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Book I: The Signal 

 

Chapter One 

“The Figure in Black Clay” 

 

There are mercies in ignorance, Nathaniel Orrin Harrow would 

later write, and there are punishments hidden in pattern. He did 

not originate those words. He found them in his great-uncle’s 

papers, penned in the cramped and urgent hand of a scholar who 

had spent forty years at the intersection of ancient languages 

and unspeakable truth, and he made them his own in the winter of 

1926, sitting in a Boston apartment surrounded by a dead man’s 

boxes, holding a piece of sculpted clay that should not have 

existed, feeling the first cold thread of a design too large and 

terrible to be called coincidence. 

His great-uncle was Professor George Carmody, Emeritus 

Professor of Semitic Languages at Brown University in Providence, 

Rhode Island. He had been ninety-two years old, distinguished and 

frail and sharper of mind than most men half his age. He had died 

on the night of the second of November, 1926, on a steep 

cobblestoned street called College Hill, in a city he had called 

home for nearly seven decades. The police report listed the cause 

of death as cardiac failure brought on by the exertion of 

climbing the hill in cold weather. His physician had not been 

surprised. His colleagues at Brown had expressed suitable sorrow. 

The university’s obituary described a towering figure in 
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comparative linguistics who had devoted his long life to the 

illumination of the ancient world. 

Harrow knew his great-uncle walked College Hill every 

evening regardless of weather, and had done so for thirty years, 

and had never required the exercise to be cut short by anything 

less than a broken ankle. He knew that the old man’s heart, while 

aged, had been examined the previous August by two separate 

cardiologists and found to be, in the words of the second 

physician, sound enough to embarrass a man of fifty. And he knew—

though he could not have explained precisely why—that the word 

accident felt wrong in his mouth when he spoke it, like a 

mispronounced syllable in a foreign language. 

There had been a sailor on the hill. Witnesses had mentioned 

him, and the police report had noted the detail and dismissed it: 

a man who had jostled the professor roughly, hard enough to cause 

him to stumble, and who had then departed into a side street and 

could not afterward be found by any inquiry at the waterfront. 

The witnesses described him as wrong-looking. Foreign in a way 

they could not place. Moving with an odd, rolling gait, as though 

the mechanics of walking were something learned rather than 

natural. No ship in Providence Harbor bore a crewman matching his 

description. No shipping manifest carried his name. He had 

appeared, jostled an old man on a dark street, and ceased to 

exist. 

Heart failure. Of course. But Carmody had been fit and 

careful, and the sailor had vanished, and the old man’s final 

weeks had been marked by a secrecy and distraction entirely 
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unlike the meticulous, collegial scholar Harrow had known his 

entire life. The letters—those two brief, oddly guarded letters 

sent in the autumn, asking whether Harrow had noticed anything 

unusual about the sea near Blackwater, whether his colleagues had 

reported strange dreams, whether the weather had seemed peculiar 

in ways that resisted conventional meteorological explanation—had 

seemed at the time like the eccentricities of extreme old age. 

They did not seem that way now. 

Harrow was thirty-two years old at the time of his great-

uncle’s death. He taught in the Department of Anthropology at 

Wychmere University in Blackwater, Massachusetts, where he 

occupied a position of modest promise, studying the material 

cultures of Polynesian peoples and the ethnological implications 

of shared mythological structures across geographically isolated 

populations. He was not, professionally or temperamentally, a 

fanciful man. He believed in evidence. He believed in careful 

reasoning. He believed that most mysteries, examined with 

sufficient patience and rigor, resolved themselves into problems 

of incomplete information rather than genuine inexplicability. He 

brought these beliefs to his great-uncle’s boxes on a grey 

Tuesday in December 1926, and by the time the afternoon light had 

failed, they had cost him more than he had known he possessed. 

* * * 

The boxes had arrived two days after the funeral—seven of 

them, delivered by the Brown University estate office with the 

practiced efficiency of an institution long accustomed to 

inheriting dead scholars’ effects. Harrow’s lawyer, Mr. Hamilton, 
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arrived the same afternoon: a compact man in his fifties who wore 

skepticism like a favored garment and transacted the world’s 

emotional business in the same brisk, practical key as its 

financial business, which Harrow had always found a comfort 

before today and found somewhat inadequate today. 

The bequest was straightforward. Carmody had left his house 

and formal academic library to Brown University, his personal 

effects and research materials and all associated artifacts and 

correspondence to his sole surviving heir. All of it to Harrow. 

Hamilton catalogued the disposition of assets in twenty minutes, 

produced the necessary papers, and had nearly finished when he 

noticed the bas-relief. 

It was sitting atop the nearest box, wrapped in brown paper, 

which Harrow had unwrapped without quite deciding to—as a man 

removes a bandage he knows will be unpleasant, the compulsion to 

know overriding the compulsion to avoid. The thing in his hands 

was perhaps eight inches in its longest dimension, dark greenish-

black in color, evidently old as certain objects communicate age 

not through wear but through some deeper property, a kind of 

temporal weight that has nothing to do with the surface. It was 

lighter than it looked, almost disturbingly so, as though its 

density was somehow inconsistent with its apparent mass. 

The carving depicted—if depicted was even the adequate word 

for a form that actively resisted straightforward description—a 

creature combining the attributes of an octopus, a dragon, and a 

humanoid form in proportions that managed simultaneously to 

suggest all three while being strictly identical to none. It had 
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tentacles where a face might have been. Wings, or something 

analogous to wings, folded against a body of implied immensity. 

The craftsmanship was skilled and precise, and the precision 

served an effect Harrow found difficult to endure for more than a 

moment at a stretch: an impression of vast, purposeful awareness 

directed upward from the stone with something very like patient 

anticipation. 

Around the base, carved in characters belonging to no 

alphabet Harrow recognized, ran a band of inscription dense with 

meaning. One word, in characters slightly larger than the rest, 

was legible in the way foreign words sometimes are when you can 

sound them out without comprehending them. 

THE DROWNED KING. 

He set it down. He became aware that his hands were 

trembling, slightly but undeniably, in a way that had nothing to 

do with the temperature of the room. 

“Some of the material is rather peculiar,” Hamilton said, in 

the carefully neutral tone of a man declining to be drawn into 

something he preferred not to think about. “I’d advise you not to 

let it draw you in. Catalog what’s there, donate the scholarly 

materials to Brown, and move on with your life.” 

Harrow said yes, of course, and looked at the bas-relief, 

and did not believe himself. 

Hamilton departed. On the desk there was also: a locked box—

ornate, heavy, dark wood with brass fittings green with 

verdigris—and a small key on a chain, found in the inside pocket 

of Carmody’s coat at the time of his death, the one place no one 
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but himself would have thought to keep it. The habit of a man who 

trusted nothing and no one with what was inside. 

The key turned easily. The box opened. Inside: journals, 

newspaper clippings, photographs of what appeared to be an 

archaeological site of impossible character, maps with 

annotations in Carmody’s small precise hand. And on top of 

everything else, a manuscript of perhaps thirty typewritten 

pages, the paper yellowed with age and long handling, titled in 

capital letters underlined twice: 

THE DROWNED CHOIR. 

Harrow sat down and began to read. 

* * * 

The manuscript was divided into two sections, or perhaps it 

had once been divided into two sections before someone had 

removed the pages that would have made the division useful. The 

first was headed: 1925—Dream and Dream Work of A. Bell, 7 Thomas 

St., Providence, R.I. The second: Narrative of Inspector Jonah R. 

Bellair, 121 Bienville St., New Orleans, La., at 1908 A.A.S. Mtg. 

Neither section was complete. Several pages had been cut away 

with a razor. Others were present only as carbon copies, misfiled 

appendices, or notes in Carmody’s private shorthand. 

Harrow read until the lack of order became its own kind of 

order. A. Bell was a young artist. Bell had brought Carmody a 

damp clay relief in March of 1925. Bell had dreamed of a city 

under black water and had woken with clay on his hands. Those 

facts were clear. The rest was scattered: dates without 

explanation, hospital references, clippings from Liverpool, 
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Buenos Aires, Bombay, and Sydney, a list of names followed by the 

notation receptive minds?, and a map on which his great-uncle had 

drawn lines from a dozen places toward one empty point in the 

southern Pacific. 

The coordinates appeared four times before Harrow understood 

that Carmody had not been using them as a label but as a 

destination: 50°7’S, 129°22’W. In the middle of nothing. Hundreds 

of miles from any charted land. Beside them, in red ink: NHAL-

KOR—LOCATION UNCONFIRMED. DO NOT ASSUME MYTH UNTIL THE RECORDS 

FAIL TO EXPLAIN IT. 

That sentence slowed him more than the grotesque figure in 

the clay had done. Carmody had not written like a convert. He had 

written like a scholar still resisting conversion. The 

distinction mattered. It meant the old man had not begun with 

belief and collected evidence to comfort it. He had begun with 

resistance and had kept looking until resistance became the less 

honest position. 

Harrow did not let the manuscript persuade him. He closed it 

at five in the afternoon, put the bas-relief in the locked drawer 

of his desk, and went out into Providence with his notebook in 

his coat pocket. 

At the police station he learned that the witness statements 

concerning the sailor on College Hill had been summarized rather 

than preserved in full. That was irregular. At the waterfront he 

learned that no sailor matching the description had been signed 

on to any vessel in Providence Harbor during the week of 

Carmody’s death. That was not irregular, but it was useful. In 
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the newspaper morgue he found the paragraph the obituary had 

omitted: Professor Carmody had been carrying a portfolio when he 

fell, and several papers had scattered down the hill before 

bystanders reached him. No such portfolio had been listed among 

his effects. 

The next morning he telephoned Butler Hospital under the 

pretext of preparing a memorial note for Carmody’s private 

papers. The clerk would not release medical records, but she 

confirmed that an Adrian Bell, age twenty-three, had been 

admitted in March of 1925 with fever and acute delirium and 

discharged in April with no continuing diagnosis. Harrow thanked 

her, hung up, and wrote the dates in his notebook. They matched 

the dates in the clippings. 

By noon he had borrowed access to the meteorological and 

seismic reports in Wychmere’s faculty exchange files. He did not 

find proof. Proof was too large a word for what he had. He found 

a smaller and more dangerous thing: independent records that 

refused to contradict Carmody. Minor disturbances had been logged 

near the Pacific coordinates in March of 1925. They had subsided 

abruptly on the second of April. The global dream reports 

clustered in the same window. Bell’s fever broke the same 

afternoon. 

Harrow sat with the reports spread across his table and 

tried, with genuine effort, to make the pattern disappear. He 

tested accident. He tested fraud. He tested hysteria, misfiled 

data, bad translation, and the morbid eccentricity of old 

scholars. None of them accounted for all of it at once. The 
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evidence remained stubborn because it had not come from one 

source. It had formed in the spaces between records that had no 

reason to know one another existed. 

Only then did he return to the manuscript. Only then did he 

allow himself to read the second section not as revelation but as 

testimony awaiting cross-examination. 

* * * 

The phone rang while he was still deep in the second section 

of the manuscript, startling him badly enough that he knocked 

over a pile of newspaper clippings. 

Dr. William Channing Venn introduced himself as a colleague 

of Carmody’s, an old friend, a man who had been watching to see 

what happened after the professor’s death. He wanted to meet in 

person. He wanted to talk about the research. He could not say 

more on the telephone; the telephone was not the right medium for 

what needed to be said. 

When Harrow mentioned the manuscript—the Drowned King cult 

files—the line went quiet for a long moment in the way silence 

goes quiet when someone is rearranging their response to what 

they have just heard. 

“You’ve found the main files already,” Venn said. There was 

something in his voice that Harrow could not identify precisely—

it was not quite relief and not quite alarm and perhaps it was 

both, inhabiting the same frequency. “Good. Come to Princeton. 

Tomorrow if you can. Bring the bas-relief, and everything in the 

files about the 1908 incident.” A pause. “And Mr. Harrow—take 

care between now and then. The material you’ve been reading is 
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not merely academic. The people who killed your uncle—and he was 

killed, whatever the death certificate says—are still active.” 

He hung up. 

Harrow held the phone for a moment. Then he put it down and 

returned to the second section, but not to master it. The pages 

were out of order, several references had been removed, and 

Carmody had cross-indexed the account in a private shorthand 

Harrow could only partly follow. What it offered was not 

explanation but direction: a police inspector in New Orleans, an 

idol taken from a swamp clearing, a conference in St. Louis, and 

a name repeated often enough to make the paper feel contaminated 

by it. 

* * * 

The second section was worse because it was incomplete. It 

was not an orderly account but the remainder of one: Bellair’s 

name, the date 1908, fragments of prisoner testimony, a sketch of 

an idol matching the bas-relief, and a set of repeated 

coordinates that drew Harrow’s eye every time he tried to look 

elsewhere. The full narrative was either missing or deliberately 

displaced. Carmody had left enough to make retreat impossible and 

not enough to make action sensible. That, Harrow suspected, had 

been the point. 

He sat for a long time in the dark apartment, listening to 

the harbor below and thinking about the pattern. It did not go 

away when he stopped reading. It pointed outward: New Orleans, 

St. Louis, Princeton, Auckland, and finally to a fixed place in 

the southern Pacific where no land appeared on any chart. 
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* * * 

The package arrived the following morning, before he left 

for Princeton. 

No return address. Providence postmark. Dated November 2nd, 

1926—the night his great-uncle had died. The old man had taken 

precautions in his final weeks, apparently: he had prepared for 

the possibility that his heart might fail on College Hill, or 

that something else might produce the same result, and he had 

arranged for what he wanted Harrow to have to arrive regardless. 

Inside: a smaller journal, more recent than the others, 

written in a hand that showed the urgency of recent months rather 

than the measured pace of decades. More papers, more recent in 

date, clearly compiled in the last months of Carmody’s life. And 

a note, on a single folded sheet, in his uncle’s cramped 

handwriting: 

NATHANIEL—IF YOU ARE READING THIS, I AM DEAD. IT WILL APPEAR 

TO HAVE BEEN NATURAL CAUSES. IT WAS NOT. THEY HAVE BEEN WATCHING 

ME FOR MONTHS. THE SAILOR ON COLLEGE HILL WAS NO ACCIDENT. 

CONTINUE MY WORK, BUT BE CAREFUL. THE CULT IS REAL. WHAT THEY 

WORSHIP IS REAL. AND SOMETHING HAPPENED IN MARCH AND APRIL OF 

1925 THAT SUGGESTS THE WAITING IS NEARLY OVER. I HAVE ENCLOSED 

COORDINATES. FOLLOW THEM. FIND THE ARDENT. FIND WHAT THE SAILORS 

SAW. AND FOR GOD’S SAKE, TRUST NO ONE UNTIL YOU HAVE VERIFIED 

THEM INDEPENDENTLY. SOME TRUTHS CANNOT BE UNFOUND. THIS IS ONE OF 

THEM. YOUR LOVING UNCLE, G.C. 

On a separate sheet, in careful figures: 50°7’S, 129°22’W. 

The same coordinates as the map. 
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Harrow folded the note and placed it in his breast pocket. 

He packed the bas-relief carefully in the bottom of his bag, 

wrapped in its brown paper. He gathered the manuscript, the maps, 

the clippings, his uncle’s newer journal. He locked his apartment 

behind him and drove to Princeton. 

* * * 

Dr. William Channing Venn’s office in Dickinson Hall 

occupied the third floor of a building that smelled pleasantly of 

old paper and unpleasantly of a deeper age—as though the books 

had been generating their own atmosphere for so long that the 

room had come to share it. The office had the appearance of an 

ongoing and possibly permanent argument with order: books on 

every surface, maps covering every wall space not occupied by 

shelves, artifacts from six continents arranged according to no 

system Harrow could identify beyond the general principle of 

significant-proximity, objects placed near other objects because 

they had some relation legible only to the office’s occupant. 

Venn himself was perhaps sixty-five, with the eyes of a man 

who had slept badly for many years and the hands of someone who 

worked constantly, reaching for pens and papers with the 

automatic ease of a person who trusts their hands to know where 

things are. He rose when Harrow entered, and shook his hand with 

the slightly excessive firmness of a man deeply relieved that he 

had come and trying to contain that relief within the boundaries 

of professional courtesy. 

They talked for three hours. 
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Venn had been working in parallel with Carmody since 1908—

not collaboratively, exactly, but convergently, as two people 

investigating the same phenomenon from different disciplinary 

angles tend to converge without coordination. Carmody had focused 

on the linguistic and anthropological evidence: prisoner 

testimony, ritual phrases, cult distribution, the grim 

anthropology of belief that survives because families make it 

ordinary. Venn had worked from the natural sciences end: 

seismology, marine geology, astronomical cycles, and the physical 

evidence for unusual activity at the Nhal-Kor coordinates. 

Harrow did not let him lecture. He put his own notebook on 

the desk and opened it to the pages from Providence: the missing 

witness statements, the vanished sailor, Adrian Bell’s hospital 

dates, the seismic record, the omitted portfolio. Venn read them 

with increasing stillness. 

“Good,” Venn said at last. “Your uncle would have approved 

of that. He was afraid you would believe too quickly.” 

“I don’t believe,” Harrow said. “I have a sequence of 

records that will not explain themselves.” 

“That is usually where belief begins.” Venn went to a locked 

cabinet, took a folder from the rear, and laid it between them. 

“The Ardent.” 

The folder did not contain the log. That was the first 

disappointment and, a moment later, the first encouragement. It 

contained copies of docket numbers, telegram abstracts, insurance 

denials, hospital notations, and three pages of Venn’s 

correspondence with a maritime clerk in Auckland who had been 
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helpful until he abruptly stopped being helpful. Every document 

was partial. Every partial document pointed at the same absence. 

Norwegian freighter. Auckland registry. Recovered adrift on 

the twelfth of April, 1925. Crew dead or dying. Official finding: 

dehydration, exposure, violence among the crew, and mental 

disturbance of unknown origin. Ship’s log removed by naval 

authority. One sailor briefly alive. Name redacted in one file, 

visible in another: Gunnar Voss, second mate. 

“Your uncle was trying to get the sealed investigation,” 

Venn said. “Not because it would tell him everything. Because it 

would tell him whether the records had been sealed to protect 

reputations or to protect the world from knowing what reputations 

had seen.” 

“And you think the answer is in Auckland.” 

“I think the next answer is in Auckland. That is not the 

same thing.” Venn touched the edge of the folder but did not push 

it toward Harrow yet. “There may also be a private account. The 

second mate was hospitalized before he was returned to Norway. If 

he wrote anything during that interval, it will not be in the 

maritime file. It may not have been destroyed because no official 

understood it was important.” 

Harrow looked at the docket numbers, the hospital initials, 

the consular abbreviation written in the margin. A path, not an 

explanation. That made it more useful than another inherited 

revelation. 

“What did the Ardent find?” he asked. 
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Venn’s answer came slowly. “Enough that your uncle spent the 

last year of his life trying to prove the ship existed in the 

wrong place at the wrong time. Enough that the cult began 

watching him once he got close. Enough that I do not intend to 

say more until you have seen a record I did not select for you.” 

“You trust the records more than yourself?” 

“I trust a chain of custody more than fear.” 

They worked through the folder for another hour, Harrow 

copying numbers, Anna Voss’s name appearing for the first time as 

a marginal reference in Venn’s notes, New Orleans and St. Louis 

recurring as older coordinates in the same evidentiary map. The 

Bellair material, Venn said, mattered less as legend than as the 

first modern police contact with a cult that had since become 

disciplined, transnational, and patient. 

“Your uncle spent his final weeks trying to assemble hard 

evidence,” Venn said. “Something that could be brought to people 

who would not read a mythological argument but might read a 

maritime inquiry, a hospital file, a naval seal. He was close. 

Very close. And then he was killed.” 

“Where do I start?” 

“Auckland. The Maritime Office first, because that is where 

they will refuse you. Then the hospital, because hospitals 

misplace things differently from governments. And Mr. Harrow—do 

not travel as though this is a scholarly errand. The people who 

killed your uncle are still active.” 

Before Harrow could answer, something changed in the 

corridor outside the closed door. It was not a footstep. It was 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   17 

not a voice. It was the removal of ordinary sound from a space 

where ordinary sound should have continued—the corridor’s small 

creaks, the distant movement of students, the living texture of 

an occupied building. All of it thinned at once. 

Venn stopped moving. His hand remained on the folder. His 

eyes went to the door. 

* * * 

The door opened. 

The figure in the doorway was the sailor. Harrow had never 

seen him before, and he was instantly recognizable—not because he 

matched any description, but because the category of wrongness 

Harrow had read about was now instantiated in a specific 

individual, and every detail confirmed it. The absolute 

stillness. The eyes that caught and reflected the dim corridor 

light with a quality inconsistent with how eyes work. The body 

standing in the frame of the door with the complete immobility of 

something that had not learned stillness from fatigue or 

attention but simply was still, the way objects are still rather 

than the way living things are when they choose to stop moving. 

The voice was precise in its construction and utterly empty 

of the living quality that makes a voice a voice rather than a 

reproduction of one. 

“The Professor knew too much,” it said. “You know too much. 

The Abyssal Sovereign does not permit such knowledge.” 

“Run,” Venn said. There was nothing academic in his voice. 

Harrow grabbed the bas-relief and Venn’s Ardent folder from 

the desk and went through the window. The fire escape held his 
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weight. He went down two flights in a controlled fall that erred 

toward the uncontrolled, reached the bottom, and ran. Behind him, 

from the window he had just vacated, a sound reached him—brief 

and absolute, the sound of Venn’s knowledge reaching its final 

terminus. He did not look back. He had already understood that 

there were things, in the category of things he was now dealing 

with, that should not be looked at directly. 

He reached his car, got in, started the engine, drove. It 

was two miles before his hands steadied enough for him to reduce 

his speed below dangerous. In the rearview mirror, when he 

finally looked: the sailor, standing in the middle of the street 

outside Dickinson Hall, watching him go. Not pursuing. Simply 

standing. As though the pursuit was unnecessary because there was 

nowhere to go that was not already anticipated. 

* * * 

He drove back to Boston in a state he could not precisely 

name, which was itself a form of information. He had a vocabulary 

for fear, for shock, for the particular cognitive disorganization 

that follows violence, and none of these entirely fit what he was 

experiencing. What he felt was the feeling of a framework being 

replaced. The replacement was not comfortable. The old framework 

had been wrong, but it had been workable, and the new one was 

true in ways that made functioning within it considerably more 

complicated. 

The police called while he was still an hour from the city. 

Princeton Police Department, a carefully neutral voice informed 

him, responding to reports of an incident at Dickinson Hall. Dr. 
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William Channing Venn, Professor Emeritus of Anthropology, had 

been found dead in his office. The cause appeared to be cardiac 

arrest. The office had been locked from the inside, which was 

being treated as an irregularity pending further investigation. 

Had Mr. Harrow perhaps been in the building that afternoon? 

He said he had been running late and had not arrived in 

time. He drove the remaining hour in silence. 

His apartment, when he reached it, was undisturbed. He lit 

the lamps and sat in the center of what he knew, which was now 

considerably more than what he had known that morning and 

considerably less than what he needed to know to do anything 

useful with any of it. The bas-relief sat on his desk. Venn’s 

Ardent folder sat beside it. In his breast pocket was his great-

uncle’s letter, grown warm against him, the patient posthumous 

voice advising caution and courage in the same breath. 

Heart attack. Cardiac arrest. The pattern was clear enough 

that it ceased to function as coincidence: his great-uncle on 

College Hill, Dr. Venn in a locked office. Both of them dead from 

the apparent failure of hearts that recent medical assessment had 

found to be in adequate condition. Both of them killed, in the 

manner that allowed the police report to record cardiac event and 

close the case, by something that came and went without leaving 

evidence of its passing. Something that moved through a world of 

evidence the way a stone moves through water, leaving ripples and 

no trace. 

His phone rang. He let it ring until the voicemail took it. 

Then he listened to the message. 
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The voice was wrong in the way he recognized from Princeton: 

precise in its construction, yet empty of the living quality that 

makes a voice a voice rather than a reproduction of one. It told 

him, in brief and direct language, that he had seen the 

consequences of pursuing forbidden knowledge, and that the choice 

was simple. Burn the papers. Destroy the idol. Return to 

ignorance and live. The stars were aligning. The time was near. 

They were watching. 

He sat with the message played out into silence, looking at 

the bas-relief, looking at the word in its alien inscription that 

he could read without understanding. 

He thought of his great-uncle on College Hill, reaching for 

papers that scattered in the dark. He thought of Venn saying run 

with nothing academic in his voice. He thought of Venn’s thin 

Ardent folder and the greater file it implied. He thought of the 

design—global, coherent, pointed—that now lived in his mind and 

would go on living there regardless of what he chose to do next, 

because patterns, once seen, cannot be unseen. 

He got up, went to his bedroom, and began to pack. 

* * * 

He booked passage to New Zealand through the SS Atlantic’s 

London connection, sailing at dawn. He did not sleep. He spent 

the remaining dark hours going back through what he had, 

organizing it, identifying what he still needed. Venn’s Ardent 

folder was not testimony yet. It was a map of refusals, docket 

numbers, hospital initials, and sealed files—useful because it 

showed him where living institutions had tried to bury the dead. 
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What he needed was the maritime authority’s own records: the 

official investigation, the sealed files that his uncle had been 

denied. Those were in Auckland. Auckland was reachable. 

The morning came grey and cold. Boston Harbor under a sky 

the color of old pewter, the water dark and choppy, the familiar 

geography of his city doing its best to look like a place where 

strange things did not happen. He stood on the dock with his bag 

in one hand and thought about Hamilton’s advice—finish 

cataloguing, donate what’s valuable, move on with your life—and 

thought about his uncle’s advice, which was the opposite of that 

in every detail, and thought about the sailors of the Ardent, who 

had not been consulted about their advice because they were no 

longer available to give it. 

He thought about patterns. The one before him was real. He 

had seen it. He could not unsee it. Ignorance had its mercies, as 

his uncle had written, but pattern was the instrument by which 

mercy was withdrawn. Once the correlation had been made, once the 

structure was visible, the mercy was forfeit. There was no going 

back to not knowing. There was only the choice between knowing 

and acting on what you knew, or knowing and pretending you 

didn’t, which was not a choice you could sustain indefinitely. 

He would go to Auckland. He would find the official files. 

He would discover what existed at 50°7’S, 129°22’W, beneath six 

miles of Pacific Ocean, dreaming its patient alien dreams and 

broadcasting them upward through all that weight of water into 

the sleeping minds of those who were, for reasons not yet 

understood, capable of receiving it. 
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And then he would figure out what, if anything, human beings 

were supposed to do about it. 

The ship was called the SS Atlantic. He climbed the gangway 

in the grey morning light, found the railing, and watched Boston 

shrink behind him as the vessel moved out of the harbor into open 

water. 

Below the hull, the Atlantic was very deep. Fathomless, in 

the literal sense of that word: beyond the reach of any measuring 

instrument, beyond the point at which human knowledge of depth 

applied. Down there, in the pressures and the darkness where the 

laws of the surface world applied imperfectly if at all, things 

lived that had never been catalogued by any taxonomy. He had 

spent years studying the material traces of human culture, and he 

knew, as all anthropologists knew, that the human record was a 

surface phenomenon—a thin bright layer floating on depths that 

were mostly unknown, mostly undocumented, mostly dark. 

