolve the question of whether the transaction was going to be voluntary.”

Something moved across the borrowed face — the quality of a thing that had been running a sequence and had just found the sequence concluded differently from its projection. Not anger. Something more contained than anger, and in some ways more informative. An accounting.

“He’s considering his options,” Marchosias said through the bond. “There are fewer of them than he expected.”

The calculation playing out in Vorath’s host was visible in the specific way that Mick had learned, through seven years of this work, to read the gap between what something wanted to do and what it understood it could do. Vorath was a Duke of the Fifth Order who had come to a man’s flat and stated an intention and sent his people to act on it. He was now being informed, in the politest possible terms, that the action had been taken and the outcome had not favoured him, and the messenger was sitting in his space entirely without fear.

“You’re telling me,” Vorath said through the man’s voice, “that it’s over.”

“I’m advising you that the item has changed hands and is no longer a matter of active interest to any of the parties who were pursuing it.” Mick kept his tone the same throughout — the same register he used when he rang an insurance company to close a case, the same quality of someone wrapping up a professional matter that had reached its natural conclusion. “Including yourself, I’d hope.”

“You came here to tell me to stop.”

“I came here to bring you up to date. What you do with the information is entirely your decision.” He paused. “I should mention, in the interest of full disclosure, that several other interested parties expressed comparable interest over the preceding weeks. Some of them pursued the matter rather more directly than courtesy would have recommended.” He looked at the cold stone on the mantelpiece, then back at Vorath’s host. “They were dissuaded from continuing. The manner of that dissuasion was, regrettably, quite final in certain respects. I’d have preferred a more courteous resolution, but the circumstances in which they made their approach didn’t really allow for it.”

The room had gone very still.

The twelve people who had been in various states of not understanding what was happening had arrived, collectively, at understanding. Vorath’s host was looking at the space where Marchosias was with the specific quality of something that had heard the message in those words and was processing the implications. Three of the cult’s people had gone to the Channel Tunnel on an errand. Two had come back in conditions that would require a great deal of explaining. One had come back barely capable of explaining anything, bearing a mark that everything with sufficient sensitivity to read it had already read and stepped away from.

Vorath had felt the loss of the infernals inside them. He had known, since the Eurostar, what he was dealing with. He was simply now being informed of it in language that confirmed the arithmetic explicitly, by the human who had been the object of the exercise, sitting in his space without a weapon or a ward or any visible preparation, and not remotely afraid.

“The Grand Marquis,” Vorath said, very quietly.

“Yes,” Marchosias said. Aloud. The register he used when he chose to make his presence legible to something that needed to understand exactly what was in the room with it. Not threatening. Simply present — fully, completely, replenishedly present, in a way that the depleted version of November had not been and this version was.

The man’s borrowed eyes tracked the ambient space for a long moment. Filed something. Concluded something.

“The item has changed hands,” Vorath said, finally. Not agreement — the specific register of something formally noting a position.

“That’s correct.” Mick stood and retrieved the cold stone from the mantelpiece and put it back in his pocket. “Thank you for your time.” He looked at the room — the twelve people, the candles, the accumulated wax. “I’d say give our regards to your people, but I imagine you already know how that particular courtesy was extended.”

He left through the door he’d come in.

—

The Peckham street was entirely what Peckham streets were at nine in the evening — the specific quality of a South London main road finishing its day, a chicken shop doing its chicken-shop business, a bus going south. A woman was having a conversation outside the off-licence that had the quality of something that had been going on for some time without approaching resolution.

Mick stood on the pavement and breathed the air and thought about the room above the locksmith’s and the twelve people in it and the thing that was housed in the man in the chair, and what it meant to take a Duke of the Fifth Order’s people apart in a space he didn’t control and then walk into the space he did control and inform him of it at your own convenience.

“He won’t move against us,” Marchosias said.

“I know.”

“He understands what it cost him. He understands what I am now, which he had not fully understood before.” A pause. “The others will hear about this. The visit itself is information. An entity that can afford to make courtesy calls of this kind is not an entity that is managing a threat. It is an entity that has concluded a matter and is filing the paperwork.”

“You’ve been spending too long with Reeves.”

“She has a very effective methodology.”

Mick put his hands in his coat pockets. The cold stone was in the left one. Just a stone. He thought about warmth and what its absence meant, and about twelve thousand years of patience that had moved from one form of custody to another and was now, presumably, somewhere in the east gallery beneath Paris, being treated with the consideration appropriate to what it was.

He thought about Dantalion’s offer and the Keeper’s unfinished sentence and the question that was going to need an answer eventually, on a timeline that was its own rather than his.

Not tonight. Tonight Peckham was doing Peckham, and the bus shelter across the road had a poster for something he hadn’t heard of, and the chicken shop smelled of chicken, and a man who was no longer quite what he had been before Turkey stood on the pavement and let the entirely ordinary evening be entirely ordinary for as long as it wanted to be.

“There’s a case on your desk,” Marchosias said. “Hendricks. The missing person. You have bandwidth now.”

“I know.”

“She’s been patient.”

“She has.” He looked at the bus going south and let it go. “Tube’s faster.”