He understood, standing at that railing, that he had just 

found out how deep the depths actually went. 

Far below him, beyond all plausible human measure, in black 

distances beneath black distances, in the pressures where steel 

would collapse and light did not reach and the last trace of the 

surface world ceased to have any meaning, something dreamed a 

dream that reached all the way up through the ocean and into the 

minds of those who were capable of receiving it. It was still 

dreaming. It had been dreaming for millions of years, and it 

would go on dreaming until something changed—until the vault 
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opened fully, until the conditions were met, until the long 

patience of the thing in Nhal-Kor was finally, fully rewarded. 

He watched the city disappear, and the open water opened 

around him, and the sun came up behind heavy cloud and lit 

nothing, and he thought: 

Beneath Nhal-Kor, the Drowned King dreams in the dark. 

And then: 

How much longer? 

 

* * * 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two 

“The Tale of Inspector Bellair” 

 

Three days out from Boston and the SS Atlantic had settled 

into the deep-ocean rhythm that, under other circumstances, 

Harrow might have found restorative: the long roll of the hull 

through Atlantic swells, the creak of timber and steel in 

conversation with each other, the quality of shipboard silence 

that is never quite silent because the ocean is never quite 

still. Under other circumstances. These were not other 

circumstances. 

He had given up trying to write the notes he’d planned to 

write, and given up trying to sleep the sleep he’d planned to 
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sleep, and had settled instead into what was left: sitting at the 

small desk in his second-class cabin with his great-uncle’s 

manuscript open before him and the bas-relief wrapped in its 

brown paper at the far corner of the desk, as far from him as the 

desk’s dimensions would allow. He had found, in the first hours 

of the voyage, that he could not bear to look at it constantly. 

Not because sustained exposure caused him any demonstrable harm, 

but because the potential of harm seemed to accumulate with 

proximity, the way you feel the heat of a fire grow as you stand 

too close, the warmth becoming something other than warmth. 

The knock came at half past ten, the November Atlantic 

pressing dark against his porthole. 

“Telegram, sir,” said the steward. “Came in over the 

wireless. Marked urgent.” 

Harrow tipped the man, closed the door, broke the seal. 

STOP YOUR INVESTIGATION. DR. VENN’S DEATH RULED NATURAL 

CAUSES. NO FOUL PLAY SUSPECTED. PRINCETON PD CASE CLOSED. THIS IS 

YOUR FINAL WARNING. TURN BACK NOW OR FACE CONSEQUENCES. — A 

FRIEND. 

He read it twice. Then he set it on the desk, pressed his 

palms flat against the surface, and sat with the information for 

a long moment. 

They knew where he was. They knew he was investigating. They 

knew the precise status of the Princeton case and wanted him to 

know they knew. They were organized, well-connected, and patient 

enough to track him onto a passenger ship in the middle of the 
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Atlantic rather than simply let him continue and deal with the 

consequences at his destination. 

Which meant they were afraid of what he would find when he 

arrived. 

He crumpled the telegram, dropped it on the floor, and 

returned to the manuscript. 

Harrow was rereading the map section for the third time, 

making notes in the margin of the page he’d torn from his 

notebook, when the knock came at his cabin door. 

“Who is it?” He was already covering the bas-relief. 

“Cabin steward, sir. You requested extra blankets.” 

He had made no such request. He put his hand on the 

manuscript and went to the door and opened it. 

The woman in the corridor was in her early thirties, dark-

haired and composed in the manner of someone who has learned 

composure from practice rather than temperament. She was dressed 

practically, carried a leather satchel that appeared to be full 

and had clearly been packed for travel rather than arrival. She 

was not the cabin steward. 

“Mr. Harrow,” she said, and pushed past him into the cabin 

before he could respond. 

He closed the door. He stood between her and the desk with 

the manuscript on it, a reflex. 

“My name is Anna Voss,” she said, turning to face him. She 

had taken in the manuscript and the shape of the wrapped bas-

relief with a single, practiced assessment, and her expression 

had not changed. “I am the granddaughter of Eirik Voss, the 
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Norwegian explorer your great-uncle referenced in his research on 

Greenland cult activity. I have been following your investigation 

since Boston. I am on this ship because I boarded in Boston, two 

cabins down from yours, and I have been watching to make sure you 

were not interfered with between there and wherever you think you 

are going.” 

Harrow said, “You’re Eirik Voss’s granddaughter.” 

“Yes.” 

“Your grandfather went mad studying this.” 

“That is not quite accurate,” she said, with the precision 

of someone who had been correcting this mischaracterization for 

some time. “My grandfather went mad after seeing something that 

does that to people. The studying was the least of it. And before 

he died he passed his research to my father, and my father passed 

it to me, and I have spent twelve years building on what both of 

them built, which is why I know considerably more about what 

you’re walking into than you do, and why I am here to tell you to 

turn back.” 

She opened her satchel and produced a photograph. An old 

man, photographed in a room dense with papers and artifacts, 

clutching an idol that was recognizably similar to the one 

wrapped in paper on Harrow’s desk. The old man’s eyes, in the 

photograph, had the quality of something that had seen further 

than eyes are meant to see and had not recovered from the 

distance. 

“Three months before he died,” Anna said. “My father looked 

the same way at the end. And Dr. Venn. And your great-uncle, 
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according to the accounts I have of him in his final months. This 

is what this knowledge does to people over time. It erodes the 

certainty that the world is organized the way we need it to be 

organized in order to function. The cult kills the ones who get 

close. The knowledge kills the ones it doesn’t get to first. Turn 

back. Go home. Let this be what it is.” 

Harrow considered this. He considered Venn’s office and the 

figure in the doorway and the sound behind him as he went through 

the window. He considered the telegram crumpled on the floor. 

“Why are you here if you want me to turn back?” he asked. 

She put the photograph away. “Because my grandfather made me 

promise. Before he died, he told me that if anyone ever tried to 

finish this research—to actually carry it through to what it 

pointed at—I was to help them. He believed that the knowledge 

would be needed. That someone, someday, would have to face what’s 

coming, and that facing it unprepared is the same as not facing 

it at all.” A pause. “So I am here both to advise you to stop and 

to assist you if you will not. Which you will not.” 

“How do you know?” 

“You didn’t stop when your great-uncle was killed. You 

didn’t stop when Dr. Venn was killed in front of you. You didn’t 

stop when they sent a telegram to a ship in the middle of the 

Atlantic.” She extended her hand. “Did you find any references in 

your uncle’s research to a Norwegian sailor named Gunnar Voss? 

Second mate of the Ardent?” 

Harrow shook her hand. “No. Why?” 
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“Because he survived,” she said. “Eirik Voss’s research 

suggests there was one member of the Ardent’s crew who came 

through what happened in March 1925 with his sanity substantially 

intact. He made it back to Oslo. He kept a personal diary. Not 

the ship’s log, which was seized by the maritime authorities—his 

own private account, which may still exist somewhere, if the cult 

hasn’t found and destroyed it.” She sat down and opened her 

satchel on the small table. “That’s why we’re going to New 

Zealand. Not just for the official files. For a thread that leads 

to Voss’s private record.” 

She pulled out her own sheaf of documents and laid them 

beside Harrow’s on the desk. 

They went to work. 

For the next hour they interrogated Carmody’s archive rather 

than simply reading it. Anna marked every point at which Voss 

family testimony confirmed or contradicted the professor’s notes. 

Harrow translated fragments of the chant, checked dates against 

the Ardent log, and built a provisional sequence on the back of a 

folded timetable. By midnight the scattered papers had become 

less an inherited dossier than a case they were actively 

rebuilding, one gap and one corroboration at a time. 

Only after Anna had spread her own documents beside 

Carmody’s did the 1908 material begin to make sense. Harrow no 

longer encountered it as a dead scholar’s preserved revelation. 

He and Anna tested it against shipping records, family diaries, 

police summaries, and the marginal notes Eirik Voss had hidden in 

a private cipher. The Bellair file divided the incident into 
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three surviving strands: the inspector’s narrative, a summary of 

the prisoner interrogations, and Carmody’s personal addendum of 

January 1909, written in the cramped, urgent hand of a man who 

had just confirmed something he had spent years hoping to 

disprove. Anna supplied missing names; Harrow supplied the 

linguistic cross-references; together, somewhere in the mid-

Atlantic, they reconstructed what Inspector Jonah Reed Bellair 

had actually found. 

* * * 

Inspector Jonah Reed Bellair had been forty years old that 

November of 1908 and had spent fifteen of those years policing 

New Orleans, a city that generated a wider variety of human 

experience than most and had long ago cured him of any tendency 

toward credulity or easy alarm. He was a compact, practical man 

who believed in evidence and procedure and the value of arriving 

at a scene with sufficient personnel and a clear chain of 

command. He was not a man who frightened easily. He was not, as 

far as Harrow could determine from his great-uncle’s careful 

notes, a man who frightened at all. 

A Cajun trapper named Étienne Moreau had begun the process 

of changing that. 

Moreau had come in from the bayou country south of the city 

with a complaint that was not, technically, a police matter: 

drums in the swamp at night, chanting in an unknown language, 

sounds that he could not describe with any precision but which 

had kept him from sleeping for three weeks and which had cost him 

a business partner. His partner Devereux had gone to investigate 
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on the third night and had not returned. Whether a missing person 

made it a police matter was debatable. Bellair had made a habit 

of erring toward involvement whenever the word disappeared was 

used. 

He listened to Moreau’s account with the expressionless 

attention of a man who had learned that visible reactions during 

testimony either encouraged embellishment or frightened the 

witness into silence, and he wrote down what the trapper said 

with the shorthand of fifteen years’ practice in recording and 

evaluating simultaneously. 

Drums. Many drums, rhythmic and insistent, not like any 

drumming Moreau had heard before, and he had heard many kinds in 

the bayou country. Voices chanting in a language that was not 

French, not the Creole patois of the local communities, not any 

variant of the West African languages that inflected the music 

and ritual life of the region. Something older than any of those, 

or something that felt older—Moreau, who was not a musical man, 

struggled to articulate the quality that most disturbed him. It 

felt old, he kept saying. It felt like it had always been there, 

in the swamp, before the swamp, before the city, before memory 

could reach. 

And screaming, at intervals. Not all of it sounded like 

distress. 

Bellair got twenty officers together, added ten deputies 

from the bayou parishes whose knowledge of the terrain was 

needed, and went out that night. 

* * * 
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The bayou south of New Orleans at midnight was a different 

world from the one Harrow inhabited as he read about it, and a 

different world from any place organized around the principle 

that human beings were the primary operators and the scale of 

things could be measured against the human body and found 

comprehensible. The swamp at night operated on different 

principles. The darkness was not the absence of light but a 

substance in its own right, thick with moisture and the deep 

organic smell of standing water and slow decay, interrupted by 

sounds that suggested movement without revealing its source. 

Bellair’s men moved through it in silence, lanterns doused, 

following Moreau by touch and by the sound of his footsteps in 

the water, and each of them — according to the account that 

Carmody had compiled from their later testimonies — felt at some 

point during that walk the unease that comes from the intuition 

that the environment you are moving through is not indifferent to 

your presence. 

The drums reached them first. Or rather, the drums became 

audible at a range that still permitted the option of turning 

back, and Harrow imagined most of the thirty men began seriously 

considering that option at approximately the same moment. 

The rhythm was wrong. That was the point his great-uncle’s 

notes kept returning to, drawn from the accounts of multiple 

officers independently interviewed: it was recognizably drumming, 

in that it involved percussive instruments struck in sequence, 

but the sequence did not behave as human percussion behaves. It 

did not resolve. It did not breathe. It built and built without 
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releasing, a sustained tension with no counterpart in any musical 

tradition any of them could name, communicating less emotion than 

function—a use of sound for which they had no vocabulary because 

the purpose was not a human one. 

Then the chanting joined the drums and made the drums seem, 

by comparison, almost reassuring. 

The clearing was perhaps two hundred feet across and had 

been in use for a long time. The ground was beaten flat. The 

surrounding trees showed the marks of long exposure to firelight. 

And the altar at the center had a permanence about it that argued 

for centuries of use, or longer—fashioned from stone that did not 

match the local geology, carved with symbols that Carmody had 

been collecting variants of for seventeen years without finding 

their source in any identified tradition. 

About a hundred people danced around the fire. 

The dancing was not the social performance of celebration 

nor the controlled enactment of ritual as Bellair understood 

ritual in the religious traditions of the city he policed. It was 

frenzy—organized frenzy, if that was a coherent category, frenzy 

coordinated by the rhythm and the chant into something that 

resembled less a gathering of individuals losing control and more 

a single organism following its instincts toward some end that 

the individual components could not have named and did not need 

to name. Men and women, old and young, every gradation of 

complexion the city could produce, mixed together in ways that 

would have been socially impossible in 1908 Louisiana under any 
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circumstances other than the complete and total irrelevance of 

those distinctions to whatever had gathered them here. 

At the center of the clearing, near the altar, six people 

were not dancing. They were bound. 

Bellair gave the signal. 

The raid was brief and violent. Thirty officers entering 

from six directions produced the usual results in the first 

seconds: most of the gathering fled, some fought, a few froze. 

The ones who fought were terrifying in the way people are 

terrifying when they show no instinct for self-preservation—not 

the terrifying of the aggressive, who are at least pursuing a 

comprehensible goal, but the terrifying of the simply 

unconcerned, who had apparently ceased to calculate their own 

survival in whatever framework was currently operating in their 

minds. Bellair fought his way to the altar through four of them, 

and he freed the six bound individuals, and he got them away from 

the fire and from the altar and from the sight of the idol he had 

not yet found but whose presence he already somehow felt in the 

clearing, the way you feel an unlit room is occupied before you 

can name what told you so. 

Forty-seven prisoners. Several dead. The rest gone into the 

swamp, where the bayou country closed around them with the 

impersonal thoroughness of deep water closing over a dropped 

stone. 

Bellair did not feel that this constituted a success. 

* * * 
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First light revealed the clearing in full and made several 

things apparent that the darkness had not. The altar was larger 

than it had seemed, and older, and the carvings on its surface 

were dense and intricate and produced, when studied for more than 

a moment, a faint but unmistakable disorientation—the sensation 

of the eye pursuing a line that did not behave as lines were 

supposed to behave, following angles that were subtly but 

insistently wrong. Bellair was not an educated man in the 

academic sense, but he had spent fifteen years reading crime 

scenes, and a crime scene required above all the ability to look 

clearly at what was actually there rather than what logic 

suggested should be there. He was good at looking clearly. The 

altar defeated him. He could look at individual sections of it 

for short periods before his attention slid away, as though the 

carvings were exercising some gentle but persistent pressure 

against the attempt to comprehend them. 

He found the idol in a crude wooden shelter at the 

clearing’s edge, wrapped in cloth that seemed to be rotting away 

from it as though the stone rejected covering. 

Seven inches tall, carved from a dark greenish-black stone 

that did not correspond to any local formation he knew. Lighter 

than it should have been given its apparent density. Slightly 

warm to the touch, not from the residual heat of proximity to the 

fire, but in some way that felt interior, generated. It depicted 

a creature of no taxonomy he could place: tentacled where a face 

might have been, winged in a way that suggested flight without 

suggesting any mechanism by which flight could occur, bodily 
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proportioned in a way that was almost but not quite humanoid and 

that produced, when you looked at it too long, the same quiet 

wrongness as the altar’s carvings. 

He wrapped it in his handkerchief and put it in his pocket, 

and he told his sergeant to secure the rest of the scene, and he 

stood at the clearing’s edge watching the light come up across 

the swamp and thought: there is something here I do not 

understand, and the people I would normally take something I do 

not understand to are not going to be able to help me with this. 

He needed scholars. Not police scholars. The other kind. 

* * * 

The interrogations took three weeks. Forty-seven prisoners, 

interviewed singly, produced forty-seven variants of the same 

account with a consistency that ruled out the obvious explanation 

of collusion. Bellair read through the transcripts looking for 

contradictions and found almost none—not the artificial unanimity 

of a rehearsed story but the organic consistency of people who 

had been told the same things from childhood and had never had 

reason to doubt them. 

A man named Pierre Fontenot, forty-five, white, formerly a 

schoolteacher, was the most articulate and the most disturbing. 

“You think your laws matter?” Fontenot said, in the first 

interrogation, in the same conversational tone in which he might 

have discussed the weather. “You think your civilization matters? 

When He wakes, when the vault opens, all your courts and your 

prisons will be swept away like sand before the tide.” 

Bellair asked who He was. 
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“The Abyssal Sovereign. The Drowned King. The sleeper 

beneath Nhal-Kor, the Eternal Below, who will rise when the vault 

opens and remake the world in its image.” 

The name—spoken aloud in the fluorescent institutional light 

of a New Orleans interrogation room, by a man who had been a 

schoolteacher—produced in Bellair an effect he did not record in 

his official notes. He preserved it only in the personal account 

he later wrote for Carmody: not fear exactly, but the sense of a 

gap opening in the fabric of the ordinary, a place where ordinary 

rules no longer applied. 

The prisoners described Nhal-Kor as if recounting personal 

experience rather than inherited legend. A city beneath the 

Pacific Ocean, at coordinates that Bellair duly noted and that 

matched, as he would later discover, the coordinates his great-

uncle had independently calculated. A city of impossible size, 

built to principles of architecture that did not derive from 

human engineering, that had sunk beneath the waves in prehistory 

and lay at the ocean’s deepest floor with its structures intact 

because the structural properties of its geometry, according to 

the prisoners, were such that ordinary physical forces could not 

compress it. 

And in the deepest chamber of the deepest temple, something 

waited. Dreamed. Sent its dreams upward through miles of black 

water and into the minds of those who were, for reasons neither 

the prisoners nor Carmody could fully explain, capable of 

receiving them. 
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The police physician, examining all forty-seven, reported 

back to Bellair at the end of the second week: no evidence of 

narcotics, no signs of dementia or clinical delusion, no 

neurological abnormalities that would account for shared 

hallucination. Perfectly lucid individuals who believed perfectly 

unshakeable things. Beliefs that appeared, as far as the 

physician could determine, to be hereditary—not indoctrinated in 

adulthood but absorbed from childhood within families and 

communities for which the worship of the Drowned King was not a 

religious choice but simply the shape of reality. 

Bellair thanked the physician and sat alone in his office 

with the idol and the interrogation transcripts and the growing 

conviction that he had encountered something his professional 

training was not designed to process, and that the only thing to 

do was find someone whose training was. 

* * * 

The American Archaeological Society held its annual 

conference in St. Louis in December of 1908, and Bellair attended 

as a suppliant—which was not his natural relationship with any 

institution, and which he found uncomfortable as practical people 

find academic gatherings uncomfortable: the sense of being 

evaluated by criteria that he did not share and whose relevance 

he could not entirely grant. 

He set the idol on the table at the front of the conference 

room and introduced himself and gave his account in the tone of a 

police report, which was the only tone he had for this kind of 

thing, and he watched the scholars lean forward with the mixture 
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of fascination and professional skepticism that academics bring 

to the genuinely inexplicable: the instinct to find the familiar 

category, to attach the unknown to the known, to produce by 

careful reasoning a version of what you are seeing that can be 

filed under existing headings. 

They could not find the heading. 

One of the younger scholars, a Venn from Princeton, picked 

up the idol and examined it with evident expertise and evident 

unease, and said that the stylistic characteristics did not 

correspond to any identified tradition—not North American, not 

Mesoamerican, not Polynesian, not any tradition he could place—

and that the proportions of the figure were all wrong. 

Deliberately wrong, he thought. As though the maker had been 

working from direct observation of something rather than from 

convention. 

An older scholar named Chalmers offered the expected 

alternative: a hybrid cult of the sort that formed in the 

American South, mixing Christian, African, and indigenous 

elements into something that looked novel but was composed 

entirely of recyclable materials. Bellair explained, patiently, 

why that explanation did not account for the evidence. The 

uniformity of the chant. The consistency of the theological 

account across prisoners with no opportunity for coordination. 

The geographical impossibility of a spontaneous congruence 

between this cult in Louisiana and the similar cults Bellair had 

subsequently learned of in Polynesia, in West Africa, in Canada, 

in the islands of the Pacific. 
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He read from his notes the phrase he had transcribed 

phonetically from the prisoners’ repeated incantation. 

Akh na-rul thren Drowned King Nhal-Kor varesh uloth. 

Professor Carmody went pale. 

Harrow had read about this moment in his great-uncle’s 

personal addendum—the moment of recognition, seventeen years 

before Carmody’s death, when a practical New Orleans police 

inspector had read aloud a phrase that Carmody had encountered in 

1891 in an account of a Greenland expedition and had spent the 

subsequent years hoping was an isolated curiosity rather than a 

data point in a pattern. The old man had gripped the back of his 

chair. His colleague Venn had asked whether he was all right. And 

Carmody had said, barely above a whisper: dear God. It’s real. 

It’s all real. 

He had spent the next seventeen years proving it, and it had 

killed him. 

* * * 

Bellair and Carmody spent three weeks in Providence in 

January of 1909, and the account of those weeks was the most 

technical section of the manuscript—dense with cross-references, 

annotated with Carmody’s characteristic precision, building brick 

by brick the evidentiary case for a conclusion that both men 

found almost impossible to state aloud. 

The two idols—Bellair’s from the Louisiana swamp, Carmody’s 

inherited from an 1891 account of a Greenland expedition where a 

similar cult had been encountered in circumstances that had left 

the expedition’s leader mad—were placed side by side on Carmody’s 
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worktable and photographed and examined and compared in minute 

detail. They were not identical. They had been made by different 

hands, in different places, at different times, possibly 

centuries apart. They were, however, manifestly representations 

of the same subject. The same creature. The same impossible 

anatomy. The same implication of focused intelligence looking 

upward from the stone. 

Carmody brought out texts he had been accumulating: 

fragments from Polynesian oral tradition, transcribed by a 

missionary in the 1840s. A series of cave paintings from a remote 

island in the Pacific, photographed by a Royal Navy survey vessel 

in 1876. An account, recovered from the library of a dissolved 

monastery in Iceland, of a coastal people who had worshipped 

something in the sea and had left carvings that matched the idol 

on Carmody’s worktable. Fragmentary, diverse, separated by oceans 

and centuries. All pointing at the same place. 

He brought out the map. 

The coordinates had taken Carmody ten years to triangulate 

from the various accounts, cross-referenced with what seismic 

data existed for the South Pacific floor: 50°7’S, 129°22’W. In 

the middle of the ocean. Depth unknown, because no instrument of 

1909 could measure it. But there, at that location, the accounts 

converged—and the seismic records showed, at irregular intervals 

over the preceding century, anomalous activity whose pattern was 

inconsistent with the tectonic profile of the surrounding region. 

“Something is down there,” Carmody told Bellair. “Something 

that generates seismic activity when it’s active and seismic 
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silence when it’s dormant. The cycles are not regular. But they 

are real. And they correspond, when I overlay them with the 

documented periods of the cult’s heightened activity across its 

global distribution, with a correlation that is not accidental.” 

Bellair asked what they were supposed to do with this 

information. 

Carmody said that for now they should research, document, 

and watch. And prepare, as best they could, for the possibility 

that the next time the pattern activated, someone would need to 

be ready to respond to it with more than scholarship. 

He could not have known, in January of 1909, that the next 

activation would come sixteen years later, or that by the time it 

did he would have spent those sixteen years building toward a 

moment that would come too soon and find him too old and too 

exposed on a hill in Providence. 

* * * 

Near the end of the Bellair narrative, tucked between the 

prisoner summaries and the personal addendum, was a single 

account unlike the others: the interrogation of an old man who 

gave his name as Cazotte, who would not confirm or deny a first 

name, who appeared to have no fixed address, no documented 

history, no traceable origin despite the best efforts of the New 

Orleans police department to establish one. He had been found in 

the swamp clearing during the raid, not participating in the 

ceremony but seated at its edge, watching. He had been arrested 

without resistance and had refused to speak for two months. 

When he finally talked, he was comprehensive. 
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He talked for six hours across three sessions, and Bellair’s 

transcription of those sessions was the most disturbing document 

in the manuscript—not because Old Cazotte was deranged, but 

because he was not. He spoke with the measured calm of someone 

explaining facts to someone less educated than himself, without 

condescension but also without apparent concern for whether he 

was believed. He was not, his account made clear, attempting to 

convince Bellair of anything. He was providing information 

because he had decided, for reasons he did not explain, that 

providing it was appropriate. 

He described the Abyssal Sovereigns as neither gods, in the 

conventional sense, nor beings of any category that human 

theology or natural science had named. They had come from 

somewhere beyond the boundaries of what human cosmology had 

mapped, at a time before the planet’s surface had taken its 

current form. They had built cities. They had shaped living 

things. They had occupied the Earth for periods of time so long 

that the entire history of human civilization represented, in 

comparison, something less than a footnote. When the stellar 

conditions that had permitted their full expression changed—when 

the stars, as the cult phrased it, became wrong—they had 

withdrawn. Not died. Not slept, entirely. Something between those 

states, a condition for which human language had no adequate term 

because human experience had never encompassed it. 

They communicated through dreams. They had always 

communicated through dreams, as radio waves communicate through 

air: not deliberately, not addressed to specific recipients, but 
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broadcast into the medium they occupied, available to those with 

the sensitivity to receive them. The cult had always known this. 

The cult had always had its sensitives—people whose particular 

configuration of consciousness put them in the reception zone. 

They were not volunteers, these sensitives. They simply were what 

they were, and they dreamed what they dreamed, and the cult had 

learned over millennia to find them and use them. 

“When the vault opens again,” Old Cazotte told Bellair, in 

the final session, “The sleeping ends. And the world that 

preceded your world returns.” 

Bellair asked what would happen to the people currently in 

the world. 

The old man looked at him with the patience of someone being 

asked whether the flowers would survive a fire. 

Old Cazotte died in his cell two weeks later. Heart failure, 

the prison physician recorded. No evidence of external cause. No 

witness to his final moments. The other cult prisoners died in 

the following month at intervals that, Carmody’s notes observed, 

corresponded to no natural clustering and a great deal of 

deliberate intent. The pattern was familiar by now to Harrow: a 

clean record, a convenient cause, nothing to look at twice if you 

were not already looking. 

* * * 

The storm came out of nowhere. That was the phrase the 

Atlantic’s chief officer would use afterward in his log, and that 

was the phrase that was technically inaccurate and practically 

exact: storms do not come out of nowhere, meteorologically 
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speaking, they build from conditions, they are preceded by 

indicators that trained eyes can read. But these conditions had 

not been read, and these indicators had not appeared, and at a 

quarter past midnight the Atlantic was riding three-foot swells 

under clear skies and at half past midnight it was in seas that 

would have been notable in any ocean and were remarkable in the 

North Atlantic in November for having materialized without a 

preceding hour of building weather. 

Harrow and Anna had been comparing their materials for two 

hours, working through her grandfather’s notes alongside his 

uncle’s manuscript, finding correspondences and divergences and 

building between them a picture of the 1925 events that was more 

complete than either version alone. When the ship lurched, they 

both grabbed for documents and found in retrospect that this 

instinct said something about where their priorities had settled 

over the course of the evening. 

They went above decks. The crew was securing lines, and a 

first officer was doing the calculation between passenger safety 

and the value of seeing the state of the sea for himself that 

Harrow recognized because he was performing the same calculation. 

He went to the rail. 

The water was black and active, the swells higher than the 

earlier smooth surface had prepared him for. Lightning moved at 

the horizon—not in sheets or forks but in a diffuse, sourceless 

illumination, as though something below the surface of the water 

was generating light in pulses that reached the sky only at the 
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margins. In the intervals between pulses, the dark between the 

swells was absolute. 

He was looking at the water when he saw it. 

Not clearly. Not as he would have needed to see it to 

describe it—to provide dimensions, to name a category, to produce 

the kind of specific account that could be put in a report and 

evaluated by someone who had not been present. It was a shape in 

deep water, barely visible in the intervals of the diffuse 

lightning, moving with a self-determination that was the primary 

quality he could register. It was moving with purpose, as 

distinguishes living things from currents or debris: the movement 

had direction and the direction was maintained through the random 

interference of waves and wind, maintained against the 

indifference of the medium it moved through, the way purpose 

works in the physical world. 

It was very large. 

“Do you see it?” Anna said, beside him. 

“Yes.” 

“Tideborn,” she said. “The servants. They know we’re on this 

ship. They’re reporting back.” She moved closer to his shoulder, 

not from fear but from the orientation of someone assessing a 

threat. “They won’t attack the ship. There are too many people. 

Too many witnesses. The cult operates through what looks like 

accident. They’ll wait.” 

Then the lightning changed. Not in frequency but in 

geography—moving from the horizon to a point somewhat closer, 

perhaps two miles off the starboard bow, illuminating a section 
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of ocean in a sustained way that made the near-darkness 

everywhere else absolute by comparison. 

What Harrow saw in that illuminated section of ocean, for 

perhaps three seconds before the light shifted, he would spend 

the rest of his life attempting to describe and never succeeding 

adequately. The word island came to him first because there was 

something there where nothing had been charted, a shape above the 

waterline, massive and angular. But island was wrong as all the 

words he tried were wrong: too tame, too geological, too embedded 

in the vocabulary of things that arise naturally from natural 

processes. This had not arisen naturally. The angles of it were 

wrong. The surfaces of it moved in ways that surfaces did not 

move when they were made of stone, a slow and patient shifting, 

as though what he was looking at was not inert material but 

something that was merely, for the moment, still. 

And it was green. Not the green of vegetation or the green 

of algae on a reef. The green of things that have been in the 

darkness of deep water for a time beyond any measurement his mind 

wanted to apply to it. 

Anna gripped his arm. “Don’t look directly at it. Don’t try 

to hold it in focus. The geometry interferes with—” 

The lightning shifted. The illuminated section went dark. 

The shape on the horizon—if it had been on the horizon, if his 

eyes had been reading the distance correctly, which he could not 

be certain of because his sense of scale had been, for those 

three seconds, entirely unreliable—was gone. 
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The storm continued for another hour. Then it stopped as 

cleanly as a switch, leaving behind it moderate swells and a sky 

that showed stars without apology, as though nothing had 

happened. 

In the cabin, while Anna slept in the chair she had declined 

to leave, Harrow sat at the desk with his great-uncle’s 

manuscript and his uncle’s map with the coordinates in red ink, 

and he thought about the prisoners who had described Nhal-Kor to 

Inspector Bellair in 1908 with the detail of personal experience. 

He thought about Old Cazotte explaining the world’s prehistory 

with the patience of a teacher addressing someone slow to 

understand. He thought about the shape in the water and the shape 

above it and the three seconds of wrong green light on the wrong 

geometry. 

He thought: the cult is afraid of what I’ll find in New 

Zealand. They are afraid enough to follow me onto a ship in the 

middle of the Atlantic. They are afraid enough to show me, 

tonight, exactly why they shouldn’t be underestimated. 

He opened his notebook and wrote the coordinates at the top 

of a clean page. Below them he wrote, in the careful block 

letters he used when he wanted to be sure a thing was clear: FIND 

THE THORSSON DIARY. FIND WHAT THE CREW ACTUALLY SAW. FIND WHAT 

CARMODY COULD NOT REACH. 

Outside, the Atlantic was calm again. Patient. Fathomless. 

It had been there before him and would be there after him, 

carrying in its depths whatever it carried, dreaming whatever it 

dreamed. 
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He worked until dawn, and when the light came through the 

porthole and Anna stirred in the chair and looked at him with the 

alert, unsurprised expression of someone who had expected him to 

be exactly where he was, he felt, for the first time since he had 

opened the locked box in his Boston apartment, the specific and 

clarifying sensation of knowing what he was doing and why. 

He was going to New Zealand. He was going to find the rest 

of the truth. And whatever it cost him, he was not going to be 

the next person to die before the warning could be passed 

forward. 

 

* * * 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three 

“The Freighter from the Black Meridian” 

 

Auckland did not give up the Ardent at once. 

That was the first useful fact. If the freighter had been 

merely another tragic maritime loss, the file would have had the 

usual bureaucratic afterlife: a ledger entry, a certificate of 

loss, a few pages of insurance correspondence, and a polite 
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official willing to be bored by questions from foreign academics. 

Instead, the name produced three separate pauses before anyone 

answered, and each pause was different enough for Harrow to 

record it later. The clerk at the public counter paused because 

she knew the word. The assistant registrar paused because he did 

not want to admit he knew the word. Harold Peters, who finally 

agreed to see them after Anna mentioned a shipping solicitor in 

Wellington she had never met but whose name she had memorized for 

emergencies, paused because he was deciding how much danger 

courtesy required him to share. 

By then Harrow and Anna had already spent two days working 

the city by its edges. They had checked newspaper morgues, harbor 

gossip, hospital indexes, undertakers’ registers, consular notes, 

and the loose, unofficial archive that accumulates in any port 

among men who drink with pilots and clerks. The pattern they 

built did not begin with a monster or a sunken city. It began 

with omissions. A vessel recovered with most of its crew dead and 

no public inquiry. A hospital admission whose name had been 

struck from the weekly return. A Norwegian consul who had left 

Auckland abruptly in April of 1925 and never again accepted a 

Pacific posting. Seven separate references to the same phrase, 

spoken by men who had never seen Carmody’s map: black meridian. 

Only after those fragments had begun to point in the same 

direction did they enter the Maritime Office and ask for the 

file. 

The Auckland Maritime Office occupied a building near the 

waterfront that had the air of an institution accustomed to 
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receiving bad news and processing it efficiently. Harold Peters, 

the official who handled their inquiry, was sixty or thereabouts, 

with the manner of a man who had been making files unavailable 

for so long that the refusal had become a form of hospitality—a 

service he provided for visitors’ own protection, he clearly 

felt, delivered with the warmth of someone who genuinely wished 

them well while declining to be helpful. 

He confirmed that the Ardent was in his records. Norwegian 

freighter, lost March 1925, found adrift April 12th. The entire 

crew dead from what the official report listed as dehydration, 

exposure, and apparent madness. Several had died by violence, 

possibly at each other’s hands. The ship’s log had been seized by 

naval authorities and classified at the request of the New 

Zealand government. He was very sorry, but he could not share the 

details. 

When Harrow pressed him—were there personal effects? 

Letters? Any account from the crew that predated the official 

process?—Peters’ pause was fractionally longer than 

administrative caution required. 

There had been one survivor. Briefly. The second mate, 

Gunnar Voss, Norwegian national, found alive when the ship was 

recovered. Hospitalized in Auckland for two weeks. Returned to 

Norway. Dead within the year, by his own hand. 

Peters mentioned, with the studied casualness of a man 

providing information he had decided to provide while maintaining 

the appearance of not providing it, that the hospital was across 

town and that patient records were maintained there rather than 
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by his office. Then he stood up and ended the meeting, and when 

they had left and the door had closed behind them, they heard the 

click of a telephone receiver being lifted. 

“He’s reporting us,” Anna said. They were already moving. 

* * * 

The records clerk at Auckland Hospital was twenty-three and 

bored with a boredom that had been accumulating since 

approximately her third week of employment and had by now 

achieved the quality of philosophy. She accepted Anna’s money 

with the resigned competence of someone who had made this 

transaction before and understood its terms, and she disappeared 

into the rows of filing cabinets and came back with a dusty 

manila folder and the information that they had until five 

o’clock. 

Inside: the admission record, in the handwriting of an 

attending physician who had clearly been at a loss for 

appropriate clinical language. Temperature normal. No external 

injuries of significance. Severe psychological distress of 

indeterminate origin. Patient exhibited episodes of acute terror 

alternating with periods of flat affect and apparent 

dissociation. In the opinion of the examining physician, the 

patient had experienced something that had exceeded his capacity 

to integrate it, and the result was a kind of permanent cognitive 

rupture—not madness in the diagnosable sense, but the condition 

of a mind that has encountered something it was not built to 

encounter and has never quite reassembled the pieces in the 

original order. 
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There was also a journal. 

It was a small, navy-blue notebook with a cardboard cover, 

labeled in the handwriting of someone who had entered it in the 

file of personal effects with the clinical notation: to be 

returned to next of kin upon discharge. Whether it had ever been 

returned was unclear. It was here now. Anna opened it with the 

care of someone handling something that might break, and she 

began to translate from the Norwegian. 

April 15, 1925, wrote Voss, in the careful block letters of 

a man trying very hard to produce legible text with hands that 

were not cooperating. 

The doctors say I am recovering. But how can I recover from 

what I have seen? How can any man recover from looking upon the 

face of God—and realizing that God is a monster? 

Anna looked up from the page. Harrow was watching her face. 

“Keep reading,” he said. 

* * * 

What the journal contained, over its forty-three written 

pages, was the most complete first-person account of what 

happened to the Ardent’s crew that had ever been compiled. It was 

not a polished account. It was not even, by the standards of 

technical marine writing, a coherent one. It was written over 

several days during Voss’s hospitalization by a man in a state of 

extreme psychological distress who was nevertheless trying, with 

a discipline that Harrow found quietly heroic, to record exactly 

what had happened before the details blurred or his nerve failed 

him. 
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The Ardent had stopped half a mile from the thing—he did not 

call it an island, even in the earliest entries, because island 

implied something natural and this was not natural—and Captain 

Collins had organized a landing party. Six men went ashore in a 

small boat, leaving five behind on the Ardent. The six were 

Collins, Voss, and four sailors whose names appear in the journal 

and whose fates are recorded with the brevity of a man who cannot 

afford to grieve them in full and still continue writing. 

The boat grounded on a surface that was technically a beach 

in that it was the land’s edge where it met the water, but which 

was composed of material that was not sand and not rock as Voss 

understood rock. It was greenish-black, slightly warm, and 

possessed a texture neither stone nor metal but somewhere between 

those states and the organic, as though the surface was not quite 

inert, and as though the distinction between the structure of 

Nhal-Kor and the life that had built it had never been as clear 

as it was in human architecture. 

The carvings were everywhere. Not decorative—that was the 

first wrong thing he noticed about them, the thing that separated 

them immediately from the carvings he had seen on ancient 

buildings in Norway and in ports around the world. Decoration has 

a grammar; it implies an audience, a relationship between the 

made thing and the eye that will regard it. These carvings did 

not have that grammar. They were not addressed to any viewer. 

They were simply present, dense and relentless across every 

surface, in a script or language or system of notation that had 

no relationship to any written form he had encountered, and which 
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produced when he looked at it for more than a moment a sensation 

he could not account for—not quite reading, not quite pattern-

recognition, but something adjacent to both, as though some part 

of his mind was receiving information through a channel he had 

not known he possessed and did not want to use. 

They found the Halcyon’s crew in a depression near the 

shore. Six men. Dead for weeks. Their condition was what Voss 

wrote about least specifically and what his language refused most 

completely; the medical term he reached for was crushed, but what 

he meant by it was not the crushing of an accident or a collapse 

but something purposeful, the deliberate application of force by 

something that had not been careful about it. Their faces, he 

wrote, were frozen in expressions he had never seen on any face, 

living or dead, in his thirty-one years, and he hoped never to 

see again. 

Collins said they needed to leave immediately. They turned 

back toward the boat. 

The sound from the temple reached them before they had taken 

ten steps. 

* * * 

It was a sound felt in the sternum before it was heard, a 

vibration that preceded the audio by perhaps half a second in a 

way that should not have been physically possible but was. It 

came from the structure at Nhal-Kor’s center that Voss’s eye kept 

characterizing as a temple and then qualifying: not a temple in 

any sense he could defend, not a building designed for religious 

practice or for any human practice, but a structure of supreme 
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intentionality whose purpose was not legible to him and whose 

scale made his attempt to name it feel absurd. It was very large. 

It was the largest structure he had ever seen, and the wrongness 

of its geometry made it look larger from certain angles than it 

should have been able to be from any. 

The doors were opening. 

Not from outside. Nothing was opening them. The massive 

plates of that alien material were moving of their own accord, or 

rather at the will of something inside them, and the grinding, 

wet, fundamentally wrong sound was the sound of Nhal-Kor’s 

threshold admitting, after whatever uncountable period it had 

been closed, the outside world. 

What came through the doors, Anna read, in Voss’s 

increasingly fractured Norwegian, I cannot describe. Not because 

I was not looking. I was looking. I was unable not to look. But 

the information that entered my eyes refused to become image. The 

mind has a way of processing the visual world that assumes the 

visual world follows certain rules, and this did not follow those 

rules, and so the mind went through the motions of seeing without 

producing anything you could call a picture. I can tell you it 

was large. I can tell you it had what might be called a head and 

what might be called a body and what might be called appendages. 

I can tell you that two of those appendages were behind it and 

bore some relationship to the concept of wings. I can tell you 

that the part that served as its face bore some relationship to 

the concept of tentacles. I cannot tell you more than that 
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because more than that was not available to the part of me that 

uses words. 

Anna’s voice had gone very quiet. She kept reading. 

What I can tell you about, Voss wrote, is the eyes. The eyes 

I could see. They were not like anything I have a name for. They 

were large, which is inadequate, and they were the color of 

something that has no earthly analogue, and they were open, which 

means they were awake, which means it had been asleep and it had 

woken up. And it looked at us. It looked at the six of us 

standing on the beach at the edge of its city, and I understood 

in that moment—understood in a way that did not go through 

language but arrived complete, as if delivered rather than 

reasoned toward—what we were to it. What we had always been. What 

everything we had ever built or loved or feared or hoped for had 

always been. 

He had written only three sentences after that. 

We were nothing. Less than nothing. The word nothing still 

implies a category in which we might be counted. 

Collins was the first to die. Then Reynolds. Then Hawkins. 

Then Parker. Voss did not describe the mechanism in detail, and 

Harrow found himself grateful for this. He ran. He reached the 

boat. He rowed back to the Ardent as fast as he could row, which 

was not fast enough, because the thing—he had stopped using the 

word the Drowned King after the first few pages, as if naming it 

gave it a purchase in the world he was trying to maintain some 

distance from—was moving through the ocean behind them. Walking. 

The water came, he wrote, approximately to its waist. 
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The Ardent’s engines engaged. The ship ran. 

And then, at a moment that Voss recorded with the precision 

of a man who understood it was the most important piece of 

information in his possession: at approximately three in the 

afternoon on April 2nd, 1925, something changed. The city behind 

them—Nhal-Kor, visible at their stern, impossible and vast and 

dripping—began to descend. Not gradually. With the decisiveness 

of a structure returning to where it belonged after being 

displaced. The water rose around it. The impossible architecture 

disappeared below the surface level one tier at a time, and the 

sound that came across the water as it descended was what Voss 

described as the sound of rage—not the rage of an animal or a man 

but of a power that had calculated its waking and found it 

incomplete, that had prepared over millions of years for a full 

emergence and had instead gotten six hours and eleven sailors and 

was going back to wait. 

Harrow looked up from the passage Anna had reached. 

“Three o’clock on April 2nd,” he said. 

“Yes,” Anna said. 

That was the moment the worldwide dreams had stopped. The 

moment Bell had woken from his fever in Butler Hospital in 

Providence, calm and remembering nothing. The moment sensitive 

minds around the world had been released from six weeks of 

visitations from the deep. 

They sat with this for a moment, the weight of its coherence 

settling into them. 
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“It sank,” Harrow said, “because the tectonic conditions 

that raised it ended naturally. It was temporary. The natural 

geology of the region reasserted itself and Nhal-Kor went back 

down.” 

“Which means,” Anna said, “the next rising will also be 

temporary. Unless something changes the geology. Unless something 

prevents the city from sinking again.” 

“The cult,” Harrow said. “That’s what they’re preparing for. 

Not just the rising. The permanent rising. Making sure that when 

the conditions align again, they don’t stop.” 

The door opened. 

* * * 

There were three of them, and they had the quality that 

Harrow had learned, in the past weeks, to identify without 

finding adequate language for it. Not wrong-looking, exactly, not 

obviously inhuman, not anything that would stand out in a street 

or a waiting room or, clearly, in the corridor of a hospital 

records office. But when you had seen it once—in the sailor on 

College Hill, in the figure in the doorway of Venn’s office in 

Princeton—you recognized it. The eyes moved right. The stillness 

was too complete. The calculation in the attention was not the 

calculation of a person reading a social situation but of an 

older intelligence that had watched human social situations long 

enough to approximate their surface without internalizing their 

logic. 
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The first man said something about a journal and something 

that did not belong to them, in a voice whose pronunciation was 

correct and whose affect was absent. 

Anna threw her chair. 

They ran through the back of the records office into a 

service corridor that smelled of linen and disinfectant, Anna 

with the journal tight under one arm and Harrow two steps behind 

her with everything else they’d brought. The corridor ended in a 

stairwell that ended in a door that opened onto an alley that 

gave them Auckland’s narrow Victorian streetscape and, for a 

moment that felt larger than it was, the option of direction. 

The three men were behind them. They moved with the same 

wrong quality as their stillness—purposeful, unrushed, as though 

they had mapped the likely outcomes and were following the 

highest-probability route. 

A bullet struck the wall to Harrow’s left. He did not 

identify it as a bullet immediately; the sound registered as 

impact rather than shot, and then he identified it correctly and 

the experience of running changed in character. They cut left 

between two buildings, right into a loading yard, left again into 

a cross-street that was sufficiently populated to make further 

shooting inadvisable. Behind them the three men followed at the 

same unhurried pace, the crowd parting around them with the small 

involuntary adjustments people make for things that feel subtly 

wrong. 

Then a shot came from above them. 
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Not at them. One of the three men fell. The others scattered 

for cover and the unhurried quality vanished, replaced by 

something more recognizably animal. Harrow looked up. On the 

roofline of a building twenty feet above the street, a figure 

with a rifle was already moving, already repositioning, with the 

economy of someone who had been in this position before and knew 

how long to stay. 

“Run,” the figure called down, unnecessarily. They were 

already running. 

* * * 

He found them at the wharf, while they were booking passage 

on a ship called the Vigilant that was leaving for San 

Nathanielco the next morning. He came from the direction of the 

crowd, walking with the deliberate straightforwardness of someone 

who did not want to be mistaken for a threat, and he was perhaps 

sixty-five, with a military bearing that age had reduced from its 

original dimensions but not eliminated, and the quality of 

weathered attention that belongs to people who have spent 

significant portions of their lives in proximity to violence and 

have organized themselves around the understanding that it 

exists. 

He gave his name as Colonel James Rutherford, British Army, 

retired. He had been in Providence the night Professor Carmody 

died. He had been too late to prevent it; he had arrived at 

College Hill in time to see the aftermath but not to intervene. 

He had been tracking the cult for fifteen years, since 1912, when 

they had killed his brother, an anthropologist who had gotten 
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close to the truth and been silenced in the way the cult silenced 

things that got close to the truth. 

Harrow asked why he hadn’t revealed himself before. 

“Because I needed to see what you would find,” Rutherford 

said. He had the directness of someone who had long since stopped 

finding social lubrication useful. “Professor Carmody told me, in 

our last correspondence before he died, that his nephew was the 

most likely person to carry the investigation forward. That if 

anyone came for the locked box it would be you, and that you 

would need the journal more than you would need an ally. So I 

followed. And waited. And made sure you weren’t killed before you 

found it.” 

What he had to add to what they knew was not about the past 

but about the present. He had been, over fifteen years of cult 

surveillance, accumulating evidence of something that he 

described as active preparation rather than worship. The 

distinction mattered. A cult that worshipped the Drowned King was 

a historical and theological phenomenon. A cult that was actively 

preparing for the Drowned King’s permanent return was an 

operational threat. The communications he had intercepted in the 

past three years used language that indicated a timeline: 

references to the Great Rising, to final alignment, to preparing 

the way. Specific engineering language about geological 

destabilization. References to coordinates in the South Pacific 

that matched the Nhal-Kor location. 

“They’re working to prevent it from sinking,” Anna said. 

“Not just to precipitate the rising. To make it permanent.” 
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“That’s my reading,” Rutherford said. “I don’t know their 

method. But I know they have one.” 

He gave Harrow a card. Professor Henry Latham at Wychmere 

University, Blackwater, Massachusetts. Latham knew the mythology, 

knew the ancient texts, knew things about the First Architects 

and the Abyssal Sovereigns that had not been published in any 

journal accessible to anyone not holding a faculty position at an 

institution with the specific holdings of Wychmere’s restricted 

collection. He would believe them. He was already, Rutherford 

said, aware that the situation was accelerating. 

“And there’s one more thing,” Rutherford said. He handed 

Harrow a folded paper. “I recovered this from a cult 

communication intercepted in Sydney last month. It describes a 

discovery they consider dangerous to their plans. Someone at 

Wychmere has been researching a symbol used by the First 

Architects—a sign that may have the property of acting as a 

barrier against the Abyssal Sovereigns. Preventing their full 

manifestation.” 

Harrow looked at the paper. A sketch of a star-shaped design 

of unusual angular complexity, reproduced from what appeared to 

be a much older source. 

“The cult wants this research suppressed,” Rutherford said. 

“Which means they’re afraid of it. Which means it may be real.” 

He shook their hands, declined their invitation to come to 

America, and walked back into the Auckland crowd with the 

purposeful efficiency of a man with a great deal still to do and 

less time than he would like in which to do it. Harrow watched 
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him go and thought about the category of person that fifteen 

years of solitary war against something this large produced, and 

thought that he did not want to become that person, and thought 

that he might not have a choice. 

* * * 

The Vigilant was a slightly older and rather slower ship 

than the Atlantic, and her second-class accommodations had the 

comfortable shabbiness of things that had been adequate for a 

long time and had stopped worrying about it. Harrow and Anna took 

the two cabins available and spent the first evening at sea in 

his, with the journal and all the materials they had, working 

through what they knew with the systematic care of people 

building something they would need to be solid. 

The account was complete now, or as complete as it was going 

to be. Carmody’s manuscript provided the foundation: the 1908 

raid, the prisoner testimony, the seventeen years of collated 

evidence, the worldwide simultaneity of the 1925 dreams, the 

tectonic data, the Nhal-Kor coordinates. Anna’s grandfather’s 

research added a second track that corroborated the first without 

depending on it, assembled independently over three decades by a 

man who had no access to Carmody’s files. Voss’s journal provided 

the eyewitness account that neither track had been able to 

produce: a trained marine officer’s record of what the Ardent’s 

crew had seen, written by the one man who had survived it and 

stayed sane long enough to write it down. 

The three documents together constituted a body of evidence 

that, if you were willing to evaluate it honestly rather than 
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defensively, permitted only one conclusion. Harrow had been 

willing to evaluate it honestly since the evening he had opened 

his great-uncle’s locked box. Anna had been willing since before 

he had met her. Latham, when they reached him, would presumably 

already be there. 

The question was what to do with it. 

“Publish,” Anna said. “We should write everything up and 

publish it. Make it impossible to suppress.” 

“People won’t believe it,” Harrow said. Not as an argument 

against publishing, but as a practical constraint. 

“Some will,” she said. “The ones who dreamed in 1925. The 

sensitives. The people who have spent two years trying to explain 

to themselves what happened during those six weeks in the spring 

and couldn’t. They’ll believe it because they experienced 

something that nothing else explains.” 

“That’s not enough people.” 

“It’s a start,” she said. “And we don’t just need believers. 

We need people with relevant skills who will act regardless of 

belief. Scientists who can investigate the tectonic data 

independently. Military men who will prepare for a threat even if 

they think it’s fantastical, because being prepared is their job. 

Engineers who will find the problem of reaching the deep Pacific 

Ocean interesting for its own sake, regardless of why we need to 

reach it.” 

He looked at her. 

“An organization,” he said. 
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“Yes,” she said. “What Rutherford has been, alone, for 

fifteen years. What your great-uncle should have built instead of 

working in isolation. What my grandfather killed himself trying 

to do by himself.” She paused. “People. Coordinated. Informed. 

Working toward a common goal with shared resources and mutual 

protection.” 

Harrow thought about this while the Vigilant’s engines 

worked steadily beneath them and the Pacific passed in the 

darkness outside the porthole. He thought about the cult—

organized, global, patient, willing to kill, operationally 

sophisticated enough to track two people across the world and 

mobilize agents in Auckland within hours of their arrival. He 

thought about what it would take to oppose that. 

“We’d need to be very careful about who we recruited,” he 

said. “The cult has infiltrated institutions. Universities, 

governments, police forces. If we’re not careful about who we let 

in, we’ll build them a way to watch us.” 

“We will be careful,” Anna said. “We will be very careful. 

It will be slow and it will be expensive and it will probably get 

some of us killed. But the alternative is doing nothing, and the 

alternative is unacceptable.” 

They kept working until the ship’s clocks said two in the 

morning and they agreed to sleep. 

* * * 

He stood at the rail at dawn, watching the Pacific brighten 

from black to pewter to the hesitant grey of early morning, and 

he felt it. 
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Not clearly. Not in a way that would have been intelligible 

to anyone who had not read the journal, who did not have the 

context. A sensation of vast attention directed somewhere below 

his level of perception, like the feeling of being observed by 

something too distant to locate but not too distant to sense. A 

pressure at the margin of conscious experience, as though his 

mind’s edge was in contact with an intelligence that occupied the 

same ocean he was sailing on but at a different scale entirely—

one for which the ocean was not a body of water to travel across 

but a medium to live in, as the fish live in it, as everything 

organic that has never been dry has always lived in it. 

It lasted perhaps thirty seconds. Then it was gone, or 

rather his awareness of it was gone, which he understood to be a 

different thing. 

Anna had come up behind him without his hearing her. 

“You felt it,” she said. Not a question. 

“Yes. Is that normal? For people who’ve read the material?” 

“My grandfather described something similar after six months 

of research. He said it never entirely went away, but that it 

became easier to not notice.” She stood beside him at the rail. 