They walked toward the station. The city went about its business around them, indifferent in the specific and nourishing way that cities were indifferent, and the work was there when they got back to it, which was where it always was.
Epilogue

The flat was cold when they got back, which was the flat’s winter position on any evening when the heating hadn’t been persuaded to run in advance. Mick turned it on, filled the kettle, and stood in the kitchen listening to it build toward boiling while December did what December did to the city outside the window.

“The file,” Marchosias said.

“I know.” He made the coffee and took it to the desk and sat down. The Hendricks referral was where it had been since September — under the stack of case summaries he hadn’t had bandwidth for, exactly where the note said it was. Missing person. When you have bandwidth. He had bandwidth now.

The stone was in his coat pocket. He took it out and set it on the corner of the desk. Cold volcanic glass the size of his fist, no warmth in it, no luminescence. Just a piece of obsidian that had been to Turkey and Paris and Peckham and was now on his desk. He looked at it for a moment and opened the file.

—

The missing person was twenty-three, female, three weeks gone from a bedsit in Hackney. No withdrawal from accounts. No contact with family or the two friends who’d filed the initial report. Standard profile for the first category of missing person — the one that didn’t need the SIU. Hendricks had flagged it because of the bedsit’s previous occupant, who had come through a case fourteen months ago and whose file contained a note about residual infernal attention and recommended monitoring.

“Docherty. She left in March. Went to Edinburgh.”

“So whatever was attached to the address has a new tenant.”

“Possibly. Or the girl found something that was left.” A pause with the quality of preliminary assessment. “The friends describe a change in her in the three weeks before she went. The quality of the change is—”

“I’ve read it.”

“Familiar.”

He had read it. The quality of the change was familiar in the way that things were familiar when you had seen them enough times to have a category for them: the withdrawal from the people who knew her, the new quality in her eyes that the people who cared about her called distance because they didn’t have another word, the sense of something on the other side of the glass.

“She’ll be alive,” Marchosias said. “The nature of this kind of interest doesn’t typically consume quickly. It maintains the resource.”

“I know.”

He wrote the first note on the inside of the file cover. The case was real, the girl was probably alive, and they had bandwidth now.

—

He found the ice cream at the back of the freezer at half eleven, behind a bag of frozen peas that had been there since August. The good kind — proper double cream, the variety Marchosias had established a preference for after a systematic evaluation he had conducted across the years of their partnership that Mick still didn’t entirely understand how he’d managed. He took it to the armchair.

“Sprinkles?”

“I don’t buy sprinkles.”

“I know. It’s a standing observation.”

The file was on the desk. The stone was on the corner of it. The bourbon was where it always was. December was outside the window doing its business, and the heating had finally persuaded itself to run, and the city was the city.

He ate the ice cream and thought about nothing in particular.

“Mick.”

“I know.”

“You don’t know what I was going to say.”

“You were going to say something that ends with the fact that we don’t know yet what I am. That we’ll find out when we find out.” He ate another spoonful. “I know.”

A pause with something in it that wasn’t disagreement. “The Keeper’s ‘or’. Dantalion’s offer. Two parties with some version of the answer.”

“Two parties with their own reasons for what they tell me.”

“Yes.” The bond carried the quality it carried when Marchosias found a point well-made. “There will be others. As the information distributes.”

He looked at the stone on the corner of the desk. What it was or wasn’t was a question that was waiting patiently for the right moment to require an answer.

Not tonight.

“The girl in Hackney,” Marchosias said, after a while.

“Tomorrow. We’ll go to the address first. See what reads.”

“And if it’s what I think it is?”

“Then we do what we do.”

The heating ticked in the corner. Outside, a bus made its way along the road with the specific unhurried quality of the last buses of the night, the ones that moved as if they had considered all possible destinations and found them equally adequate. The city was doing what cities did, which was to continue.

—

He thought about Lilaeth in her salon in Mayfair, the Tongue on the bone-curve end table, both of them in the sourceless light. He and Marchosias had talked about it walking away from her door in November — the same conclusion arrived at from the same direction.

“She’ll work it out eventually,” Marchosias said, following it. “That she doesn’t have what she thinks she has.”

“Or she’ll decide she does anyway.” He looked at the ceiling. “She’s very good at finding what she’s looking for.”

“Most people are. It is the central mechanism of every oracle that has ever existed. The listener does the work. The oracle provides the surface.”

“You said that in November.”

“It remains accurate.”

Some things were like that. They came back not because they were unresolved but because they were true, and true things had a specific gravity. The Tongue was in Lilaeth’s salon speaking about whatever the salon gave it to speak about, and Lilaeth was receiving it with the patience of something that had been waiting twelve thousand years for this specific resource and would wait considerably longer before admitting it wasn’t what she had expected. The Tongue would speak about walls and furniture and the properties of the air, and Lilaeth would find the prophecy in it anyway, because that was what Lilaeth did with everything.

He thought about the girl in the Hackney bedsit who had found something that had been left behind, and what the morning would look like when they went to look at it. The work was the same work it had always been: the thing that required doing because someone had to do it, because the people who needed protecting were not going to be protected by anyone else, and because this was what he was for.

What he was — in the larger, newer sense of the question — could wait.

Mick turned off the lamp. The flat was dark and the case was on the desk and the stone was on the corner of it.

“Goodnight,” he said.

“Yes,” Marchosias said.
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