“Voss wrote about it too. Being near Nhal-Kor makes you more 

receptive. The proximity activates whatever sensitivity is 

required. We’ve been looking at this for weeks. We’re in the 

right ocean.” 

“How close are we?” 

“Somewhere off our port stern, approximately six miles 

straight down,” she said. “We’ll be past it by tomorrow.” 
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A steward brought him a telegram. 

It was from Rutherford, sent through channels he did not 

explain: PROFESSOR HALLOWAY MISSING. LAST SEEN ASHWORTH 

UNIVERSITY. BELIEVED TAKEN BY CULT. RECOMMEND EXTREME CAUTION. 

PROCEED BOSTON. CONTACT PROFESSOR REDGRAVE. HE CAN HELP. 

Harrow handed it to Anna without comment. She read it and 

handed it back. 

“They know where we’re going,” she said. 

“They’ve been ahead of us from the beginning,” he said. 

“Carmody’s death was meant to end this. Venn’s death was meant to 

end this. Auckland was meant to end this. None of them ended it, 

so now they’re taking out our contacts before we can reach them.” 

“We need to move faster,” she said. “Get to Latham before 

they get to him too.” 

He looked out at the ocean. Somewhere behind them, dropping 

away as the Vigilant moved northeast, the Nhal-Kor coordinates 

fell below the visible horizon. He could feel them receding, not 

physically but in the other way, the way the journal had opened a 

channel in his mind that had not been there before. 

He thought: down there it dreams. It has been dreaming since 

before the first human drew breath, and it will be dreaming long 

after the last one. And in between, it will wake once, briefly, 

and in that brief waking it will require everything that humanity 

can bring to bear simply to survive. 

He went below and began drafting the letter to Professor 

Latham. 

* * * 
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Wychmere University occupied a collection of buildings in 

Blackwater, Massachusetts that managed simultaneously to look 

ancient and to look as though they had always looked ancient, as 

though the architecture had been designed to appear to have been 

there forever rather than to actually have been there forever. 

The library was the oldest of them, and the oldest part of the 

library was the restricted wing, where Professor Henry Latham 

kept the materials that could not be allowed into the general 

collection without consequences that Latham, who had spent forty 

years at Wychmere, had developed a comprehensive and practical 

understanding of. 

He was seventy-three and moved like a man who had decided 

some time ago that the physical world presented challenges that 

his patience could address more efficiently than his body, and 

whose patience had proven him right. He had received their letter 

and had been expecting them, and he had laid out on the reading 

table the three texts he considered most relevant: the Abyssal 

Codex, in the Olaus Wormius Latin translation, which was the 

least dangerous of the available versions; the Boreal Tablets, 

which were partly in a pre-human script and partly in a degraded 

form of proto-Greek that Latham had spent twenty years learning 

to parse; and a slim volume known as the Nhal-Kor Text, which was 

almost entirely in the writing system of Nhal-Kor itself and 

which Latham could read only in fragments, with a great deal of 

uncertainty about his own conclusions. 

He confirmed everything they had brought with them. The 

tectonic data. The 1925 rising. The cult’s global structure. The 
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timeline of active preparation. He had been tracking the 

accelerating stellar alignments independently from his 

observatory data and his calculations agreed with what Rutherford 

had gathered from infiltrated cult communications: the next 

conditions for a full rising would occur within the lifetimes of 

everyone currently in the room, and the cult’s preparations were 

designed to prevent the natural corrective that had ended the 

1925 event. 

Harrow asked about the Keystone Pattern. 

Latham was quiet for a moment like a man deciding how much 

to say about something he had spent a long time studying and had 

not yet fully resolved. 

The Keystone Pattern was old. Older than the cult, older 

than Nhal-Kor, older than the Drowned King in the sense that the 

beings who had developed it had preceded even the Abyssal 

Sovereigns’ occupation of Earth. The First Architects—a race of 

non-human intelligence who had colonized the planet in an era so 

remote that the geological record barely registered their 

presence—had developed it as part of a broader system of what 

Latham carefully called dimensional restriction: techniques for 

limiting the Abyssal Sovereigns’ ability to manifest fully in 

what he described as normal spacetime. The First Architects had 

themselves been eventually defeated or withdrawn, and their 

technology had not survived in any form useful to human hands, 

but the symbol persisted in texts across the mythological 

literature of the subject, and the Boreal Tablets contained 

passages that, as Latham had spent twenty years parsing them, 
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appeared to describe its mechanism in terms that bordered on 

comprehensible. 

“In essence,” he said, “the Keystone Pattern creates a 

barrier. A local disruption in the conditions that allow an 

Abyssal Sovereign to manifest fully in our dimensional space. If 

it could be placed at Nhal-Kor—specifically, within the temple 

complex, at what the texts describe as the central power locus—it 

might prevent the Drowned King from achieving full emergence even 

if the city rises and the stellar conditions are met.” 

Anna said: “Might.” 

“Might,” Latham agreed. “I cannot test this hypothesis. 

There is no experimental framework available to me. I am 

extrapolating from texts written in a partially decoded pre-human 

script about events that occurred millions of years before the 

first human witnessed them. The margin of error is considerable.” 

“But it’s the best option we have,” Harrow said. 

“It’s the only option the texts suggest,” Latham said. 

“Which in this context amounts to the same thing.” 

There was also the question of how. The Nhal-Kor temple sat 

at a depth no instrument of 1927 could reach. The deepest 

operational submarines of the period could manage perhaps a 

thousand feet; the Nhal-Kor coordinates implied depths of thirty 

thousand feet or more, under pressures that would reduce the 

available materials to components. Building something that could 

reach those depths, carry a human operator, and maintain 

structural integrity while navigating a non-Euclidean alien city 
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was an engineering problem that required technology not yet in 

existence. 

“Which is why,” Harrow said, “we start now. While we have 

time. We fund the research. We find the engineers. We build the 

Circle as a structure that can support this kind of long-term 

development without the cult stopping us before we’re ready.” 

Latham said that Wychmere could provide institutional cover 

and library access. That there were others who would believe, or 

who would work on the engineering problems without needing to 

believe, if approached carefully. That the money was the first 

problem, and he had thoughts about that. 

They talked for four hours, and when they left the 

restricted wing it was dark outside, and Harrow felt, walking 

across the Wychmere campus in the October cold, the sensation of 

having crossed a threshold that could not be recrossed. Not a bad 

sensation. Not a good one either. The sensation of having made a 

decision so large that it reorganized you around itself, so that 

you were now the person who had made it rather than the person 

who had been deciding. 

Anna walked beside him. They did not speak until they 

reached the street. 

“Your great-uncle would be proud,” she said. 

He thought about that. About his uncle on College Hill, 

dying alone in the dark with his papers scattering around him, 

having spent seventeen years on a problem that he had never been 

able to share with anyone who could help him solve it. 
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“He would have preferred not to be dead,” Harrow said. “But 

yes. I think so.” 

* * * 

That night Harrow wrote in his notebook the name they had 

settled on during the meeting: the Wychmere Circle. He wrote it 

at the top of a page and under it he wrote the three principles 

that he and Anna and Latham had agreed on in the restricted 

library: that the threat was real; that it could be prepared for; 

and that preparation required more people than any of them could 

manage alone. 

He wrote: We are the people who know. The question is what 

knowledge requires of us. 

Below that he wrote the immediate tasks: identify funding 

sources; draft an initial manifesto that could be shared with 

potential recruits without exposing them to full knowledge before 

their resilience could be assessed; contact Rutherford for his 

list of known non-cult scientists and military figures who had 

encountered anomalous phenomena and had not dismissed them; begin 

the engineering specification for a deep-sea vehicle capable of 

reaching the Nhal-Kor depth range. 

It was a list that would take, in his most optimistic 

estimate, ten years. The cult had been operating for centuries. 

They were starting from nothing, with a target that was both 

unknown and, as far as he could determine, unstoppable if given 

sufficient time to prepare. They had perhaps decades. They would 

need every one of them. 
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He closed the notebook and looked out the window of the 

Blackwater rooming house where they were staying, at the October 

street below and the dark sky above it and the stars, the 

patient, indifferent stars, arranging themselves according to 

processes that had nothing to do with human need or human hope, 

moving into configurations that had been moving toward this 

configuration for millions of years before the first human looked 

up and saw them. 

The stars were not malevolent. He had come to understand 

that. They were simply what they were, operating according to 

their own nature, and the fact that their nature included 

configurations that served as the operational trigger for 

something that would end human civilization was not their 

concern. The stars did not know he existed. The Abyssal 

Sovereigns might know, in some vast and inhuman way, but the 

stars themselves did not, and this was, in its strange way, a 

comfort: the universe was not aimed at him. It was not aimed at 

anyone. It simply was, in its scale and its indifference, and 

human beings existed in it on terms they had not negotiated and 

could not renegotiate, and the best they could do was what he and 

Anna and Latham and the Circle they were building were attempting 

to do, which was to know what was coming and be as ready as they 

could be and refuse to be swept away without a fight. 

In his journal, before he slept, he wrote one more line. 

He wrote: We begin. 

 

* * * 
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Chapter Four 

“The Wychmere Circle” 

 

Five years is enough time to be changed by something, and by 

1932 the Wychmere Circle had changed most of them in ways that 

were not entirely comfortable to examine. Harrow was thirty-five, 

harder across the jaw and in the eyes than the academic who had 

opened his great-uncle’s locked box in a Boston apartment, 

carrying an additional quality of watchfulness that had not been 

there before and was not going to leave. Anna was thirty-five 

also and had developed around herself a composure that was not 

coldness—she was, if anything, more present to the people around 

her than she had been—but that had a structural quality to it, as 

though composure had been identified as a necessary tool and had 

been built with that purposefulness. They had both stopped 
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sleeping as easily as they once had. This seemed like a 

reasonable response to the available information. 

The room behind the restricted wing of Wychmere’s library 

had been their primary meeting space for four years—reached 

through a door concealed behind a false section of shelving that 

Latham had installed in 1928, accessible only to those who knew 

the knock and could be vouched for by at least two existing 

members. It was not large. It held a table, six chairs, a cabinet 

of maps, and a wall of photographs and newspaper clippings 

connected by the string that was the universal language of 

investigations that could not be organized in any official filing 

system. On the night of the fourteenth of October, 1932, six 

people occupied its six chairs and a seventh was present by 

telegram, his communications read aloud at intervals by Anna with 

the slight flattening that telegram transcription imposes on 

human speech. 

The sixth presence—Rutherford, seventy and no longer able to 

travel from London—was sending through what sounded, even in 

telegraphic compression, like urgency. 

Dr. Margaret Chen was twenty-nine, a marine biologist who 

had come to the Circle through a research position at the Scripps 

Institution and an independent interest in anomalous tectonic 

patterns in the South Pacific that had been drawing her toward 

the Nhal-Kor coordinates for three years before she met Harrow. 

She was presenting, with the careful precision of someone who had 

rehearsed how to deliver unwelcome findings, the data from the 

past six months of seismic monitoring. 
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The tectonic activity at the Nhal-Kor location had been 

increasing. Not randomly, not in the pattern of ordinary 

geological activity, but in the incremental progression that 

matched, when she overlaid it against the 1925 data, the early-

stage signatures of the prior rising. Small earthquakes. 

Underwater volcanism. Pressure building at precise depths. The 

same signatures, repeated. Building toward the same event. 

“How long?” Captain Oakes asked. He was Navy, submarine 

service, forty-one years old, and had the quality of a man who 

had been asking that question in various dangerous contexts for 

his entire professional life and had learned to receive the 

answer calmly regardless of its content. 

“Eighteen months,” Chen said. “Maybe two years. By 1934, the 

conditions will be right for another rising. And this time the 

geological data suggests the duration may be longer than in 1925. 

Possibly significantly longer.” 

Nobody spoke for a moment. The quality of silence in a room 

where everyone present has spent years preparing for something is 

different from ordinary silence; it has the weight of all the 

preparation in it, and also the awareness that preparation and 

readiness are not the same thing. 

Latham, seventy-five now and frailer in his body while 

remaining entirely himself in his mind, said quietly that they 

were out of time. That the Great Rising was coming and they were 

nowhere near ready. 

Anna said they would accelerate. 
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They were discussing the submarine—still in design phase, 

still dependent on Navy approval for construction resources that 

the Navy was not going to grant without an explanation that the 

Circle could not provide—when the code knock came at the 

concealed door. 

Three short. Two long. One short. 

James Patterson came in carrying a briefcase and the 

specific expression of someone who has been moving fast for 

several days and is now, for the first time, pausing long enough 

to show that the movement has cost him something. 

He dumped photographs on the table and told them to look. 

* * * 

The photographs were of an archaeological site in Alaska, in 

a mountain range that did not appear on any of the maps currently 

tacked to the room’s walls. What they showed was architecture: 

structures rising from a landscape of ice and exposed rock, in a 

style that was neither human nor natural, built to proportions 

that were familiar in the way nightmares borrow from waking life—

not identical to what you’d seen before, but clearly belonging to 

the same category. Non-Euclidean. The angles were wrong, 

consistently, as characterized Nhal-Kor’s ruins in Voss’s 

sketches. Carved into every surface, in dense continuous bands: 

symbols. The symbols from Nhal-Kor. 

Dr. Chen said that the architecture was identical to Voss’s 

descriptions of the sunken city. That it couldn’t be. That it was 

on land, in Alaska, thousands of miles from the Pacific 

coordinates. 
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Patterson explained. Professor Nicholas Lake, a geologist 

from the University of Michigan who had been doing fieldwork in 

the Alaskan range, had sent the photographs three days ago along 

with a letter that Patterson described as the most frightened 

correspondence he had ever received from a previously self-

possessed professional academic. Lake had found something. The 

carvings were pre-human by millions of years, consistent with the 

First Architect artifacts that Latham had been studying in the 

restricted collection. Lake believed he had found a land-based 

First Architect settlement—evidence that the species’ presence on 

Earth had not been limited to the ocean floors and the Antarctic 

that most of the ancient texts implied. 

Patterson had received a follow-up message the next morning, 

brief and in a different hand: Lake was dead. The expedition was 

gone. The official report cited weather. 

“The pilot who flew over the site,” Patterson said, 

“described the camp as torn apart. And there were tracks. In the 

snow, leading from the ruins into the mountains. Not human 

tracks. Massive. The kind of pressure indentation that would 

require something very heavy moving very quickly.” 

Latham had been examining the photographs while Patterson 

talked, and he said, now, that he had read about something in the 

Boreal Tablets that matched the Alaskan mountain range’s 

description. The texts called it the Glass Mountains—not in 

Alaska but in Antarctica, where the First Architects had built 

their final cities before withdrawing from contact. But the land 

mass configuration had been different millions of years ago, 
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before the continents took their current positions. It was 

possible that what Lake had found in Alaska was an earlier 

settlement, pre-withdrawal. It was possible that something was 

still there. 

Harrow said they needed to go. 

Before anyone could respond to this, the lights went out. 

* * * 

The emergency lighting failed to engage, which was not a 

technical fault. The darkness was total and had a quality that 

went beyond the absence of light, as though something in the room 

had changed that was not adequately captured by the word dark, as 

though the darkness was not what was left when the lights went 

out but something that had been waiting behind them and had now 

come forward. 

Movement. In the darkness. Not the shuffling of confused 

people finding their footing. Something deliberate, with a 

trajectory, moving with the absolute assurance of something that 

did not need light to navigate. 

Harrow said get down. He said it at the same time that Oakes 

said it and they were both already moving. 

The muzzle flash of Harrow’s revolver illuminated the room 

for a fraction of a second, the way lightning illuminates a 

landscape: everything visible at once and nothing visible long 

enough to be fully processed. He registered: a shape, between the 

table and the concealed door. Wrong proportions. The head was the 

wrong shape. The limbs were moving at angles human limbs do not 

move at, not because they had been broken and healed wrong but 
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because the skeleton underneath them had acquired different 

properties. 

Second shot. Second flash. The shape fell. 

Oakes fired twice in the same interval from the other side 

of the room, and there was a second impact and a silence that was 

not the silence of someone falling unconscious but the different 

silence of something stopping. 

Then the emergency lights found their circuit and the room 

was visible. 

Two figures on the floor. They were wearing the clothing of 

ordinary men, which made what had happened to them more 

disturbing than it would have been otherwise. The faces were 

elongated in a way that was new from when those faces had 

presumably been human—the jaw extended, the skin showing a 

texture under the electric light that was not normal skin 

texture, faintly scaled, faintly luminescent in a way that 

suggested deep-water biology rather than air-breathing 

metabolism. The eyes, open and still, were too large. The hands, 

reaching toward nothing now, had fingers that were too long and 

webbed at the base. 

Patterson said, barely above a whisper, what are those. 

Latham said: Tideborn. The cult had been using ritual 

techniques to begin the transformation that the deep-sea humanoid 

species underwent gradually over generations—the same 

transformation that had produced the populations the early 

explorers had encountered in Polynesian and Pacific island 

communities, people gradually becoming something else under the 
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influence of whatever biological or dimensional process the 

cult’s rituals accelerated. These men had been accelerating it 

deliberately. They were not finished products, which was in some 

ways worse than if they had been. 

Harrow checked the ventilation shaft behind the cabinet and 

found what Oakes had said he would find: marks of passage, 

recent. The old tunnel network beneath the university’s 

foundations, predating any current map of the campus, had been 

found. Which meant the location had been found. Which meant they 

were compromised and needed to move immediately, and everything 

that could not be carried had to be destroyed before the police 

arrived for the shots. 

They had twenty-three minutes, and they used all of them. 

* * * 

The safe house in Boston was a brownstone on a street of 

brownstones in a neighborhood that had been chosen precisely 

because nothing about it invited a second look, and Harrow 

arrived at it the following morning to find Rutherford already 

inside, which should not have been possible given that Rutherford 

had been in London the previous day. The Colonel looked as though 

the past forty-eight hours had been more eventful than the 

comfortable fiction of old age and telegraph communication had 

suggested. 

He had been hit in the side. It had been treated, not well, 

and he was sitting with the careful stillness of someone 

maintaining functionality through force of will rather than 

physical comfort. He said that the London operation had been 
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destroyed. That his agents were dead, all twelve of them. That 

his files were gone. That the cult had coordinated simultaneous 

strikes against every Circle operation they had knowledge of, 

which turned out to be considerably more of them than he had 

believed possible. 

Twenty dead, globally. Twenty more missing and presumed 

dead. 

The room received this. It was not a shock exactly—they had 

all known the cult was hunting them, had lost people before, had 

built the Circle’s cell structure specifically to limit how much 

damage any single compromise could do. But twenty in a 

coordinated single action was different in kind from the ones and 

twos of the previous years, and it said something about the 

cult’s assessment of the timeline. They were not being cautious 

anymore. They were clearing the board. 

“They know the Rising is close,” Anna said. “They’re 

eliminating resistance before it can organize.” 

Rutherford nodded, with the economy of movement of a man 

conserving resources. 

Harrow said they needed to stop playing defense. 

Patterson, who had recovered from the previous night’s 

encounter more quickly than any of them had expected—he was, it 

turned out, more resilient than his youth and his professional 

context suggested—proposed something he called information 

warfare. He was a journalist. He had contacts at twenty 

newspapers across three countries. He could plant stories: 

unexplained seismic activity in the Pacific, missing scientists, 
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strange purchasing patterns for deep-ocean equipment. Nothing 

that named the Drowned King or Nhal-Kor. Nothing that would 

invite the response that openly discussing the truth would 

invite. But enough noise that the cult had to spend resources 

managing it instead of simply moving freely. 

Make them visible, he said. They’ve operated in complete 

secrecy for thousands of years because secrecy was easy. Make it 

less easy. 

Rutherford said he liked it, and his saying so carried a 

weight that younger members of the Circle had learned to listen 

for. 

Chen’s idea about the submarine cover came next. Deep-sea 

mineral extraction—manganese nodules, rare earths—was a genuinely 

developing field with genuine commercial interest. A mining 

company that could credibly claim to be pursuing it would have 

reasons to fund unusual submarine development, and a submarine 

built to those specifications, modified in ways that the nominal 

purpose provided cover for, might reach depths sufficient for 

their actual purpose. Sarah Winfield, who had joined the Circle 

six months earlier after the cult killed her husband in a staged 

road accident, had the financial resources and the existing 

corporate infrastructure to make this work. 

It would be slow. It would be expensive. It would require 

eighteen months to build and test under the best circumstances, 

and they had, by Chen’s calculations, roughly that long. 

Harrow said: then we start immediately. And they did. 

* * * 
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He and Anna took the train to Alaska the following week, 

with Carter’s photographs and Patterson’s summary of the 

expedition notes and the growing understanding that the 

photographs showed something that neither of them was fully 

prepared to encounter. The train moved northwest through scenery 

that became progressively less organized in its relationship to 

human presence, the forests closing in and the mountains rising 

and the quality of the light changing to the quality of northern 

light, which is less forgiving than southern light and 

illuminates things differently, as though it is less interested 

in making things look attractive and more interested in simply 

showing what they are. 

Carter’s notes, in the version Patterson had assembled from 

the materials available before the expedition was destroyed, 

described the site in terms that were calm in their professional 

register and deeply disturbing in their implications. The 

structures were genuinely pre-human: the mineral composition of 

the building material was consistent with techniques available 

millions of years before the first stone tool, the erosion 

patterns implied construction in an era when the continental 

configuration was measurably different, and the biology of the 

organisms depicted in the carvings matched nothing in the current 

taxonomic record—five-pointed radial symmetry, tentacle clusters, 

membranous wings adapted for atmosphere with different 

composition than the current one. He was describing creatures 

that had been built by evolution for a different Earth. 
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The carvings told a history. Or what could be read of it 

told a history, with the gaps and uncertainties of any 

translation project for which the source language had no living 

speakers. The First Architects had arrived in the deep past, 

established cities, created life—the organic chemistry of the 

earliest terrestrial organisms showed, under analysis, 

fingerprints that matched First Architect biochemistry—and had 

eventually encountered entities from elsewhere, the Abyssal 

Sovereigns, in a conflict whose duration and scale defied 

ordinary description. The Keystone Pattern had been their 

solution: not a weapon in the conventional sense, not a means of 

destroying what could apparently not be destroyed, but a kind of 

dimensional lock. The geometry of the sign disrupted the 

conditions that allowed the Abyssal Sovereigns to manifest fully 

in ordinary space-time. Applied to the right location with 

sufficient power, it could hold what had been imprisoned, even if 

the physical structures of that prison changed. 

The train had been crossing a long stretch of forest for 

three hours when the conductor brought a passenger to their 

compartment. 

The man was forty or thereabouts, dressed for extreme cold 

in clothing that had been used hard rather than purchased for the 

occasion, with the weathered and watchful quality of someone who 

had spent recent months in places where watchfulness was not 

optional. He gave his name as Gunnar Thorsson. He said he had 

been a member of Professor Carter’s expedition. He said the 

reports of no survivors were wrong. 
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He sat down without being asked and told them what had 

happened. 

* * * 

Lake had, in his final days at the site, penetrated further 

into the ruin complex than the main expedition had gone. He had 

found, in the deeper levels, evidence of habitation that was not 

millions of years old but recent. Tools used within the past 

decade. Food stores that had been replenished within the past 

year. The heating system—bioluminescent organic technology of a 

kind that Lake could not classify but could recognize as 

functional—had been active. 

The First Architects were not extinct. 

Lake had encrypted his account of this discovery in his 

private journal, which he had given to Thorsson to carry out of 

the site separately from the main expedition’s records. He had 

been afraid. Not of the First Architects specifically, but of 

what he had seen in their dwelling areas that suggested they knew 

the expedition was there, had been aware of it from the 

beginning, and had made a decision about it. 

The decision manifested on the fourth night. 

Thorsson described Ghaunts as carefully as a man can 

describe something while making clear that language is inadequate 

to the task. They were the First Architects’ original biological 

creations—protoplasmic entities of extreme adaptability, 

originally designed as servants and tools, which had at some 

point in the deep past acquired independence of the kind that 

made the word servant inapplicable. They had rebelled. They had 
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become something the First Architects could not destroy but 

could, with great effort, contain. In the mountains, in the deep 

levels of the ruin complex, they were being contained. 

The First Architects had released them deliberately, to 

destroy the expedition. 

Of nine people, Thorsson had survived. Two others had 

survived initially but were dead now, killed by the cult agents 

who had been tracking the expedition for reasons that were 

separate from and connected to the First Architects’ decision. 

The camp had been torn apart, as the pilot had reported. The 

damage was consistent with something very large moving very fast 

through enclosed spaces. 

Harrow asked why the First Architects had done this. 

Thorsson said: because they didn’t want to be found. They 

had withdrawn from contact with humanity millions of years ago 

and the withdrawal was not circumstantial, not a consequence of 

being unable to maintain contact, but a choice. They considered 

humanity an irrelevant species in a transitional phase. They had 

their own concerns—maintaining their few surviving cities, 

containing the Ghaunts, preserving what remained of a 

civilization that had been great and was now old—and these 

concerns did not include any form of alliance with the species 

that had arisen after them on a planet they had largely vacated. 

Anna said: then we’re on our own. 

Thorsson said yes. He said: I came to tell you that because 

the alternative is you going to that site and dying there. The 

First Architects will not help. They will kill anyone who 
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approaches. I watched them kill nine of my colleagues for the 

crime of proximity to their ruins. They do not distinguish 

between enemies and ignorant researchers. Proximity is the 

criterion. 

He left them his copy of Carter’s private journal and left 

the train at the next station, walking out into the northern cold 

with the manner of someone who has discharged a specific 

obligation and has others to attend to. 

Harrow and Anna sat in silence as the train continued 

northwest, through forests that grew denser and darker and less 

organized around human presence with every passing mile. 

“The First Architects won their war,” Anna said eventually. 

“But they didn’t fight it for us. They fought it for themselves. 

And now they’re done with this planet and everything on it.” 

“Which means,” Harrow said, “the Keystone Pattern is the 

only weapon we have. And we have to develop it ourselves, without 

any help from the people who invented it.” 

He looked out the window at the darkening forest. The sky to 

the northwest was the deep clear blue of approaching winter at 

high latitude, and the first stars were becoming visible at the 

margin of the light. 

The stars, patient as always, moved in their ancient 

courses. 

* * * 

They did not go to Alaska. They turned back at Fairbanks and 

spent three days there reading Carter’s private journal in a 

hotel room and then took the train south and came back to Boston, 
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and the Circle reconvened in a new safe house—a warehouse in 

Charlestown that Winfield had arranged through one of the shell 

companies—with three new members and the specific reorientation 

that comes from having an avenue closed. 

Alice Morrison was twenty-five and had been doing her 

doctoral work in non-Euclidean geometry at Radcliffe when 

Patterson found her through a mutual academic contact. She had 

been studying the mathematical structures of spaces that violated 

the Euclidean rules as a pure theoretical exercise, with no 

awareness of any application, and the first time she was shown 

the Keystone Pattern from Latham’s collection, she looked at it 

for approximately thirty seconds and then said that it was a 

representation of a higher-dimensional manifold boundary and 

asked where it had come from. She had been in the Circle for two 

months and had already produced more useful mathematical analysis 

of the Keystone Pattern’s structure than Latham’s forty years of 

textual study. 

Daniel Rodriguez was thirty, former Army demolitions, 

currently working in construction, whose reason for joining was 

that he had been in a coastal town in 1925 during the six weeks 

of the worldwide dreams and had spent those six weeks not 

dreaming but awake, keeping the people around him from doing 

things the dreams were apparently suggesting to them, and had 

decided afterward that whatever was out there he would rather be 

on the side that was attempting to address it. 

Sarah Winfield was forty, widowed, and had the financial 

resources that the Circle had needed from the beginning and had 
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been managing without. She had also the specific organizational 

intelligence of someone who had spent fifteen years running a 

large household and several charitable foundations and 

understood, at a practical level, how to move significant 

resources without generating the kind of documentation that 

institutional enemies could use. 

Morrison presented her mathematical translation of the Lake 

journal’s encrypted sections at the October meeting, four months 

after Thorsson’s revelation. She had cracked approximately half 

of the encryption—a method Lake had apparently developed himself 

in the field, out of urgency rather than cryptographic 

sophistication—and what she had found in the translated text was 

consistent with what Latham had been building toward from the 

textual side. 

The Keystone Pattern was not a symbol. It was not, 

primarily, a symbol. It was a geometric formula expressed in 

symbolic notation, describing a specific configuration of higher-

dimensional space that interfered with the conditions necessary 

for an Abyssal Sovereign’s full manifestation in ordinary three-

dimensional space-time. The First Architects had developed it 

over the course of their war, and it worked the way a lens works: 

not by destroying the light but by changing the conditions of its 

propagation. It did not destroy the Drowned King. It prevented 

the Drowned King from fully occupying the dimensional space in 

which humanity existed. 

Applied to the right location—the central point of the 

Drowned King’s prison, the temple at Nhal-Kor’s core—with 
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sufficient energy to sustain it, it would keep the prison a 

prison regardless of whether Nhal-Kor was above or below the 

waterline. It would not prevent the Rising. It would prevent the 

Rising from mattering. 

The energy problem was the problem. 

The First Architects had power sources that human technology 

did not currently possess and could not replicate in the 

available time. But Chen, reading the translated sections 

alongside the seismic data she had been accumulating for five 

years, proposed something: the temple at Nhal-Kor generated its 

own energy. Voss had described it as emanating warmth, as 

radiating something that could be felt before it could be seen. 

If the Keystone Pattern could be connected to the temple’s own 

energy source—if the prison could be made to power its own lock—

the energy problem solved itself. 

Morrison said this was theoretically sound and that she 

would like several more months to confirm the mathematics. 

Anna said they might not have several more months. 

* * * 

Harrow felt it during that meeting. Mid-sentence, while he 

was talking through the submarine construction timeline with 

Oakes, a sensation he had learned to recognize in the two years 

since the first occurrence on the deck of the Vigilant: the 

presence of vast attention at the margin of perception, the 

quality of being in proximity to something so large that its 

influence registered even at a great distance, the way a massive 
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gravitational body influences the orbits of smaller objects 

without any direct contact. 

He stopped speaking. Everyone in the room noticed 

immediately because he was not someone who stopped speaking in 

the middle of sentences. 

Anna said his name. He put up a hand. The sensation lasted 

perhaps a minute and then faded, and when it was gone it left 

behind a residue of information that he had no way to account for 

in the ordinary sense but which was as clear as a data point: it 

was closer. Nhal-Kor was closer to the surface than Chen’s models 

had predicted. The timetable was wrong. 

Chen checked her instruments while he described what he had 

felt. She compared the seismic readings from the past forty-eight 

hours against the curve she had been projecting. The new readings 

were not on the curve. They were ahead of it. 

“Three months,” she said. “Maybe four. Not eighteen.” 

The room absorbed this differently from how it had absorbed 

bad news before, because before there had always been more time. 

Three months was not more time. Three months was the time you had 

when you no longer had any. 

Oakes said the submarine could not be built in three months. 

Not the new one, not under any circumstances. The modification of 

an existing Navy vessel was possible if they had access, if 

Winfield’s Defense Department connections could open the right 

doors, if the cover story held up under the scrutiny that moving 

a Navy asset on unofficial orders would generate. It would 

require resources they had not assembled and favors they had not 
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called in and a series of things going right in succession that 

had not been their recent experience. 

Harrow said: then that is what we do. What else are we going 

to do. 

He said it without particular drama, and the room heard in 

the absence of drama the thing it was covering: not resignation, 

but the kind of clarity that arrives when the available options 

have been reduced to one. 

* * * 

The USS Nautilus was an experimental deep-sea research 

submersible that the Navy had built in 1930 for purposes that had 

never quite materialized into a funded program, which meant it 

was available in the specific sense of being under-utilized, 

under-watched, and accessible to someone with the right 

combination of official clearances and unofficial cash. Winfield 

provided both. Oakes provided the technical knowledge. They moved 

the vessel to a facility in Norfolk in November of 1932 and began 

work. 

The original vessel had been designed for depths of perhaps 

four thousand feet. The modifications required to approach the 

Nhal-Kor coordinates—which implied floor depth somewhere between 

twenty-five and thirty-five thousand feet, below any existing 

measurement—were not, strictly speaking, modifications. They were 

a reconstruction that happened to be using the Nautilus’s hull as 

a starting point. Reinforced plating. Reengineered ballast 

systems. A pressure compensation mechanism that Morrison had 

designed based on the non-Euclidean geometries she was studying, 
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which she explained in terms that Oakes said he didn’t fully 

understand but was prepared to implement because the math checked 

out. 

The Keystone Pattern panel was the work of three weeks. 

Morrison had produced the final mathematical translation by 

December, and the panel—cast from materials that Latham had 

identified in the Boreal Tablets as having the right dimensional 

properties for holding the geometric configuration—was carved 

with a precision that required Alice Morrison’s involvement at 

every stage, because the tolerances in a pattern designed to 

operate at higher-dimensional boundaries were not forgiving. A 

millimeter’s error in certain junctions of the design would not 

merely reduce its effectiveness. It would reverse it. 

Rodriguez installed the secondary system with the specific 

efficiency of someone who has worked with explosives for long 

enough that the handling of materials designed to end things has 

become technically routine. Enough charges, placed correctly, to 

collapse the temple complex. If the Keystone Pattern failed. If 

the connection to the temple’s energy source could not be made. 

If something else went wrong in one of the approximately forty 

ways something could go wrong in a plan of this complexity. Plan 

B was the name everyone used for it and nobody examined too 

closely. 

“You’re rigging a suicide device,” Harrow said, watching 

Rodriguez work. 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   95 

“I’m rigging an insurance policy,” Rodriguez said. “If we 

fail, we still might be able to do some damage on the way out. 

Slow it down. Buy humanity some time.” 

“How much time?” 

“I don’t know. Some. More than nothing.” He continued 

working. “Sometimes more than nothing is what you have.” 

Morrison delivered her final calculations in January. The 

theoretical framework held: the temple generated energy through a 

mechanism she described as dimensional resonance, a property of 

the non-Euclidean geometry that produced an energy differential 

at the interface between the Nhal-Kor spatial configuration and 

normal space-time. This was, she acknowledged, a description of 

something she could model mathematically but not fully explain in 

the physics vocabulary currently available to her. It was real. 

It was calculable. It was large enough to power the Keystone 

Pattern. 

Whether it would work, at depth, under the conditions that 

would prevail when Nhal-Kor was rising and the Drowned King was 

waking and the dimensional interface was at its most active and 

least stable, was a question that mathematics could narrow but 

not resolve. Some things you could only find out by going. 

* * * 

February’s newspapers carried the stories Patterson had been 

planting for three months: mysterious Pacific seismic activity, 

the disappearance of three marine geologists, strange purchasing 

patterns for deep-ocean equipment among companies with no obvious 

industrial reason to need it. The stories were running now in 
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European papers as well, picked up and amplified by editors who 

recognized the shape of something developing beneath a surface 

they couldn’t yet fully see. The cult would be spending resources 

managing this, which was the purpose, and the fact that the cult 

was spending those resources was itself a kind of confirmation 

that the stories were having the intended effect. 

But the seismic data Chen brought to the final pre-departure 

meeting in the Norfolk facility was more immediate than the 

newspaper stories. The earthquake frequency had increased again 

in the past two weeks. The tectonic signature matched the 1925 

data in its final week, the escalation that had preceded Nhal-

Kor’s surface emergence by days. And in the coastal cities 

closest to the Pacific, the reports had begun. Artists waking at 

three in the morning with their hands reaching for brushes. Poets 

writing things they didn’t remember writing. People who had 

dreamed in 1925 and had not forgotten it recognizing something in 

their sleep that they had hoped they would never recognize again. 

The dreams were starting. 

Harrow stood at the head of the table and looked at the 

people who had spent five years building this toward the moment 

they were now in, and he said what was true without dressing it 

in anything: two weeks, maybe less. The window was open. They 

were either going now or they were not going, and not going was 

not a choice that meant anything except that they had failed. 

He said: anyone who wants to back out, now is the time. He 

meant it. He looked at each face and meant it specifically. 
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No one moved. Patterson, who had been a journalist eight 

months ago and was now something else, did not move. Rodriguez 

did not move. Chen did not move. Oakes did not move. 

Anna, who had tried once to talk Harrow out of this 

investigation and had spent five years understanding why that had 

been wrong, did not move. 

He said: all right. Tomorrow morning we sail. Rest if you 

can. 

Later, in the corridor outside the main facility, he and 

Anna stood at a window that looked out over the naval yard at 

night—the dark water of the channel, the lights of other vessels, 

the sky above Norfolk clearing after two days of rain, stars 

beginning to show through. 

“My grandfather tried to do this alone,” she said. “For 

thirty years he tried to do it alone.” 

“That’s not what we’re doing,” Harrow said. 

“No,” she agreed. She was quiet for a moment. “Do you think 

we’re going to come back?” 

He considered the question with the honesty it deserved. The 

plan had been executed as well as five years of effort by some of 

the most capable people he had ever worked with could execute it. 

The mathematics were as right as Alice Morrison could make them, 

which was very right. The vessel was as prepared as Oakes and 

Rodriguez could make it, which was also very right. The variables 

that were beyond their control were numerous. 

“I don’t know,” he said. “But I know what we’re going 

toward. And I know what happens if we don’t.” 
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She nodded. She had known this answer before she asked the 

question. She had been asking for a different reason—to say it 

aloud, to stand in it for a moment and let it be what it was 

rather than managing it. 

Above them, the clearing sky showed more stars with every 

passing minute. Patient, ancient, indifferent stars, following 

their orbital paths according to the mechanics of a universe that 

did not know Nathaniel Harrow or Anna Voss existed, moving into a 

configuration that had been building toward this particular 

alignment for fifty million years. 

Below them, somewhere in the dark water of the channel, a 

fish moved through water that connected, ultimately, to every 

ocean on Earth, including the fathomless deep of the South 

Pacific where something dreamed. 

Tomorrow they would go down to meet it. 

* * * 
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Chapter Five 

“The Descent” 

 

The surface of the ocean at 50°7’S, 129°22’W on the morning 

of the fifteenth of April, 1933, was deceptively beautiful. Clear 

skies, light swells, the particular blue of the deep Pacific that 

has nothing to do with shallowness or reef formations and 

everything to do with depth—the color of water over abyssal 

distances, which is the blue of something that has not been 

touched by sunlight since before the Cambrian era and reflects 

the sky only as a courtesy. The surface ship Endeavor floated at 

those coordinates with the patience of a vessel that has been 

given orders to stay in a specific location and is doing so 

without being asked to understand why. 
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On deck: the Nautilus, modified beyond the recognition of 

anyone familiar with its Navy career, sitting in the cradle that 

would carry it over the rail and lower it into that beautiful, 

deceptive water. Around it, six people in the final stages of 

preparation for a journey that could not be adequately described 

using the vocabulary of expeditions, which implies the 

possibility of return. 

Harrow stood at the rail and looked at the water. He had 

been looking at it for twenty minutes. He had looked at a great 

deal of water over the past six years, and this water looked the 

same as all of it, which was the fact most difficult to reconcile 

with what he knew about what was beneath it. 

Anna joined him. She carried equipment in her arms and moved 

with the compact efficiency of someone who has learned not to 

waste motion on a vessel in moderate swell, and she had about her 

the quality that Harrow had come to associate with her in 

difficult situations: not fearlessness, which would have been its 

own kind of dishonesty, but the decision to continue anyway, 

which was something different and harder. 

“Seismic sensors show increasing activity,” she said. “The 

rising has begun. Forty-eight hours, maybe less, before Nhal-Kor 

breaks the surface.” 

“That’s forty-eight hours to descend six miles, navigate an 

alien city, find the central chamber, install the Keystone 

Pattern, and be back at the surface before the city comes up to 

meet us,” he said. 
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She looked at him. “When you say it that way it sounds 

impossible.” 

“It is impossible. But we’re doing it anyway.” 

Captain Oakes approached from the Nautilus, dressed in the 

diving suit they had developed for the expedition—not for water, 

since they would be operating in Nhal-Kor’s alien geometry rather 

than swimming through open ocean, but for the environmental 

conditions that Morrison’s calculations suggested they would 

encounter in a city that existed partially outside ordinary 

space-time. The suits were, like everything else about the 

Nautilus, Morrison’s work done as well as available materials and 

time permitted, which was very well and not well enough. 

Chen and Morrison emerged from the submarine’s hatch in 

similar suits, carrying sensors and calculation equipment. 

Rodriguez followed, carrying the Keystone Pattern panel with both 

hands and the concentrated attention of a man carrying something 

irreplaceable, which it was. The panel was heavy, slightly warm 

to the touch, and cast from the materials Latham had identified 

after months of textual analysis as having the right properties 

for holding the geometric configuration at the interface with 

Nhal-Kor’s reality. 

Nobody made a speech. Harrow had considered the option and 

rejected it; he did not know what to say that the past six years 

had not already said, and the time remaining before they had to 

board was better used in silence than in language that was not 

adequate to the occasion. 
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He looked at each of them. Oakes, who had given up a naval 

career for this. Chen, who had spent five years monitoring 

seismic data toward this single moment. Morrison, who had 

translated alien mathematics into something she could build, and 

who was twenty-seven years old, and who he had thought about that 

more than he should have over the past weeks. Rodriguez, who had 

been asking since he joined the Circle whether he would be able 

to make a difference that mattered, and was about to find out. 

And Anna. 

He did not say anything to Anna that he had not already 

said. There was nothing left to say that had not been said over 

six years of shared work and shared fear and the specific 

intimacy of two people who have faced something together that 

cannot be shared with anyone else. 

He said: let’s go. 

They boarded through the top hatch. The deck crew sealed it 

behind them with the heavy, sequential sounds of metal meeting 

metal under significant torque, which were the last ordinary 

sounds any of them heard for a long time. 

* * * 

Inside the Nautilus, the world compressed to a cylinder 

approximately twenty feet long and eight feet in diameter 

containing six people, considerably more equipment than the space 

was designed to hold, and the ambient anxiety of a well-prepared 

group facing a situation for which preparation was necessary but 

not sufficient. 
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Oakes took the controls. Chen settled at the seismic 

monitoring station—a bank of instruments that she had installed 

herself over the past three months and that she understood better 

than anyone alive. Morrison reviewed her calculations for the 

last time, not because she thought she had made an error but 

because reviewing them was something to do with her hands that 

was not the thing her hands wanted to do. Rodriguez secured the 

Keystone Pattern panel in the padded bracket they had built for 

it and then checked his weapons and explosives with the 

methodical precision of someone who has been doing these checks 

long enough that they are both ritual and necessity. 

Harrow and Anna set up the recording equipment. This had 

been his addition to the mission plan in the final week of 

preparation, and nobody had questioned it though several people 

had noted what it implied: if they succeeded and survived, the 

recordings would be evidence; if they succeeded and did not 

survive, the recordings were a message. 

Oakes called the Endeavor on the radio, received 

acknowledgment, and activated the ballast system. 

The submarine sank. 

For the first minute, sunlight was visible through the small 

portholes—diffuse, greenish, the quality of light that has 

traveled through a hundred feet of water and is beginning to 

consider whether to continue. Then it faded. Not gradually the 

way light fades at dusk, but with the decisiveness of something 

being closed off: a door between the world above and what was 

below. At two hundred feet the portholes showed nothing. At three 
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hundred feet the exterior lights were necessary and showed: 

water. Water in every direction, moving with the slow biological 

currents of the deep ocean, empty of anything recognizable. 

Chen called out depths as they descended. One thousand feet. 

Two thousand. Three. Her voice had the quality of someone 

maintaining calm through procedural regularity, which was a 

technique Harrow had learned to rely on in situations where the 

alternative to procedural regularity was something considerably 

less useful. 

At five thousand feet the first creatures appeared. 

They were at the edge of the exterior lights, which meant 

they were registering as shapes rather than subjects: larger than 

anything in the surface ocean, moving with the self-possessed 

purposefulness of things that had no natural predators and had 

not had any for longer than the ocean floor had been at its 

current depth. They were not circling, exactly—circling implies a 

center, and the relationship of these creatures to the Nautilus 

was more complex than that, more like the behavior of something 

that is aware of a presence and is assessing it from multiple 

angles simultaneously. 

“How big,” Rodriguez said, the question not quite ending in 

a question mark. 

“The sensors read a range of forty to sixty feet,” Chen 

said. “And there are at least twelve of them.” 

One passed close to a porthole. For a moment it was fully 

visible in the exterior lights: something with too many jointed 

limbs, each limb terminating in structures that served several 
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functions simultaneously as early organisms served several 

functions before specialization was fully developed. Its eyes 

were bioluminescent and oriented in a configuration that allowed 

full spherical coverage—nothing could approach it from any 

direction without being seen. It did not look at the submarine. 

It looked through it, the way you look through something that is 

present but not relevant. 

“Tideborn?” Oakes said. 

“Older than Tideborn,” Anna said. “Things that were in the 

deep ocean before the Tideborn were anything other than ordinary 

humans. Things that have been waiting down here since Nhal-Kor 

sank. They feel the city rising. They’re gathering.” 

The creatures did not attack. They continued alongside the 

Nautilus as things continue alongside other things when they 

share a direction without sharing a purpose, and at ten thousand 

feet they were still there. 

* * * 

The alarm sounded at fourteen thousand feet, and the red 

pulse of it in the confined space had the quality of emergency 

that requires immediate physical response before the mind has 

finished processing what has happened. 

Oakes reached the panel, read the instruments, and said the 

word sabotage with the flat delivery of someone who has just 

confirmed something they had considered possible and had hoped 

would not prove to have been necessary to consider. 

A timer, set at the Norfolk facility before they sailed, 

activated at this specific depth, cutting power to the port 
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ballast control. Not enough to stop the descent. Enough to make 

it uncontrolled. 

“Who,” Rodriguez said. 

“Someone on the Endeavor crew,” Oakes said, already pulling 

the access panel. “Someone who knew the vessel well enough to 

install this without being seen and set it at exactly the depth 

where an emergency would take the most time to resolve.” He was 

inside the panel now, working by touch in the limited space. “The 

cult has people everywhere. We knew this. We just hoped they 

hadn’t gotten to the Nautilus.” 

“Hope,” Rodriguez said, “not having been our most reliable 

tool.” 

The descent became erratic. Without ballast control, the 

submarine dropped faster, the depth gauge climbing at rates that 

made Chen’s voice tighten in a way that communicated information 

independent of the numbers she was reading. The hull groaned 

under differential pressure—not the ordinary metal conversation 

of deep-water descent but the specific sound of a structure 

approaching the boundary between stress and failure. 

Oakes found the severed circuit and repaired it with the 

efficiency of a man who has spent his professional life solving 

urgent mechanical problems in confined underwater spaces, and the 

descent stabilized, and for a moment the only sound in the 

submarine was the gradual deceleration of heartbeats returning to 

their operating range from wherever they had been. 

“Hull integrity at eighty-five percent,” Oakes said, without 

commenting on what the margin had been before he said it. 
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Harrow did the arithmetic that the number implied. They had 

entered the water with hull integrity designed for the depths of 

Nhal-Kor, and they had used fifteen percent of that margin in 

emergency descent before reaching twenty thousand feet. What was 

left had to carry them to thirty-six thousand feet and back, in a 

vessel that had already been modified past its design 

specifications. The arithmetic was not comfortable arithmetic. 

“We continue,” he said. It was not a question and nobody 

treated it as one. 

* * * 

At twenty-five thousand feet the visions began. 

This was not unexpected. Harrow had experienced the 

peripheral brush of the Drowned King’s dreaming twice before—on 

the deck of the Vigilant crossing the Nhal-Kor coordinates in 

1927, and again in the Boston warehouse during the October 1932 

meeting when the seismic data had shown the timeline collapsing. 

Those had been faint, distant, the very edge of something vast. 

What began at twenty-five thousand feet was not faint and not 

distant; it was the difference between seeing a fire on the 

horizon and standing at its edge. 

The visions did not replace ordinary perception. They 

inhabited it. Harrow could see the Nautilus’s interior, the 

instruments, the faces of the five people around him, and 

simultaneously he was receiving something else—images from a 

different register of experience, the way certain fevers produce 

waking dreams that overlay the room without replacing it. 

Geometries too complex for waking analysis. Structures extending 
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through dimensional space that three-dimensional vision could not 

render, presenting themselves instead as impressions, as 

emotional data, as the cognitive equivalent of a sound felt in 

the chest before it is heard. Cities that had existed before the 

Atlantic had been an ocean floor and the Pacific had been a name 

for anything. The shape of time from a perspective that did not 

share the constraints of biological consciousness. 

Rodriguez pressed the heel of his hand against his forehead 

with the expression of someone trying to hold something in place. 

Morrison was writing numbers, fast, as though the calculations 

offered a framework that ordinary experience did not. Chen kept 

her eyes on the instruments and recited depths in a voice that 

was slightly too steady, the steadiness of active maintenance 

rather than natural calm. 

Anna said, quietly: “Stay with the mission. Focus on what we 

know. The geometry of the Keystone Pattern. The layout of the 

temple from Voss’s account. The sequence of the installation. 

What we need to do.” 

It helped. Not by eliminating the visions—they continued, 

would continue until the Nautilus was far enough from Nhal-Kor’s 

influence for distance to provide relief—but by providing a 

counter-structure, a set of known propositions against which the 

unknown could press without displacing it entirely. This was why 

Anna had survived everything the past six years had brought 

toward them: not because she was immune to what everyone else 

felt, but because she was better than any of them at maintaining 

operational function while feeling it. 
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At twenty-eight thousand feet the rhythmic pulse became 

audible. Or not audible precisely—Harrow’s ears registered 

nothing—but present. A low, impossibly slow oscillation in the 

air pressure of the submarine, as though something very large and 

very far below was breathing in its sleep, each breath taking 

minutes, each exhalation causing a pressure change that the 

instruments recorded and that the body felt independently of the 

instruments. 

Chen said: thirty thousand feet. And at the edge of the 

exterior lights, below them and spreading in every direction: the 

ocean floor. 

Except it was not the ocean floor. 

* * * 

Harrow had read Voss’s description of Nhal-Kor, in the 

original Norwegian as Anna translated it, four times in the years 

since Auckland. He had studied the crude sketch the second mate 

had made in Butler Hospital—the drawing that captured proportions 

without capturing meaning, the way any representation of the city 

was ultimately a description of the failure of representation. He 

had looked at the photographs of the Alaska ruins, at Latham’s 

architectural analyses, at everything the available evidence 

provided. He thought he was prepared for what the exterior lights 

of the Nautilus would illuminate when they reached the ocean 

floor. 

He was not prepared. 

The city stretched in every direction that the submarine’s 

limited illumination could reach, and the darkness beyond the 
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lights’ edge did not feel like the absence of the city but like 

the presence of more of it, the city continuing beyond what could 

be seen as a large number continues beyond what can be counted. 

The structures rose from the floor at angles that were consistent 

within Nhal-Kor’s own geometry and inconsistent with every other 

geometry Harrow had ever inhabited, and the inconsistency was not 

random—it was not the chaos of collapse or erosion—but 

systematic, organized according to a different set of spatial 

rules with the same internal rigor that any well-designed 

structure possessed. These buildings had been built to stand. 

They were standing. They had been standing for longer than the 

word ancient applied to. 

The surface of the stone—if it was stone, if that category 

applied—was the deep greenish-black he knew from the bas-relief 

and the idol and Voss’s descriptions, with a quality of absorbing 

light rather than reflecting it that gave the structures a visual 

weight out of proportion to their dimensions. The carvings that 

covered every surface were continuous and dense, never 

decorative, always in the register of something else—record, 

instruction, invocation, notation in a system whose referents 

were not the referents of human symbolic systems. 

In the center of what the available evidence called the 

city’s center, because it was where the largest structure was and 

large structures in cities tend toward centers, the temple stood. 

Morrison, beside him at the porthole, exhaled once and said 

nothing. It was the kind of silence that serves as a complete 

response to something that language would reduce. 
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Oakes brought the Nautilus lower, searching for a landing 

surface that could accommodate the vessel’s dimensions without 

subjecting the already-stressed hull to additional lateral 

forces. The plaza that Chen identified from Voss’s account—

relatively flat, relatively near the temple—appeared to be 

relatively flat in the way Nhal-Kor was relatively anything: flat 

by the standards of Nhal-Kor’s geometry, which was not the same 

as flat by the standards of human engineering. 

The Nautilus settled onto the plaza with a grinding contact 

that registered in the hull-stress monitors and in the teeth 

simultaneously. The city’s surface held. 

“We’re down,” Oakes said. “Hull integrity at seventy-eight 

percent. Life support operational. The city is rising at an 

accelerating rate. Based on the seismic data, we have 

approximately twelve hours before Nhal-Kor reaches the surface.” 

He paused. “We cannot be inside when it does.” 

Harrow said he understood. He looked at Anna. 

He had intended a final conversation. He found, at the 

moment when it was available, that the conversation had already 

happened—in the six years of fighting beside her, in the parallel 

development of their understanding of what they were doing and 

why, in the agreement that had been reached not through 

discussion but through the accumulated evidence of how two people 

move together through extraordinary circumstances and find that 

they have made, without explicitly deciding to make it, a single 

argument against the dark. 

He said: ten hours. If we’re not back, leave. 
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She said: I know. 

He said: promise me. 

A pause that contained everything her answer would also 

contain. Then: “I promise.” 

He turned to Rodriguez and Chen and the Keystone Pattern 

panel in its padded bracket, and he said: let’s go meet a god. 

* * * 

The airlock equalized and the hatch opened and Harrow 

stepped onto Nhal-Kor. 

The pressure that should have killed him instantly was not 

present. This was the first of the city’s violations of ordinary 

physics, and it was not reassuring as surviving something that 

should have killed you is usually reassuring, because the reason 

he was alive was not a function of anything he had done or any 

protection he was wearing. The reason was that Nhal-Kor operated 

by different rules, and the different rules happened, in this 

particular respect, to be survivable for a human body. Whether 

they would continue to be survivable was a question the city’s 

geometry had not answered. 

He stood on the plaza and looked at the temple and felt the 

city around him in a way that was physical and more than physical 

simultaneously. The ground under his feet transmitted vibration—

the slow, deep oscillation that was almost a heartbeat, coming 

from the direction of the temple, from the direction of 

everything in Nhal-Kor because everything in Nhal-Kor was 

ultimately oriented toward the temple. The carvings on the 

surrounding structures seemed, when his peripheral vision caught 
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them, to be moving. When he looked directly at them they were 

still. This was either an optical effect of Nhal-Kor’s spatial 

properties or something else, and either possibility was worth 

not dwelling on. 

Rodriguez and Chen came through the airlock behind him. 

Rodriguez had the Keystone Pattern panel and a weapon and the 

expression of a man who has made his peace with all the available 

outcomes. Chen had sensors and the expression of a scientist in 

the field—alert, recording, translating experience into data with 

the focused precision that was, Harrow understood, her version of 

what Anna did with composure. 

The plaza between the submarine and the temple was not large 

by Nhal-Kor’s apparent standards. It was large by any other 

standards. And the distance behaved in the way Voss had 

described—not constant, not reliable, the relationship between 

movement and progress subject to the same spatial distortions 

that governed everything in the city. They walked and the temple 

did not get proportionally closer. Then it got much closer very 

fast. Then the doors were directly before them. 

The doors were open. 

“Shouldn’t be open,” Chen said quietly, meaning that a 

prison should not have its door ajar. The same thing Harrow was 

thinking. He moved through them anyway, because the alternative 

was standing outside the prison of a sleeping god with twelve 

hours remaining and nothing accomplished. 

* * * 
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The interior of the temple was impossible in ways that its 

exterior had not fully prepared them for. 

This was a consistent property of Nhal-Kor: each new 

exposure to its geometry exceeded the preceding exposure, as 

though the city calibrated its violations to whatever threshold 

you had just adapted to. The outer plaza had violated Euclidean 

spatial assumptions. The temple’s interior violated the 

assumptions that governed what a violation of Euclidean space 

could look like. Corridors terminated in junctions that led 

simultaneously to locations that could not, in ordinary space, be 

simultaneously accessible from the same point. Surfaces met each 

other at angles that the eye tracked for a moment before sliding 

off, because the angle existed in a dimensional configuration the 

eye could not maintain focus on. Stairways ascended and descended 

in the same direction. 

Rodriguez moved alongside Harrow and looked straight ahead, 

using the technique Harrow had read about in the Boreal Tablets—

don’t try to understand the geometry, don’t try to map it, follow 

the energy signature and let your body navigate by a sense that 

predates spatial reasoning. Chen had the instruments and was 

doing something more rigorous. Both approaches produced movement 

in approximately the right direction. 

The psychic pressure increased with every corridor they 

traversed. At the entrance it had been the deep background pulse 

of the dreaming presence, present and insistent but navigable. 

Deeper in, it became more specific—not a broadcast but something 

more like attention, the difference between ambient radio noise 
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and a signal aimed at a receiver. Harrow felt it as pressure at 

the front of his skull and in the space behind his eyes, and the 

visions that had begun at twenty-five thousand feet were now 

continuous and detailed and required active maintenance of the 

distinction between what was being shown to him and what was 

actually in front of him. 

What was being shown to him was not designed to be pleasant. 

He recognized this as a defensive response—not the thoughtful 

strategy of an awake intelligence but the autonomic reaction of 

something that was becoming aware of a threat in its immediate 

environment, the way an immune system responds to a pathogen 

before any conscious decision to respond has been made. The 

images were designed to disrupt, to destabilize, to show him 

things about the nature of the universe and humanity’s 

relationship to it that were true and that would, under ordinary 

circumstances, be incapacitating. He held his focus on the 

mission sequence. The Keystone Pattern panel. The installation 

steps Morrison had walked him through a hundred times. The power 

junction Chen had identified from the telemetry data. The 

sequence. 

Then the corridor ended and the chamber was before them. 

Harrow had thought, having read Voss’s account, that he had 

some preparation for what the chamber would be. Voss had written 

that words failed; Harrow had read the failure and thought he 

understood it. He had not understood it. 

The chamber was vast as geological formations are vast: not 

by reference to human scale but by having no particular 
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relationship to human scale at all, occupying a category of size 

that the word vast was not adequate to and that the mind 

processed not as visual information but as something else, a 

physical sensation of being very small in the presence of 

something that was not large in any way that large applied to. 

The ceiling, if it was a ceiling, was not visible. The walls were 

not visible. What was visible was the chamber’s center, because 

the center generated light—not from any source, not from 

luminescence or radiance or emission, but from the property of 

being the location toward which the rest of the chamber was 

oriented, the way a star is luminous by being the thing that 

everything else in its system is defined in relation to. 

And in the center, on a throne whose architecture implied 

geological epochs of intentional construction: the Drowned King. 

Harrow looked at it for as long as it took his visual system 

to communicate the information to whatever part of the mind 

evaluates such information and decide that the evaluation was 

complete. The information could not be rendered as an image in 

the ordinary sense. What came back was not a picture but a 

knowledge: there was something here, it was real, it was present, 

it was very large, it was breathing—each breath a change in the 

pressure of the air in the chamber, each exhalation a wave of 

displaced atmosphere that carried with it something that was not 

air—and its eyes were closed. 

They were closed but they were moving under their lids. 

“The power source,” he said, hearing his own voice at a 

distance. “Where is it.” 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   117 

Chen was already moving. She had the instruments and they 

were working despite the spatial distortions—Morrison had built 

them for this specifically—and she was moving toward the raised 

platform at the chamber’s edge that the telemetry data had 

identified as the energy nexus. The platform glowed with a light 

that was not quite visible but that registered on the instruments 

and in the body simultaneously. Ancient technology, Latham had 

said. Drawing energy from tectonic movement, from the slow grind 

of the planet’s plates against each other, converting geological 

force into the dimensional interface that kept the Drowned King’s 

prison both functioning and habitable for the prisoner. Running 

for millions of years. It would run for millions more. 

They had ten hours. They moved to the platform and began. 

* * * 

The connection points were where Morrison had calculated 

they would be—six junctions on the platform’s upper surface where 

the energy system’s architecture provided an interface that could 

accept the Keystone Pattern’s geometric configuration. This was 

the part that could not be tested in advance, the part that 

depended entirely on the quality of Morrison’s mathematical 

translation and on the assumption that the ancient texts Latham 

had been interpreting for forty years were describing something 

real rather than something metaphorical. If they were wrong about 

the connection points, the Keystone Pattern would be an ornate 

panel installed in a location with no effect. If they were right, 

the panel would draw the platform’s power into its geometric 

configuration and project the Keystone Pattern as a dimensional 
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barrier—a quantum lock on the interface between the Drowned 

King’s prison and ordinary space-time, preventing the Abyssal 

Sovereign from emerging even if the physical structures of Nhal-

Kor were no longer submerged. 

Harrow held the panel while Chen located and prepared the 

first junction. Rodriguez positioned himself between them and the 

sleeping figure at the chamber’s center, watching for any change 

in the rhythm of those slow, massive breaths. 

The first connection produced a sound—not from the panel or 

the platform but from the room, from the air of the room, as 

though the geometry of the space had been altered at a frequency 

that expressed itself acoustically. The carvings on the chamber 

walls seemed to respond to it, moving in the peripheral vision 

with more urgency than before. 

Second connection. The panel’s symbols began to illuminate, 

beginning with the outermost ring and progressing inward toward 

the central configuration—the star-shaped design of unusual 

angular complexity that Morrison had identified as the key 

junction, the point at which the geometric formula became active 

rather than structural. 

Third connection. The light from the panel intensified, and 

Harrow felt the dimensional change as a physical sensation in the 

bones of his hands where they held it—not pain, not quite 

pressure, but the specific awareness of being at the interface 

between two different physical regimes, the way you feel the 

change in air pressure when a weather system shifts. 
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At the center of the chamber, one of the massive eyes moved 

beneath its lid. 

“Faster,” Rodriguez said. 

Fourth connection. The platform beneath them responded to 

the panel’s increasing power draw, the glow intensifying, the 

vibration increasing from almost-perceptible to clearly felt. 

Something in the city outside the chamber responded as well—a 

deep, sustained resonance transmitted through the floor, through 

the walls, through the air, as though Nhal-Kor itself was aware 

of what was happening at its center and was uncertain about it. 

The eye opened. 

Not fully. A fraction. The lid parting to show a line of 

something that was not light but that had properties in common 

with light, that illuminated in the sense that it changed the 

quality of perception in the chamber without actually producing 

photons. It registered as golden and was not golden. It 

registered as vast and was vast. 

It found them immediately. 

The effect of that attention on three human nervous systems 

was not minor. Rodriguez made a sound. Chen’s hands shook. Harrow 

felt the Keystone Pattern panel become heavier, or felt himself 

become less able to hold it, and gripped harder, because the 

remaining connections were the critical ones and he was not 

letting go. 

The presence pushed. Not physically—the tentacles did not 

move, the vast form did not stir—but in every other way. Against 

the front of the mind, against the barriers Morrison had 
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described and Harrow had been building since 1927: the 

disciplined structures of someone who knows what is pressing 

against the outside of their consciousness and has been refusing 

to let it in for six years. He held. 

Fifth connection. 

The panel blazed. Every symbol on its surface simultaneously 

active, the geometric configuration complete and alive as a 

formula becomes alive when all its terms are present and the 

equation resolves. The light it generated was not the light of 

the platform but something different—the Keystone Pattern’s own 

light, the specific frequency of the dimensional barrier becoming 

actual. 

And it spread. 

From the panel, through the connection points, through the 

platform’s energy system, outward into the temple’s architecture: 

the Keystone Pattern propagating through Nhal-Kor’s structure the 

way a formula propagates through a mathematical system, each node 

it reached becoming another node in the barrier’s network, the 

network expanding until the entire temple was a single 

functioning installation of the geometric lock. 

the Drowned King’s eye opened fully. 

Harrow looked directly into it and held the final connection 

steady. 

What he saw there was not malevolence, exactly, though 

malevolence was part of it. What he saw was something for which 

the human emotional vocabulary was not designed—the reaction of a 

consciousness so large and so old that the concepts available to 
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biological minds for understanding rage and frustration and 

deprivation registered as their nearest equivalents without being 

precisely those things. He saw a god—or something that occupied 

the functional category of god without having been constructed by 

human religious imagination—encountering an obstacle. He saw the 

obstacle registered. He saw that the obstacle was him. 

He made the sixth connection. 

The Keystone Pattern detonated outward from the panel in a 

silent expansion of dimensional reconfiguration that the 

chamber’s atmosphere translated into a wave of pressure and heat 

and something else that had no name in the available vocabulary, 

spreading through every surface and angle and junction of the 

temple, projecting itself across the interface between Nhal-Kor’s 

non-Euclidean space and the ordinary three-dimensional space in 

which the ocean floor existed, sealing that interface with the 

geometric lock the First Architects had developed in a war that 

had lasted longer than the human species had existed. 

The cry that followed was not a sound. 

It arrived as pain, simultaneous and total, as though the 

air itself had become briefly incompatible with human nervous 

systems. All three of them were on the floor. Harrow’s nose was 

bleeding. Chen had her hands over her ears in a gesture that 

addressed the sensation without addressing the source. Rodriguez 

was on his hands and knees looking at the ground with the focused 

attention of someone maintaining consciousness through pure 

refusal. 

The eye closed. 
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The chamber was quiet in a way it had not been since they 

entered—the background pulse gone, replaced by the Keystone 

Pattern’s steady geometric presence in every surface of the room. 

The pattern glowed faintly on the walls, on the ceiling, on the 

throne and the figure on it, containing rather than illuminating, 

the light of a lock rather than a window. 

“Did it work,” Harrow said. 

Chen checked the instruments. Her hands were steadier than 

they should have been. “The barrier is stable,” she said. 

“Connected to the platform’s power system. Self-sustaining. the 

Drowned King is contained within the temple boundary. Even when 

Nhal-Kor surfaces—even if the city stays above water—it won’t be 

able to emerge.” 

A moment. A breath. 

“We did it,” Rodriguez said, from the floor. “We actually 

did it.” 

The city shook. 

* * * 

Nhal-Kor was rising. Not gradually, in the way it had risen 

in 1925—the slow tectonic elevation of geological pressure 

building over weeks. This was the full rising, the convergence of 

stellar alignment and tectonic preparation and the accumulated 

intent of a cult that had spent decades ensuring the conditions 

for permanence. The city rose with the decisiveness of something 

that had been waiting to rise for as long as it could be said to 

have been waiting for anything. 
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The chamber floor tilted. Stone cracked along fault lines 

that had apparently been waiting for exactly this load. Water 

began to enter from somewhere below them, not flooding yet but 

present, a reminder that Nhal-Kor was a submarine structure 

returning to a surface it had not occupied in a very long time 

and that the return had not been engineered with the comfort of 

temporary inhabitants in mind. 

“We need to go,” Harrow said, already moving. 

The corridors they had entered through were not the 

corridors they now moved through. This was not sabotage or 

confusion; it was Nhal-Kor’s geometry responding to the city’s 

motion, the spatial relationships reconfiguring as the physical 

relationships between Nhal-Kor’s dimensional anchors shifted 

during the rising. Paths that had led somewhere an hour ago led 

somewhere else now. Harrow followed Chen’s instruments and they 

moved. 

They reached a junction where the exit corridor should have 

been and found, instead, cultists. 

A dozen of them, fully transformed—no longer people in the 

process of becoming something else but something else entirely, 

wearing the shapes of the ocean floor biology that had been their 

destination: scaled, gilled, proportioned for water rather than 

air, moving with the ease of things in their element. They had 

come through Nhal-Kor the way Nhal-Kor wanted them to come 

through it—the city had been navigable for them in the way it had 

not been for the three people trying to leave. 
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The exchange was brief and not negotiable. Rodriguez moved 

in front of Harrow and Chen as people move in front of other 

people when the thing in front of them requires immediate 

physical engagement and they have made a prior calculation about 

who should engage it. 

“Get out,” he said. Not loudly. In the voice of a decision 

already made. 

“Rodriguez—” 

“Thirty seconds,” he said. “I’ll make it thirty seconds. 

Run.” 

He armed the explosives vest in the motion he had been 

practicing since Norfolk and walked toward the cultists, and 

Harrow took Chen’s arm and ran in the other direction, through a 

corridor that opened because it had to open, because they needed 

to leave and the city was no longer actively preventing 

departure. Behind them: gunfire, brief and productive, followed 

by the specific sound of a detonation in an enclosed stone space, 

followed by the sound of the enclosed stone space responding to 

the detonation by ceasing to be enclosed. 

They ran. The corridor opened. The doors of the temple were 

ahead, and beyond the doors the plaza, and on the plaza the 

Nautilus with its hatch open and Anna standing in it. 

* * * 

The plaza fought them. Not with cultists—whatever resistance 

the cult had been able to bring into Nhal-Kor had been addressed—

but with its own rising, the spatial distortions that had been 

manageable in a static city becoming acute in a city in rapid 
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vertical motion. They ran and the distance shifted and they ran 

harder and it shifted less and then the airlock was open and Anna 

had her hands on his arm and he was inside the Nautilus and Chen 

was inside and the hatch was sealed. 

“Where is Rodriguez,” Anna said. 

He told her. 

A silence of quality—the quality of something understood and 

accepted without having time to be grieved, because Nhal-Kor was 

rising at a rate that the seismic monitors were translating into 

numbers that required immediate response. 

Oakes fired the engines. The Nautilus lifted from the plaza 

and the city immediately began to occupy the space the submarine 

vacated, the stone pressing upward as Nhal-Kor rose and the sea 

floor attempted to remain where it was and the vast forces of the 

city’s ascent resolved the disagreement in the city’s favor. 

They rose with it, which was not the plan and was the only 

available option. The Nautilus’s ascent rate was a fraction of 

Nhal-Kor’s, which meant the city was coming up beneath them and 

around them and they were climbing through a rising nightmare 

city at maximum thrust while Oakes did things with the controls 

that the controls had not been designed to have done to them. The 

hull groaned with the specific sound of structural integrity 

being spent rather than preserved. 

At fifteen thousand feet above the floor—at twenty-one 

thousand feet below the surface—Nhal-Kor began to emerge from the 

water. The ocean above them lightened, fractionally, in the way 

the ocean lightens when the roof of it is lifting. Morrison’s 
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depth gauge showed the surface approaching from above rather than 

the floor receding from below, and the sense of the two movements 

converging produced in Harrow a specific variety of 

claustrophobia for which there was no adequate name. 

Then they hit the surface. 

The Nautilus broke the water at a speed that was 

inconsistent with the survival of the vessel and the survival of 

the people inside it, and the fact that both the vessel and the 

people inside it survived was a function of several engineering 

decisions Oakes had made in the Norfolk facility—reinforcements 

in the hull’s upper section designed specifically for this 

contingency—combined with the application of forces too large to 

have been planned for and the absence of any better explanation 

than the enduring human capacity to survive things that should 

not have been survived. 

They were airborne for a moment. Then they came down. 

Water poured in through two hull breaches that the 

structural failure of surfacing had produced. Morrison and Anna 

worked the emergency seals—each had practiced this enough times 

that it was the practiced response rather than a considered one, 

which was the only kind of response available in the available 

time. Oakes got the engines directing thrust toward the Endeavor, 

two miles distant and visibly relieved, its crew lining the rail. 

Behind them, through the damaged portholes, Nhal-Kor was 

fully surfaced. 

The impossible architecture rose from the ocean in the 

morning light: towers that violated every structural principle 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   127 

governing the construction of towers, surfaces that moved in ways 

surfaces did not move, the entire city radiating the specific 

wrongness that was the aesthetic expression of a geometry that 

did not share the assumptions of the geometry in which everything 

else on Earth existed. It was enormous. It was alien. It was, in 

the morning light, in its terrible wrongness, briefly and 

disturbingly beautiful. 

And at its center, the temple. 

The Keystone Pattern glowed on the temple’s sealed doors—

faintly, with the steady non-urgency of something functioning as 

designed rather than straining toward an effect. The geometric 

pattern held across every surface of the structure, patient and 

inviolate, the lock engaged, the barrier complete. 

Nothing emerged. 

Around Nhal-Kor, the cult ships that had been gathering for 

months sat motionless on the ocean surface, watching the city 

they had spent decades preparing for emerge in all its terrible 

reality and produce nothing—no walking god, no transformation of 

the world, no validation of the millennia of worship and 

sacrifice and murder that had gone into this moment. The doors of 

the temple were sealed. The Abyssal Sovereign was imprisoned. The 

vault had opened and it made no difference. 

The Nautilus made the Endeavor with three minutes to spare 

before the hull’s remaining integrity would have been 

insufficient to keep the ocean out. 

* * * 
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For three days, Nhal-Kor remained above the surface. The 

Endeavor’s crew documented it exhaustively—photographs, 

soundings, electromagnetic readings, seismic data—because 

whatever happened next, the world needed a record that was more 

than the traumatized account of a second mate in a hospital in 

Auckland. The photographs showed a city. The soundings showed 

depth configurations inconsistent with any geological formation 

in the Pacific. The electromagnetic readings showed the Keystone 

Pattern’s dimensional barrier functioning in the specific 

frequency that Morrison had predicted, stable, drawing power from 

the platform, maintaining itself without external support. 

the Drowned King did not emerge. 

On the fourth day, the tectonic conditions that had produced 

the rising began to subside. Not because the stars had moved—the 

alignment was still in place—but because the cult’s engineering 

preparations for geological stabilization had, like every other 

part of the cult’s plan, produced an effect that was temporary 

rather than permanent. Without continuous engineering support, 

the elevated position of Nhal-Kor was subject to the same 

geological forces that had returned it to the ocean floor in 

1925. The city began to sink. 

Harrow stood on the Endeavor’s deck and watched it go. 

The towers descended below the surface level slowly and with 

the inevitability of things returning to where they belonged. The 

sickly green of the city’s upper surfaces disappeared beneath the 

water, and the water closed over it, and the surface became calm, 

and the Pacific looked as it had always looked at those 
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coordinates: deep, and blue, and giving no indication of what it 

held. 

In the sick bay, Anna was asleep. She had not slept for 

forty-eight hours and had kept the Nautilus operational through 

conditions that no submarine crew had previously faced, and she 

had negotiated the grief of Rodriguez’s absence with the same 

approach she brought to everything that threatened to be larger 

than she could hold: by being present to it, by not diminishing 

it, by allowing it to be what it was while continuing to function 

in spite of it. She was asleep now because she had run out of the 

resource that had been carrying her and her body had simply ended 

the negotiation. 

Chen was writing the technical report. Morrison was checking 

the mathematical models against the observed Keystone Pattern 

behavior and finding, with visible relief, that the models were 

accurate. Oakes was coordinating the Endeavor’s navigation for 

the return to port, with the equanimity of a man who has done 

what he came to do and now has administrative responsibilities. 

Latham, who had spent the three days of Nhal-Kor’s surface 

appearance in an almost continuous state of scholarly 

transcription that appeared to be his version of the reaction 

everyone else was handling differently, came to stand beside 

Harrow at the rail. 

“You saved the world,” he said, in the tone of someone 

observing an accurate fact. 

“We delayed something,” Harrow said. “The Keystone Pattern 

will hold for as long as it holds. We don’t know how long that 
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is. The texts don’t specify. Nhal-Kor will rise again. the 

Drowned King will find a way out of the barrier or the barrier 

will degrade or the cult will develop a method for circumventing 

it that we haven’t anticipated. We didn’t end this.” 

“No,” Latham agreed. “But you proved it can be addressed. 

That human ingenuity, human courage, and human sacrifice can 

affect the outcome of something this large. That’s not nothing.” 

Harrow looked at the water for a long moment. “Rodriguez was 

thirty years old,” he said. 

Latham said nothing, because nothing was the adequate 

response. 

“We don’t disband,” Harrow said. “the Drowned King is one of 

many. The ancient texts describe the Black Envoy, the Root-

Mother, others—entities scattered across the planet and beyond 

it, in various states of dormancy, some of them already stirring. 

The cult serves all of them. We’ve addressed one threat. There 

are others. And the people who will face those threats need the 

Circle to exist, to have accumulated knowledge, to have passed 

what we learned to the next generation.” 

“You sound,” Latham said, “very much like a man who has 

decided to spend the rest of his life doing this.” 

“Yes,” Harrow said. “I suppose I do.” 

* * * 

Six months later, in a room beneath the Wychmere University 

campus that had been built with the specific security 

requirements of an organization that had been attacked in its 

previous locations and had learned from the experience, the 
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Circle met. Old members and new ones: the survivors of the 

descent alongside people who had joined in the months since, 

drawn by the documented evidence that the Circle now possessed 

and by the knowledge, spreading carefully through the networks 

Patterson had built, that there was an organization doing 

something about what was coming. 

On the table: the Keystone Pattern panel. Scarred and 

darkened from its time in the temple, the surface altered by 

whatever dimensional forces it had been in contact with, but 

structurally intact. Morrison had analyzed it exhaustively in the 

months since their return and had found that the alterations had, 

paradoxically, improved the panel’s properties—that contact with 

the actual conditions of Nhal-Kor’s power system had refined the 

geometric configuration in ways that she could document but not 

fully explain. The panel was more what it needed to be than it 

had been when they built it. 

Harrow stood at the head of the table and looked at the 

faces—some of them tired as people are tired who have been doing 

difficult things for a long time, some of them new and carrying 

the quality of people who have just learned something that has 

permanently changed their relationship to the world they are 

living in—and he said what was true, as he had always tried to 

say what was true. 

He said: Daniel Rodriguez died in Nhal-Kor so that the rest 

of us could leave. He was thirty years old. He had been with the 

Circle for two years. He made the decision he made with full 

knowledge of what he was deciding. We should not diminish that by 
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calling it anything other than what it was: a choice, made 

freely, by someone who understood what was at stake. 

He said: what we did at Nhal-Kor was a beginning, not an 

end. The Keystone Pattern is holding. the Drowned King is 

imprisoned. But there are other entities and other threats and 

the cult is still operating, in diminished but not eliminated 

form, in pursuit of the same goals it has pursued for thousands 

of years. The work continues. 

He said: we are the people who know. There will be future 

people who know. Our obligation to them, and to everyone who will 

never know and does not need to know as long as the Circle does 

its work, is to pass forward what we have learned, to improve on 

it, to be ready—more ready than we were in 1933—for whatever the 

next rising brings. 

Anna, beside him, raised a glass. 

He raised his. Around the table, everyone else raised 

theirs. 

“To the guardians,” she said. “To the ones who came before 

us and the ones who will come after.” 

The sentiment was accurate. The people in the room had not 

been guardians of anything when they started; they had been an 

academic, a marine biologist, a mathematician, a demolitions 

expert, a journalist, a wealthy widow, and a retired naval 

officer, among others, and what they had become by the time the 

Endeavor sailed back to port was not something that any of those 

descriptions covered. They had become what the work required. 

This seemed, as endings go, like the right kind. 
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Below them, beneath the university and the city and the 

Atlantic seaboard and the ocean floor, the Earth continued its 

patient geological business. In the South Pacific, six miles 

beneath the surface, Nhal-Kor sat in the darkness of the abyssal 

plain with its Keystone Pattern glowing steadily in the deepest 

chambers of its central temple. the Drowned King dreamed. 

The dreams reached upward, as they always reached upward, 

through miles of cold dark water and into the sleeping minds of 

artists and poets and people whose particular consciousness made 

them, for reasons that were still not fully understood, capable 

of receiving what was being broadcast. The dreams were different 

now. They were still vast and inhuman and far beyond the scale 

that human minds were designed to navigate. But they had, added 

to them, something new—the awareness, translated into dream-

language, of an obstacle. Of a barrier. Of something small and 

impermanent and biological that had, for once, managed to be in 

exactly the right place at the right time. 

The light of the Keystone Pattern held in the darkness. 

For now. For long enough. 

Above it, the ocean was very deep and very old and patient, 

carrying on its surface the ships of human civilization in 

complete ignorance of what it covered, moving through its 

millennia with the indifference of a medium that has never needed 

to concern itself with the particulars of what travels through 

it. 

And far above the ocean, in the study of a house in 

Blackwater, Massachusetts, Nathaniel Harrow opened a new notebook 
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and wrote at the top of the first page the date, and below it: 

what comes next. 

 

END OF BOOK I: THE CALL 

 

* * * 

 

 

 

Book II: The War Below 

 

Chapter One 

“The Sleeper in the Deep” 

 

The last transmission from Carter’s Camp, Antarctica, was 

received at the Wychmere Circle’s operations center at 11:47 PM 

on the fourteenth of February, 1947, and it lasted forty-three 

seconds before the connection went dead. The operator on duty 

recorded it, flagged it Priority Alpha, and had Director Harrow 

on the line within four minutes. He listened to it twice. Then he 

sat for a moment with the receiver in his hand, in the operations 

center that had not existed fourteen years ago and that contained 

at that moment thirty-two people working three stations around 

the clock, and he felt the quality of a familiar thing becoming 

newly terrible. 

The voice on the recording was Dr. Harlan Pike, fifty-five 

years old, Antarctic explorer, veteran of the 1930 Wychmere 
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University Antarctic expedition that had produced the data that 

Harrow and Latham had used to confirm the First Architects’ 

presence in the mountains of the continent’s interior. Pike had 

been one of the two survivors of that earlier expedition—the 

other had gone mad—and had spent the intervening years doing the 

thing that survivors of encounters with the wrong end of the 

cosmic order tended to do: returning to the scene. Trying to 

understand. Unable to leave it alone. He had been at Carter’s 

Camp, in the deep Antarctic interior, with a research team of 

twelve, for six weeks. 

His voice on the recording was controlled as terror controls 

a trained man’s voice: the words coming out in the right order, 

the information transmitted, the pauses measured. He said: we 

found something in the ice. Something that should have stayed 

buried. He said: we need immediate extraction, all personnel. He 

said: it’s here. It’s in the station. He said: tell Harrow it’s 

not just the Drowned King. There are others. Older. Worse. 

Then the connection ended, and the recording contained forty 

seconds of static before the operator had terminated it, and in 

those forty seconds of static there was nothing that could be 

described as a sound and nothing that could be described as 

silence. 

The Antarctic survey team reached Carter’s Camp three days 

later and found twelve researchers dead. The bodies were 

desiccated—not from dehydration in any ordinary sense, but as a 

sponge is desiccated when you press all the water out of it, as 

though something had removed every molecule of moisture from the 
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tissue simultaneously. Pike was found in the radio room, 

partially absorbed into the prefab building’s wall—merged with 

the structure at the molecular level, his personal boundaries no 

longer distinguishable from the material around him. The survey 

team quarantined the site and filed a report that described the 

deaths as indeterminate cause, which was technically accurate and 

practically inadequate. 

Harrow put the receiver down and said to Anna, who had come 

in behind him without his hearing her because fourteen years of 

marriage had taught her that there was a category of call after 

which being present was more useful than sleep: “Get me Morrison. 

Get me Oakes. And get me everything we have on the Unbegotten.” 

* * * 

Fourteen years. 

The arithmetic was simple but its content was not. In 1933 

the Wychmere Circle had been six people in a Norfolk facility, 

preparing to do something insane with a modified submarine and a 

set of mathematical principles derived from fifty-year-old 

translations of pre-human texts. In 1947 it was an organization: 

a hundred and twelve full-time operatives worldwide, forty of 

them field-ready at any given time; a network of monitoring 

stations at thirty-one locations; a research division of twenty-

three scientists working in six disciplines; an operations center 

beneath the Wychmere campus with communications equipment, 

threat-assessment systems, and the kind of institutional 

knowledge that could only be accumulated by people who had been 
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fighting the same enemy for a long time and had survived long 

enough to write down what they learned. 

The building that housed the operations center had been 

constructed in 1939, when it became clear that the Circle’s 

growth had exceeded what a series of expanding safe houses and 

rented warehouses could accommodate. It was underground, 

accessible through three separate entrances none of which was 

labeled, and it had the quality of a place that had been built to 

last by people who were not sure they would. 

Harrow was forty-nine years old in February 1947 and wore 

the fourteen years as people wear long conflicts: not heavily, 

not with visible damage to the surface, but with a quality of 

compression, as though the experiences had been stored 

efficiently and were always present. The gray in his hair had 

arrived early, in his late thirties, and he had not noticed it 

gradually the way most people notice such things but had simply 

looked in a mirror one morning and found it there. The eyepatch 

he had acquired in 1940, in a situation in the North Atlantic 

that had ended badly for three members of a cult cell and for his 

left eye, which had not been replaceable. Morrison had developed 

a prosthetic with infrared sensitivity properties derived from 

the bioluminescence research they had been doing on the deep-sea 

organisms encountered during the Nhal-Kor descent. It was useful. 

He had learned not to think about it too much. 

Anna was forty-nine also, and she was the person who ran the 

Circle in the sense that running a large organization actually 

works: not through direction alone but through the ongoing 
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intelligence of someone who understood what was happening at 

every level and who connected information from different parts of 

the operation in ways that the formal chain of command did not 

always provide. She was co-director in title; she was the 

organization’s central nervous system in practice. They had been 

married since 1936, in a ceremony attended by everyone who could 

attend and several people who had sent written regrets because 

they were currently deployed. The marriage had the quality of 

everything else they had built together: it worked because they 

had made it work, deliberately, through years of the kind of 

choices that working partnerships require. 

The week after Pike’s final transmission, four other 

incidents were reported to the operations center within a three-

day period. Strange phenomena in Cambodia—Angkor Wat and the 

ancient structure beneath it, local reports of shadows that moved 

without casters and dreams that killed their dreamers. Mass 

transformation events in the Peruvian Andes, consistent with 

biological corruption of the type the Circle had been tracking at 

low levels in South America for two years. Anomalous readings 

from the Greenland monitoring station, consistent with biological 

activity below the ice sheet. And from the Egypt station: heat 

signatures beneath the Giza plateau, in chambers that had not 

been accessible to any previous survey. 

Morrison plotted them on the wall map and stood back and 

looked at the pattern. She was forty-two now and had spent every 

year since Nhal-Kor in the work with the focused productivity of 

someone who had found the question that was worth her full 
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attention. She had published, under pseudonyms, three papers in 

mathematics journals that were technically about non-Euclidean 

geometry and were actually about the dimensional mechanics of 

Keystone Pattern installation. She was the most knowledgeable 

human being alive on the subject of how the First Architects had 

imprisoned the Abyssal Sovereigns, and she was looking at a map 

that showed six simultaneous awakening events and was 

calculating, rapidly and without visible distress, what they 

meant. 

“They’re all moving at once,” she said. “Different entities. 

Different locations. Same timing. This isn’t coincidence.” 

* * * 

The conference room held twenty people and was crowded. The 

core team—Harrow, Anna, Morrison, Oakes at sixty-one still the 

military advisor and still the most practically useful person in 

any planning session involving physical danger—sat at the table. 

Around them: the senior operatives, the people who had been with 

the Circle long enough to know the information without needing a 

briefing on context. 

And the newer faces. James Gardner, thirty-five, British, 

who had joined in 1943 after the Cairo incident he rarely talked 

about and who had spent four years developing the psychological 

defense protocols that were currently the Circle’s best tool 

against entities that operated through consciousness rather than 

physical reality. Kenji Tanaka, forty, Japanese, who had been 

recruited through the Tokyo network in 1938 and who had brought 

to the Circle an entire tradition of Eastern scholarship on 
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cosmic entities that the Western mythology had addressed 

inadequately. Maria Santos, thirty-two, Brazilian, who had grown 

up in a coastal community where Tideborn activity had been part 

of local knowledge for generations and who had the field 

competence of someone whose contact with the subject was not 

academic. 

Morrison presented. The six sites. Their characteristics. 

Their threat levels. Her assessment was precise and she delivered 

it without the kind of hedging that the information technically 

warranted, because they had all been past the point where hedging 

was useful for several years. 

Antarctica: the Unbegotten. The Boreal Tablets described it 

as the Unbegotten Source, the protoplasmic matrix from which the 

First Architects had derived the template for earthly biology. It 

existed in a state of continuous expansion and consumption, 

converting everything it touched into extensions of itself, and 

it had been imprisoned by the First Architects in the Antarctic 

interior because they had been unable to destroy it and the only 

containment that worked was geographic isolation in the most 

hostile environment on the planet. Pike’s excavation had breached 

the prison. The contamination was spreading: forty square miles 

of converted matter in the ten days since the breach. 

Cambodia: Angkor Wat. The temple complex sat on top of a 

much older structure, built into the stone of the Cambodian 

plateau, whose nature had been catalogued in the Circle’s files 

since 1938. the Black Envoy—the Crawling Chaos, the Messenger of 

the Outer Gods, the entity described in the Abyssal Codex as the 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   141 

soul and messenger of the Abyssal Sovereigns—had been present in 

the region at low levels for years. The current readings 

suggested active manifestation rather than passive presence: a 

qualitative change that Gardner, when he heard it, described with 

the specific brevity of someone who had met the subject before 

and was trying not to show what the meeting had cost him. 

Peru: the Andes villages. the Root-Mother, the Black Goat of 

the Woods with a Thousand Young. Biological corruption. 

Transformed tissue. Hybrids. Santos said: flamethrowers, and 

meant it. 

“The other three sites—Egypt, Greenland, Australia—are 

active but not at critical threshold,” Morrison said. “We can 

monitor remotely for now. The three active sites require 

immediate physical response.” 

Harrow looked at the map. At the three red markers and the 

three amber ones. At the organization that had been built to 

respond to exactly this kind of distributed threat. At the people 

in the room who had built it and were going to have to fight with 

it now. 

“Three teams,” he said. “Three fronts. We deploy today.” 

* * * 

The assignments followed the logic of the available 

capabilities. Harrow and Anna to Antarctica, because the Keystone 

Pattern containment operation required the most experienced 

installation team and because the physical environment demanded 

leadership with prior experience in extreme-condition fieldwork. 

Gardner and Tanaka to Cambodia, because the Black Envoy required 
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psychological defense expertise that Gardner had developed and 

Tanaka had theoretical knowledge to complement. Santos to Peru, 

because the Root-Mother’s biological operations required someone 

with field experience in South American terrain and the specific 

absence of squeamishness about what fire-based containment 

entailed. 

Anna had objected, briefly, to the director taking the 

field. Harrow’s response was what his response had always been: 

that the succession plan existed precisely so the director could 

take the field, and that sending people into environments he had 

not been into was not how he had ever operated the Circle, and 

that furthermore the Unbegotten was not a threat he could ask 

others to address by remote instruction because the Keystone 

Pattern containment methodology at that scale had never been 

field-tested and required someone who had installed the 

technology in actual Nhal-Kor conditions. Anna said: all right. 

Then she said she was coming too, which had also always been her 

response. 

Gardner made his case to Harrow separately, in the corridor 

outside the conference room, with the directness of someone who 

knew exactly what he was requesting and why it mattered. 

He said: the Black Envoy is not like the others. The 

Crawling Chaos does not sleep in a sunken city and dream 

broadcasts that affect sensitive minds. It is awake, it has 

always been awake, and it operates through intelligence rather 

than mass or force. It finds what you are afraid of. It uses it. 

The protective amulets he had been developing for four years—
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based on Morrison’s dimensional barrier mathematics applied to 

cognitive rather than physical architecture—were the only 

countermeasure he had confidence in, and he had never tested them 

under actual the Black Envoy presence. He said this plainly 

because he thought Harrow needed to know it. 

Harrow said: understood. The amulets are what we have. 

Gardner said: if they fail, we run. 

Harrow said: then you run. Come back. Report. We adapt. 

Gardner’s expression suggested that the word adapt was doing 

a significant amount of work in that sentence, but he did not 

argue further, and he went to find Tanaka. 

Santos collected her team without ceremony. She had worked 

with three of the four people she was taking to Peru before, in 

Amazon basin operations over the past two years, and she had the 

field commander’s characteristic relationship with pre-mission 

communication: she said what was necessary and left people to 

make their own peace with it. She said: flamethrowers as primary 

weapons. Biohazard protocols from the moment we enter the 

contamination radius. If you are touched by anything biological 

that came out of the ground, you tell me immediately. She said: 

the Root-Mother is not trying to kill you. It is trying to 

convert you. It needs you intact. That is not a comfort—it is 

information. She said: move. 

* * * 

The armory in 1947 looked nothing like the basement storage 

facility it had been in 1933. Fourteen years of development, of 

learning by encounter, of Morrison’s research translating into 
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practical equipment, had produced a category of tools that did 

not exist anywhere else on Earth. The Keystone Pattern amulets—

flat discs of the composite material Morrison had identified as 

dimensionally stable, inscribed with the geometric configuration 

at the tolerances required for the pattern to function—were 

standard issue for all field operatives. They did not prevent 

contact with the Abyssal Sovereigns. They created a cognitive 

buffer, a small space of maintained rational perception, between 

the operative’s mind and the psychic pressure that proximity to 

these entities generated. The difference between a slight 

headache and complete psychological dissolution. For some 

entities. 

Harrow and Anna suited up together with the practiced 

economy of people who had been doing this for a long time and had 

learned not to say the things that the occasion might seem to 

warrant, because those things had been said and were understood 

and did not need to be repeated each time. She checked his gear. 

He checked hers. The eyepatch was not something that needed 

checking; it was part of his face. She adjusted the collar of his 

cold-weather suit in a gesture that was both practical and 

something else, and he covered her hand with his for a moment 

before they both went back to the inventory. 

Morrison brought the final briefing materials. The pylon 

design for the Antarctica containment: twelve Keystone Pattern 

generators placed at perimeter coordinates around the 

contamination zone, forming a closed barrier. The activation 

sequence: remote trigger once all twelve pylons were installed 
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and all personnel were at safe distance. The estimated 

installation time: four to six hours depending on terrain and 

contamination spread rate. The contamination spread rate was 

accelerating, which meant the installation time window was 

closing. 

“If we’re still inside the perimeter when the pylons 

activate—” Anna said. 

“The barrier contains everything inside it. Including you.” 

Morrison said this without softening it. “Timing is the mission. 

Don’t let it slip.” 

Gardner’s amulets were distributed to Cambodia team members 

with a briefing that contained more caveats than any briefing 

Harrow had heard him give. He was usually economical with 

qualifications. Today he said: these should protect you. He said: 

this is their first field test. He said: if you feel your 

thinking start to distort, if things start to seem like they’re 

in the wrong order, call it out immediately because early warning 

is the only advantage we have. He said: the Black Envoy is the 

most dangerous entity we have encountered. Not because of its 

power. Because of its intelligence. 

Tanaka, standing beside Gardner, added: and because it finds 

it entertaining. 

Four hours after Harrow had put the receiver down on Pike’s 

last transmission, three teams were in vehicles headed for the 

airfield. The operations center would run on Morrison’s 

coordination until they returned. If they returned. The 

operations center had been designed to function without any 
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specific person, including Harrow, because Harrow had understood 

from the beginning that an organization whose survival depended 

on any individual’s survival was not an organization but a 

personality cult, and personality cults did not outlast what they 

were up against. 

* * * 

The contamination zone was visible from three miles away. 

Not because the Unbegotten generated light or heat or any other 

emission that the eye should have been able to detect at 

distance, but because the snow was wrong. Not white. Not grey. A 

greenish-gray that occupied the visible spectrum in the space 

between colors rather than at any particular color, the way that 

certain organic growths produce hues that seem to exist outside 

the normal range of biological coloration. And it moved. Not with 

wind—the wind was moving in a different direction and at a 

different rate. The contamination pulsed with its own slow 

rhythm, an expansion and contraction at intervals of 

approximately eight seconds that Harrow’s instruments registered 

and that his body registered independently. 

He stood at the perimeter with Anna and eight operatives, 

all in extreme cold weather gear, all with amulets active, all 

looking at a thing that the prepared briefing materials had 

described accurately and that was still, in person, more than the 

description had contained. 

The Antarctic survey team’s quarantine perimeter was a 

kilometer from the contamination edge, marked with orange flags 

that were already showing the greenish tinge at their bases. The 
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flags themselves were not organic, but whatever the Unbegotten 

was doing to the ground chemistry was affecting the dyes. This 

was information. Morrison had predicted it. It was still 

unpleasant to observe. 

“Twelve positions,” Anna said, distributing map coordinates 

to the team leaders. “Teams of two. Three-hour window before the 

contamination reaches the pylon positions at current spread rate. 

That’s our margin.” 

Each team took a sled with a pylon—the Keystone Pattern 

generator, roughly the dimensions of a fire hydrant, eighty 

pounds of Morrison’s composite material and six hours of her 

mathematics—and moved to their assigned coordinates. The terrain 

was flat but the cold was the kind of cold that was not simply a 

temperature but a pressure, actively working against everything 

you tried to do, making every action take slightly longer than it 

should and every judgment slightly less reliable than it would be 

at warmer temperatures. Harrow and Anna moved to their position, 

Alpha, and began the installation. 

The pylon’s base drove into the permafrost with the 

methodical resistance of ice that had been ice for a long time 

and was not interested in changing. Harrow hammered while Anna 

calibrated the inscription—the alignment of the Keystone Pattern 

relative to true north mattered at the level of precision that 

the Antarctic conditions made difficult to maintain—and they 

worked in the silence of two people who had learned to 

communicate in actions rather than words when the actions were 

the important thing. 
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Eleven of the twelve pylons went in without incident. 

Operative Six’s team at Foxtrot position reported the 

contamination advancing ahead of schedule—the spread rate had 

increased since the morning’s estimate, as Morrison had warned it 

might—and then their radio went to static. The pylon telemetry 

showed it had activated a second before the transmission ended. 

Whether that second had been enough was a question that the 

contamination zone’s expansion rate would answer and that Harrow 

was not going to think about until the mission was complete. 

The twelfth pylon, Golf position, reported anchor failure: 

the permafrost beneath it was softening as the contamination’s 

influence reached the ground chemistry at depth, and the pylon 

was tilting. Without it, the perimeter would have a gap. Without 

a closed perimeter, the barrier would not form. Without the 

barrier, the Unbegotten would reach the ocean within a week, and 

once it entered the water it would have access to every coastline 

on Earth. 

Harrow and Anna ran to Golf position. 

* * * 

The contamination was visible from Golf position as a wall: 

not a vertical cliff but a slope, advancing at ground level, 

converting the ice-and-snow surface of the plateau into itself as 

it moved. The color was wrong and the movement was wrong and the 

sound of it—a wet, organic sliding—was wrong as sounds produced 

by biological processes at the wrong scale are wrong, because the 

human ear is calibrated for biology at the human scale and what 

was making this sound was not at the human scale. 
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The Golf team—two operatives, both carrying pylons with both 

hands—had driven additional support stakes into the ice and were 

hammering the third anchor point with a methodical urgency that 

showed they understood the timeline without needing to be told. 

Harrow took the fourth anchor point and drove it in with the full 

weight of fourteen years of knowing what happened if things like 

this weren’t stopped. 

The pylon went in. Locked. Anna flipped the activation 

switch and the Keystone Pattern inscriptions blazed with the 

blue-white light that Harrow associated, still, with the central 

chamber of Nhal-Kor—with the moment the pattern had come alive 

and the barrier had spread from the panel outward through the 

temple, and the Drowned King’s eye had opened. 

He said: all teams, pylon twelve active. Retreat to safe 

distance. Activate barrier on my mark. 

They ran. The contamination was eighty meters away and 

closing. Sixty meters. Harrow counted the steps and the distance 

and the seconds. 

Behind them: one of the Golf team operatives stumbled. Went 

down. The contamination reached his boot before he could stand—a 

fraction of contact, barely a splash—and then he was standing and 

running again, but when Harrow looked at him the man’s face had 

the expression of someone who has just received information he 

did not want. 

There was no time to stop. The operative knew this. He kept 

running. 
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At the safe distance marker—five hundred meters from the 

nearest pylon—Harrow activated the remote trigger. 

The twelve pylons fired simultaneously, their Keystone 

Patterns blazing outward and connecting, the quantum barrier 

forming along the perimeter lines in a wave of visible 

distortion, the air above the perimeter shimmering for 

approximately two seconds as two different physical regimes—

normal space-time and the Nhal-Kor-adjacent dimensional envelope 

that the Unbegotten occupied—established a stable interface. The 

advancing contamination hit the barrier and stopped. Not 

dramatically. With the same slow pulse as everything else about 

it. One moment it was moving. The next it was not. 

The operatives stood in the white cold and looked at the 

barrier and at what it contained. 

The Golf team operative who had been touched stood slightly 

apart. His leg, below the knee, had changed. The boot’s exterior 

appeared normal but the way he was standing on it was not, as 

though the internal geometry had shifted. The amulet at his 

collar was glowing at higher intensity than any other. It was 

working. It was slowing something. 

Anna was beside him. She looked at the leg and then at his 

face and said: how long did you know. 

He said: since the contact. 

She said: the amulet is holding the transformation. We’ll 

get you to Morrison. She’s been working on a reversal protocol. 
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He said, with the steadiness of someone who had spent the 

past four years preparing for the possibility of exactly this: 

will it work. 

She said: I don’t know. She was not going to tell him 

otherwise. 

Harrow called Morrison on the radio. Said: barrier active, 

containment confirmed. Three dead at Foxtrot, possibly more if 

transformation was not complete. One infected, mobile. We’re 

coming home. 

Morrison said: confirmed. Cambodia is engaged. Peru is 

engaged. Standing by. 

* * * 

Gardner and Tanaka had entered Angkor Wat through the 

eastern causeway in the early evening, when the light across the 

moat was the kind of light that makes ancient stone look 

inhabited in ways that daylight does not, and they had moved 

through the outer galleries with the specific attention of people 

who have been briefed on something and are now discovering 

whether the briefing was adequate. 

The briefing had been adequate in its facts and inadequate 

in its phenomenology, which was usually how it went. 

The shadows moved without casters. Not dramatically, not in 

the manner of horror, but with the casual autonomy of something 

that had been doing this long enough to have stopped finding it 

necessary to be dramatic about it. A shadow that belonged to a 

carved apsara on the gallery wall was in a different position 

from its source. Another shadow on the courtyard stone did not 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   152 

correspond to any object or angle of light. They moved when 

Gardner and Tanaka were not looking directly at them, and were 

still when they were, and this was either a property of the Black 

Envoy’s manifestation or a property of perception under extreme 

psychic pressure, and the distinction was not practically 

important. 

Gardner touched his amulet and felt it warm against his 

chest. Active. He had spent four years building the mathematical 

architecture that made it work—a cognitive version of the 

Keystone Pattern’s dimensional barrier, projecting a small 

maintained space of rational perception around the wearer’s mind, 

preventing the kind of direct psychic intrusion that the Black 

Envoy operated through. In theory. In the corridor leading to the 

inner sanctuary, in the company of moving shadows, he discovered 

that theory had not fully prepared him for the quality of the 

entity’s attention. 

It was not hostile. That was the thing that was most wrong 

about it. the Drowned King’s presence in the Nhal-Kor central 

chamber had been many things, but it had not been personal. The 

Unbegotten was not capable of personalization; it consumed 

without interest in what it consumed. the Black Envoy’s attention 

was interested. It was aware of Gardner specifically. Not as a 

predator is aware of prey but as an intelligence is aware of 

something it has been curious about and has now, finally, 

encountered. 
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The inner sanctuary had a figure in it, seated on a throne 

that Gardner was fairly certain had not been part of the original 

construction. 

The figure’s proportions shifted as he looked at it, not 

wildly but continuously, in the manner of something that exists 

in more spatial dimensions than the three available for 

observation and is only partially visible in the cross-section 

that human perception could access. Male. Female. Neither. Both. 

Old. Young. The face was beautiful and wrong and different each 

time the eye moved away and returned. The voice, when it spoke, 

had the quality of something that had been speaking to human 

beings for a very long time and had mastered the full register of 

human vocal experience—not a simulation but a summary, containing 

within it the memory of every human voice it had ever used. 

It said: welcome, guardians. I’ve been expecting you. 

Gardner said: the Black Envoy. 

The figure inclined its head, an acknowledgment that in its 

shifting geometry contained something that might have been 

amusement. 

It said: you’ve learned to build barriers. To trap my 

kindred. Clever little primates, discovering the First 

Architects’ secrets. And what will you do with me? I don’t sleep 

in sunken cities. I’m not constrained to one location. I am 

everywhere your species is, because I am in the spaces between 

your certainties. Your doubts. Your guilts. Your griefs. You 

cannot build a wall against me because I am already on your side 

of every wall you have ever built. 
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Gardner fired. The bullet passed through the figure with the 

effect of passing through smoke. He had not expected otherwise. 

He had fired because firing was the thing his body did in 

response to a threat, and controlling what his body did in 

response to this particular presence was harder than the briefing 

had suggested. 

the Black Envoy said: I have a message for your Director. 

The game has changed. We are all awake now. Not dreaming. Not 

waiting. Awake, and attending to the small species that has been 

interrupting our long sleep with its geometry and its mathematics 

and its borrowed tools. 

* * * 

The cultists in the sanctuary were fully transformed—the 

process that the Circle had been observing at partial stages in 

operatives and cult members for a decade here taken to its 

apparent completion, the human form present in its structural 

outline but every surface changed, oriented toward the deep-ocean 

biology that was the endpoint of the Tideborn transformation. 

They surrounded Gardner and Tanaka with the patience of things 

that did not need to hurry because they had been patient for a 

very long time. 

The shapes that appeared in the shadows were worse. 

the Black Envoy did something that Gardner could not later 

describe in terms that were both technically accurate and 

communicable to people who had not experienced it: it reached 

into the personal history that every human being carries and 

produced from it specific instances. Not generic fears. Not 
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archetypal nightmares. The specific woman who had died in Cairo 

in 1941, whose name had been Sarah, who had been Gardner’s 

colleague and more than his colleague and who had died because he 

had chosen—in a decision that had taken approximately two seconds 

and that he had been reassembling ever since—to run toward the 

exit rather than toward her. 

The shape of her moved toward him with the reality of 

dreams, which is the specific reality that is more real than 

waking reality in the sense that matters most, and it said things 

in her voice that were accurate in their content and wrong in 

their intent and that Gardner had said to himself, in various 

forms, on approximately eleven thousand nights since Cairo. 

His amulet burned against his chest. 

Tanaka’s voice reached him from a distance that was not 

physical: not real. It’s not real. Stay with the mission. The 

Keystone Pattern geometry. The installation sequence. What we 

know. 

It was the same technique Anna had used in the Nautilus at 

twenty-five thousand feet, and it worked the same way now: not by 

eliminating the experience but by providing a counter-structure, 

a framework of known things against which the constructed things 

could press without taking full residence. Gardner held the 

Keystone Pattern geometry in his mind—Morrison’s mathematical 

formulation, which he had memorized over four years of working 

with it because having something precise and abstract in the mind 

created a kind of cognitive armor—and the shape of Sarah receded 
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to the peripheral vision, present but not occupying the center of 

his attention. 

the Black Envoy’s expression shifted. The amusement was 

still there but it had acquired a companion: something that in a 

human face would have been called interest, or possibly respect, 

though neither word was entirely right for what it looked like on 

a face that was not fully present in ordinary space. 

It said: strong-willed. Both of you. Very well. We’ll 

continue this conversation at another time. There will be another 

time. There will be many.” 

The radio in Gardner’s pocket, which had been dead since 

they entered the sanctuary, came back to life. Morrison’s voice: 

operations center, extraction team deployed, two minutes out. 

Gardner said: tell them to come in hard, east entrance. 

The extraction was loud and produced several casualties 

among the transformed cultists and considerable structural damage 

to a lower gallery and none to Gardner and Tanaka, who were 

pulled out with the thoroughness of people who had been 

authorized for retrieval rather than rescue, meaning the 

extraction team did not slow down. 

Behind them, as they ran, the Black Envoy’s voice reached 

them through distances that should not have been bridgeable by 

sound: it said the things it said, which were accurate and wrong 

and would need to be addressed later, in the medical wing, with 

Dr. Nakamura, who had spent four years developing the 

psychological support protocols for exactly this kind of 
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encounter. For now Gardner ran, and held the geometry in his 

mind, and did not let the shadows have the center. 

* * * 

They came back to Blackwater in the early hours of the 

following morning, the three teams returning through different 

arrival points and converging on the operations center with the 

particular quality of exhaustion that is not ordinary fatigue but 

the depletion of specific resources that fatigue alone does not 

account for. Physical resources. Cognitive resources. The 

resource of believing that the known world is what it appears to 

be, which requires constant maintenance under the conditions they 

had been operating in for the past sixteen hours. 

The debrief was formal in its structure and informal in its 

tone, which had been Harrow’s deliberate practice from the 

beginning: write everything down, accurately, with the 

specificity that operational learning required, while allowing 

people to speak in the register of people who had been through 

something rather than people composing for the record. Morrison 

ran it. She was good at holding both registers simultaneously. 

Antarctica: the Unbegotten contained. Forty-three square 

miles of contaminated territory sealed behind a twelve-pylon 

Keystone Pattern perimeter. The barrier was stable and self-

sustaining, drawing power from the dimensional energy 

differential created by the proximity of a trapped Abyssal 

Sovereign entity—the same mechanism Morrison had discovered at 

Nhal-Kor. Casualties: three confirmed dead at Foxtrot position, 

one additional unconfirmed. One operative infected but 
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ambulatory, currently in the medical wing under treatment with 

the reversal protocol Morrison had been developing since 2041, 

efficacy not yet confirmed. 

Cambodia: the Black Envoy manifested but not contained. The 

entity was confirmed active in the Angkor Wat complex and had 

demonstrated capabilities that were qualitatively different from 

the Drowned King or the Unbegotten: not physical force or 

biological conversion but direct psychic engagement, operating 

through personal history and guilt and the specific 

vulnerabilities of individual minds. The amulets had provided 

partial protection. The protective margin they created was real 

but limited—sufficient for short exposure, insufficient for 

sustained encounter. Gardner’s assessment, delivered in his 

characteristic brief way: we can’t contain the Black Envoy the 

way we’ve contained the others. Different problem. Needs 

different solution. 

Peru: Santos reported that the Root-Mother spawn point had 

been identified and destroyed. Flamethrowers had been effective 

against the biological growth—the hybrid organisms the entity 

created were highly vulnerable to fire at temperatures above 

eight hundred degrees Celsius, which was actionable information. 

An entire village had been consumed by the transformation before 

the team arrived; there had been no survivors to evacuate. Two 

operatives had been exposed to spores and had been treated with 

the quarantine protocol. Both were currently stable. Whether 

stable was a permanent condition or a temporary one was not yet 

known. 
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Morrison marked the map. Three sites addressed. Three others 

still showing amber. The Unbegotten contained but not eliminated; 

the contamination inside the barrier was still active and would 

be indefinitely, which meant a permanent monitoring commitment in 

one of the most hostile environments on the planet. the Black 

Envoy uncontained and aware of the Circle’s existence, 

capabilities, and personnel. the Root-Mother’s primary spawn 

point destroyed but the underlying network—the fungal system that 

connected dozens of secondary sites across the Amazon basin—still 

present and presumably regenerating. 

Harrow stood at the head of the room and looked at the map 

and at the people who had deployed and returned and were now 

looking back at him with the expressions of people who had done 

exactly what they had trained to do and who understood clearly 

that what they had done was not enough. 

“We learned something today,” he said. “Not about what the 

Abyssal Sovereigns are—we knew that. About how they’re different 

from each other. the Drowned King sleeps and dreams and the 

containment geometry works against it because its mode of action 

is dimensional. The Unbegotten consumes and expands and the 

containment geometry works against it for the same reason. But 

the Black Envoy doesn’t operate dimensionally. It operates 

cognitively. It’s inside the mind before it’s inside the room. 

The Keystone Pattern creates a barrier between realities. It does 

not create a barrier between Gardner and what he remembers.” 

Gardner, in the third row, looked at him without expression. 

This was accurate and he knew it and there was nothing to add. 
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“So we develop a cognitive containment protocol,” Harrow 

continued. “We understand what the Black Envoy uses and we 

address it. The amulets are a start. They’re not the finish. 

Gardner, I want a full psychological assessment program running 

within the month. Every operative. We identify vulnerabilities 

before the next encounter does it for us.” 

Gardner nodded. 

“The other three sites will escalate,” Harrow said. “Egypt, 

Greenland, Australia. We’ve provoked a response—the simultaneous 

awakening across six sites is coordinated, and what we did today 

told whatever is coordinating it that we’re active. They’ll 

adjust. We adjust faster.” 

He looked at the map. At the six markers. At the planet they 

were on, which was small and fragile and full of people who were 

going about their lives in complete ignorance of what was being 

worked on their behalf, which was exactly how it should be and 

which was also, on certain evenings, deeply lonely. 

He raised a glass. The room stood. 

“To the fallen,” he said. “To the ones who didn’t come back. 

They stood at the threshold. They held the line. We honor them by 

holding it after them.” 

They drank. Then Morrison, who did not often speak in these 

moments but had something to say: “The six sites. The 

simultaneous timing. This isn’t chaos. It’s strategy. Someone—

something—is coordinating them.” 

She said it without inflection, as a datum. The room heard 

it as what it was. 
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Harrow said: yes. 

A silence that contained everything that implied. 

Then: back to work. There was always more work. That was the 

thing about the war below—it did not pause because the people 

fighting it needed to rest. It continued, in the deep places, 

patient and ancient and entirely unaware of what patience costs. 

The Circle continued also. That was the only answer available. 

That was the work. 

 

* * * 
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Chapter Two 

“The Architecture of Fear” 

 

The report should have taken forty minutes. Gardner had 

written a hundred field reports in his career, in British 

Intelligence and in the Circle, and the discipline of the form—

incident, assessment, response, outcome, recommendation—was as 

habitual as breathing. He sat at his apartment desk in the week 

after Cambodia and could not get past the third sentence. 

Not because the words were wrong. He could produce the 

words. He could write “Alpha team proceeded through the eastern 

causeway at approximately 1830 hours” and the sentence would be 

technically accurate and would tell nothing of importance about 

what the eastern causeway had been like at 1830 hours with the 

shadows moving sideways across the stone and the Black Envoy’s 

attention already on them before they could see its source. The 

form of the report and the content of the experience were 

incompatible in a way that his hand recognized by shaking when he 

tried to force one into the other. 

He set the pen down. He rubbed his eyes. He told himself: 

sleep. You need sleep. 
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The bathroom mirror was the thing that finally broke his 

resistance to the evaluation he had been avoiding. He was 

standing at the sink after the third nightmare in as many nights, 

cold water on his face, the particular quality of exhaustion that 

comes not from sleeplessness but from sleeping and encountering 

something worse than wakefulness in the sleep. He looked at his 

reflection. His reflection looked back. And for approximately one 

second, it looked back approximately one second after he moved, 

as though the signal between his face and its image in the glass 

was traveling through something thicker than air. 

One second is not a long time. It is long enough. 

He called operations. He used Code Yellow, which was the 

designation for operative psychological compromise rather than 

Code Red, which was immediate physical threat, because part of 

him—the part that had been writing those hundred field reports in 

an analytically rigorous framework for twenty years—insisted on 

accurate classification even when the thing being classified was 

his own mind. 

He said: I think I’ve been compromised. I need an 

evaluation. 

* * * 

Dr. Sarah Nakamura had been the Circle’s psychological 

services director since 1944, recruited after a career in 

conventional psychiatry that had ended when one of her patients 

described symptoms that matched, with too much precision, the 

phenomenology of a the Black Envoy contact and she had chosen to 

investigate rather than increase the medication. She was forty 
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years old and possessed the professional equanimity of someone 

who had spent years listening to things that most psychiatrists 

would classify and file and never think about again, while she 

was required to think about them extensively and then figure out 

what to do about them. 

She assessed Gardner across two sessions, with brain imaging 

equipment that Morrison had adapted from standard EEG technology 

to capture the specific patterns the Circle had been learning to 

associate with psychic intrusion. The results were in the 

abnormal range. Significantly. Theta wave activity during what 

should have been restorative sleep was elevated and patterned in 

a way that did not correspond to any documented REM phenomenon 

but did correspond, very closely, to the signature they had 

observed in two other Cambodia operatives who had also been 

experiencing what they all persisted in calling nightmares even 

though nightmares was not quite right. 

Harrow and Anna watched through the one-way glass. 

“Lost time,” Anna said, reading the session notes. “He found 

himself in the library with no memory of going there. He’d been 

researching the Oneiric Fields.” 

“The Oneiric Fields,” Harrow said. The word had a weight he 

had not fully unpacked, present in the ancient texts but never 

before clinically relevant. 

“the Black Envoy planted something during the Cambodia 

encounter,” Anna said. “The amulets prevented direct psychic 

intrusion in the moment. But something smaller got through. A 

seed. And it’s been growing in the sleep state, when the 
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conscious maintenance of the amulet’s cognitive barrier isn’t 

available.” 

Through the glass, Nakamura was asking Gardner about 

compulsions. Gardner was taking his time before answering, which 

was itself an answer. When he spoke, he used the word violent. He 

used the phrase directed at the Circle. He said it with the 

expression of someone reporting a fact that appalls them, which 

was the appropriate response and also, Harrow noted, exactly the 

kind of expression the Black Envoy would have wanted someone to 

have when reporting it—confirming the information while framing 

it as a terrible admission rather than a clinical datum. 

“Gardner’s been with us for four years,” Harrow said. “He 

built the amulet system.” 

“Which is why the Black Envoy wants him,” Anna said. 

“Through him it gets the amulet’s architecture. Every protocol 

we’ve built for psychological defense. Everything we know about 

how to fight it.” 

Harrow looked at the man on the other side of the glass, who 

was describing intrusive thoughts about sabotaging everything he 

had spent four years building, and he thought about what it cost 

a person to report that accurately while it was happening to 

them. 

He pressed the intercom. He told Nakamura to screen all 

Cambodia team members. He asked her, privately, whether there was 

a way to address what was growing in Gardner’s mind without 

losing Gardner in the process. 
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She said: possibly. She said: it’s experimental. She said: I 

want to discuss it with the full team before we commit. 

* * * 

Three operatives infected. All Cambodia team, all showing 

the same abnormal theta signature, all experiencing the same 

dream content as dreams are not shared between individuals who 

are not being coordinated by an external source. The shared 

content: a palace built from nightmares. A figure of shifting 

form addressing each of them individually, with information about 

them that it should not have had. A growing compulsion toward the 

Circle’s destruction that each operative recognized as foreign to 

their own psychology and none of them was certain they could 

resist indefinitely. 

The maximum safe period of pharmacological sleep suppression 

was seventy-two hours. the Black Envoy, which had existed since 

before human neurochemistry, was in no hurry. 

Nakamura presented the alternative at the emergency meeting 

with the directness of someone who understood that the 

alternative was alarming and that softening the presentation 

would not make it less so. 

The Oneiric Fields were real. Not metaphorically. Not as a 

psychological construct. Real in the same sense that Nhal-Kor was 

real, which was the sense that mattered for operational purposes: 

they could be entered, navigated, and encountered with genuine 

consequences for the people doing the entering. Human 

consciousness accessed them naturally during REM sleep, which was 

why the Black Envoy had been able to establish contact with the 
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Cambodia operatives through their dreaming—it was not breaching 

an unusual boundary but exploiting a boundary that was always 

permeable. What Nakamura was proposing was to make the crossing 

deliberate and controlled rather than passive and exploited. 

Enter the Oneiric Fields intentionally, with preparation and 

protection. Navigate to the point where the Black Envoy’s 

connection to Gardner was anchored. Sever it. 

Oakes said the word he was thinking, which was the word 

everyone was thinking: trap. 

Nakamura said: obviously. She said: but the alternative is 

losing Gardner, losing the other two operatives, and losing 

everything those three people have access to in this building, 

including the records of the Nhal-Kor operation, the Keystone 

Pattern technical specifications, and four years of psychological 

defense research. She said: the trap is worse if we don’t spring 

it ourselves. 

The team assembled itself through the logic of the available 

skills. Nakamura leading, because she had done this once before 

in Tibet and had come back. Tanaka, because twenty years of zazen 

had given him the kind of sustained conscious awareness that was 

the primary tool the Oneiric Fields required. Morrison, because 

the Keystone Pattern needed to work in a non-physical dimensional 

space and she was the only person who understood why it worked 

well enough to adapt it to new conditions. Anna, because field 

experience in the presence of cosmic horror was a resource the 

team could not afford to leave behind. And Gardner, because it 
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was his mind the anchor was planted in and the path to the anchor 

ran through his fear. 

Harrow stayed. He did not argue about it beyond the first 

statement of his intention to go, because Anna’s counter-

argument—that if the team did not return, the Circle needed its 

director—was correct. He stayed and watched them prepare and 

worked on contingency plans that he found he could not read 

clearly because his attention kept returning to the rooms where 

preparation was happening. 

* * * 

Tanaka ran the meditation sessions with the calm efficiency 

of someone who understood that twenty-four hours was not enough 

time to teach four people the practice that had taken him two 

decades, but that the essentials—the capacity to maintain a point 

of awareness through disruption, to recognize the difference 

between experienced reality and produced reality, to hold a 

thread of intention through the dream state’s tendency toward 

narrative dissolution—could be communicated in less time than it 

took to acquire them. He led them through exercises. He corrected 

their breathing. He told them: the mind is like water. Disturbed, 

it reflects nothing clearly. Still, it shows you everything. 

Morrison worked at her bench on the amulet modifications, 

adapting the geometry for a domain that had no fixed spatial 

coordinates and where the relationship between the physical 

object and its dimensional effect was less reliable than in 

ordinary space-time. She was less certain about this than she had 
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been about anything since the Nhal-Kor installation, and she said 

so to Anna while they were working on the calibration. 

Anna said: in the Oneiric Fields, will matters. If you 

believe they’ll work, they might. 

Morrison said: that’s not how physics works. 

Anna said: we’re preparing to fight a god in a dream 

dimension. Physics left the building. 

Morrison looked at the amulet in her hands for a moment. 

Then she went back to the calibration. 

Nakamura worked with Gardner separately. She had read his 

file, all of it, including the parts from British Intelligence 

that had required a specific clearance to access, and she had 

read between the lines the way a psychologist reads between the 

lines, which is differently from the way intelligence officers 

read between them. She knew about Cairo before he told her. She 

let him tell her anyway. 

He said: there was a woman. He said: she didn’t love me 

back. He said: when the cult attacked, when she called out, I was 

angry at her for not loving me and I let the anger slow me by a 

second and the second was what the cult needed. He said it the 

way people say things they have been carrying for years—not with 

drama but with the exhaustion of long carrying, the relief of 

finally setting it down even if setting it down in this room, in 

this chair, with Nakamura listening, did not make it lighter. 

She said: you were human. She said: humans in pain make bad 

choices in moments of crisis. She said: you have spent six years 

fighting in her memory, building psychological defenses that have 
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protected dozens of people, because of what happened in that 

second. She said: the Black Envoy finds the guilt and enlarges it 

and presents it as a permanent defining truth, because that is 

how it works. She said: it is not a permanent defining truth. It 

is what happened once. You are more than what happened once. 

Gardner was quiet for a long time. Then he said: will that 

be enough? In there? 

She said: I don’t know. But you’ve been carrying this alone 

for six years and it hasn’t broken you. You won’t be alone in 

there. 

The last thing before they went under: Harrow came to the 

room. He stood in the doorway for a moment, looking at Anna on 

the narrow medical bed with the monitoring leads and the slight 

irony in her expression that she deployed when she was trying not 

to look afraid. He crossed the room. He said what he had been 

trying not to say because saying it acknowledged a possibility he 

preferred not to acknowledge. He said: come back. 

She said: always do. 

* * * 

The Oneiric Fields, at their edges, were beautiful. 

This was the first thing Gardner noticed when consciousness 

returned to him and he was standing on a plain under a sky that 

was wrong in a way he had no immediate vocabulary for—the 

wrongness of three moons, of stars that moved perceptibly, of 

colors in the atmosphere that did not correspond to any 

wavelength his waking eyes had encountered. Wrong but not 

threatening. Wrong the way the deep Pacific at dawn was wrong 
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from the surface, which was to say: not built for human 

occupation but not hostile to it either, simply indifferent to 

whether human categories applied. 

The landscape was organized around an aesthetic logic that 

was not human but that was nonetheless a logic: crystalline 

formations that caught and refracted the three-moon light, a 

river visible in the distance that moved against the direction 

water typically moved, floating islands of stone at various 

altitudes connected by bridges that were maintained by nothing 

visible. Everything slightly too detailed, slightly too precise, 

the way elaborate things are precise in dreams when the dreaming 

mind is attending carefully. 

The team had arrived together, standing in a loose circle on 

the plain, all wearing their amulets, all conscious. Tanaka 

tested the environment immediately—thinking a flower, watching it 

grow—and reported that thought-materialization was confirmed 

active, which was the clinical version of the information that 

the plain was producing flowers from nothing at the point of 

attention. 

“We’re in the border region,” Nakamura said. “The shallow 

Oneiric Fields. Where human dreaming takes place naturally. The 

anchor will be deeper.” She looked at Gardner. “Your nightmares 

are the path. What direction do you feel it pulling?” 

Gardner closed his eyes. There was a direction. He had been 

feeling it since they arrived, a gravitational quality to the 

pull toward the distant mountains at the plain’s edge—mountains 

that were not stone mountains, that had the color and texture of 
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solidified darkness, that rose against the sky like a warning 

rendered as geography. He pointed. 

They moved. And as they moved, the Oneiric Fields moved with 

them, because that was how the Oneiric Fields worked: it was 

responsive to intention, it reorganized around the direction of 

travel, the landscape shifting from the shallow beauty of the 

border region toward something that matched where they were 

going. The crystalline formations gave way to dead trees. The 

dead trees gave way to ground that had the color of old bruises. 

The sky deepened from wrong-beautiful to wrong-threatening. And 

the things that watched from the undergrowth became more numerous 

and less willing to maintain the pretense that they were not 

watching. 

“Servants,” Tanaka said quietly. “Dream entities. Some 

independent, some aspects of larger consciousness. Don’t engage 

unless engaged.” 

They did not engage. They walked, and the path became worse, 

and ahead the Palace of Shadows rose from the nightmare geography 

of the deep Oneiric Fields like an architectural argument against 

the viability of hope. 

* * * 

The path to the palace was lined with the dead. 

Not literally. The bodies were not physical—the Oneiric 

Fields did not contain physical objects in the ordinary sense, 

only representations of them, constructs that occupied the same 

functional space while operating by different rules. But the 

constructs were accurate. They had the faces and postures of 
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people Gardner had known, people the whole team had known, people 

who had died in the past fourteen years of the Circle’s war: the 

ones lost in operations, the ones who had not come back from 

deployments, the ones who had been found by the cult before the 

Circle could protect them. All of them present on the path to the 

palace, and all of them arranged in ways that communicated not 

the mere fact of their death but its specific meaning, its 

specific weight, the way that each loss had been Gardner’s fault 

or Anna’s fault or Morrison’s fault in the particular. 

This was the Black Envoy’s architecture. Not the palace—that 

was its domain. This was its welcome mat. 

Morrison stopped moving. She was looking at someone Harrow 

would not have recognized and Anna would, an operative lost in 

Egypt two years earlier in circumstances where different 

decisions about resources might have produced a different 

outcome. Morrison’s hands were shaking. She was holding the 

amulet but the amulet’s glow had dropped. 

Tanaka put his hand on her shoulder and spoke quietly and 

without pulling her away from what she was seeing, which was the 

correct approach: not denial, not distraction, but presence 

alongside the difficult thing. He said: not real. He said: 

manifestation of guilt. He said: look at your hands. Your living 

hands. The living ones who need you here. 

Morrison looked at her hands. She straightened. The amulet’s 

glow steadied. 

Then Gardner stopped. 
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Sarah was standing ten feet ahead on the path. Not as she 

had looked in Cairo—not burned, not mid-crisis—but as she had 

looked before, in London, in the years when they had worked 

together and she had been his colleague and his friend and the 

person he had been quietly in love with in the way of someone who 

has decided not to say it. She looked exactly as she had looked 

then. The Oneiric Fields’ accuracy was meticulous. 

She said: you came back. You always come back to where you 

failed me. 

The team stopped around Gardner. Not to pull him away. To be 

there. 

Sarah’s form multiplied. Became more complex, more 

insistent, the manifestation expanding to include every iteration 

of the guilt—the moment in Cairo replayed from every angle, every 

second of hesitation extended and examined. Gardner’s hands went 

to his amulet. He was not holding it. He was gripping it, which 

was different, which was fear rather than protection. 

Anna stepped forward. Not between Gardner and the 

manifestation—that would have been avoidance, which was what the 

manifestation wanted—but beside him. She said: look at me. I’m 

real. The team is real. Whatever that is, it’s made from 

something true and it’s being used as a weapon against you, and 

those are two different things. 

Gardner looked at her. Then he looked at the manifestation 

of Sarah. 

He said, quietly: I know what you are. I know what you’re 

made from. And I’m not pretending it isn’t real. It is real. I 
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failed. I hesitated. I am responsible for what happened. I have 

been living with that for six years and I will live with it for 

however many years remain, and I am here anyway, doing the work 

anyway, because the only answer to the thing I did is to keep 

being better than that moment was. You don’t get to tell me that 

moment is all I am. 

The manifestations dissolved into the Oneiric Fields 

atmosphere, returning to the general medium they had been drawn 

from. The path ahead cleared. 

They walked on toward the palace, and nobody said anything 

for a while, which was its own form of respect. 

* * * 

The palace’s gates were open, which was the specific 

architectural invitation that the Circle had learned, in its 

operational history, to treat as the most dangerous kind of 

welcome. Open gates in the territory of an Abyssal Sovereign did 

not mean come in freely. They meant: you are expected, and your 

freedom within is exactly as extensive as I permit. 

The interior was vast in the Oneiric Fields’ characteristic 

way, which differed from the vastness of Nhal-Kor in that Nhal-

Kor’s scale was physical and this was psychological—the palace 

was as large as the fears that populated it, which meant it was 

very large indeed. Corridors that the eye could follow for what 

seemed like miles before turning at angles that had no geometric 

necessity. Stairs that went in three directions simultaneously. 

Doors that opened onto the void of spaces that were not adjacent 

to anything. 
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And shadows. Moving with the autonomy of things that had 

been doing this for a long time and found the presence of 

observers neither threatening nor interesting. 

the Black Envoy did not make them wait. 

It manifested in the entrance hall as oil manifests on 

water: not from any specific point but spreading from all 

available surfaces simultaneously, coalescing into a form that 

shifted between configurations the way water shifts between the 

shapes of the vessels it occupies. The voice it used was the 

voice it had used in Angkor Wat, which was not one voice but a 

summary of voices—every human voice it had ever inhabited, 

compressed into a single register. 

It said: welcome. It said: I’ve been expecting you. It said 

this last with the amused precision of an entity for whom 

expectation was not anticipation but certainty. 

It did not require provocation to begin. What it did was 

simpler and more effective than attack: it showed them their 

fears. 

Not the generic fears of the dark or of death or of failure 

in the abstract. The specific fears, accurate and detailed, drawn 

from the information it had been accumulating through the 

infected operatives’ sleeping minds. Anna saw Harrow dying in a 

field operation while she was elsewhere and could not have 

prevented it and would therefore spend the rest of her life 

knowing she had been elsewhere. Morrison saw the Keystone Pattern 

calculations failing at the moment of greatest dependence on 

them, the quantum barrier dissolving and taking everyone behind 
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it with it. Tanaka saw his meditation practice failing under 

pressure, his mind fragmenting at precisely the moment his mind 

was the team’s primary weapon. Nakamura saw her patients—the 

Circle operatives she had been treating for years—broken beyond 

her ability to repair. 

And Gardner saw himself becoming what he was fighting. 

The transformation was gradual in the vision, which was 

crueller than an instantaneous change would have been: the 

features shifting incrementally, the personality dissolving not 

all at once but in the specific sequence that he would have found 

most difficult to resist, the parts of himself he had compromised 

already going first and the parts he held most necessary going 

last. It was, he understood with the part of his mind that was 

still functioning as an analyst, a masterpiece of targeted 

psychological horror. 

It was also, the same part noted, a thing that could only be 

effective if he let it be. 

* * * 

What held the team together was less heroic than Harrow 

would have described it afterward in the operational debrief. It 

was not courage exactly, though courage was present. It was the 

specific thing that happens when people who have been doing 

something very difficult for a long time face a new version of 

it: the thing that knows the pattern, that has encountered the 

mechanism before, that says—beneath the fear—yes, this is the 

shape of it, and we have worked through the shape of it before. 
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Morrison was the one who named it. She said: these aren’t 

truths. They’re the fear of truths. There’s a difference. The 

fear of failure and the fact of failure are not the same thing 

and the Black Envoy is showing us the fear and calling it the 

fact. 

Tanaka said: yes. He said: in the Oneiric Fields, belief 

shapes reality. The fears become real if we treat them as real. 

If we understand them as fears, as the possible rather than the 

actual, they lose their materiality. 

The team linked hands. Their amulets pulsed together in the 

synchronization that Morrison’s calibration had prepared for: 

five separate geometric patterns reinforcing each other, the 

combined Keystone Pattern creating a field rather than five 

separate points. The manifestations that the Black Envoy had 

deployed—the visions, the fear-shapes, the personalized horrors—

recoiled from the field’s edge. 

the Black Envoy said, without moving: strong-willed. I’ll 

grant you that. 

It produced the door. 

It appeared in the palace wall where there had been no door: 

a door behind which the darkness was total and dense in a way 

that ordinary darkness was not, darkness that had weight and 

temperature and the quality of things that have been kept in 

darkness for a long time and have adapted to it. Gardner looked 

at the door and felt the anchor on the other side of it the way 

you feel a wound that has healed wrong and is still there, still 

organizing itself around the damage. 
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the Black Envoy said: the anchor is in the deepest part of 

what he hides even from himself. It said this with the tone of 

something offering a gift, which was accurate: the information 

about the anchor’s location was genuinely useful, and the Black 

Envoy was genuinely providing it, because what lay behind the 

door was something it believed Gardner could not face. 

Nakamura looked at Gardner. She said: what’s behind it? 

He said: the truth about Cairo. Not the version I’ve told 

myself. The actual version. 

She waited. 

He told them. He told them about being in love with someone 

who did not love him back, and about the anger of that, the hurt 

that had been living in him since before Cairo and had made 

itself known in one second of hesitation when her life depended 

on his not hesitating. He told them with the precision of someone 

describing an event rather than confessing a sin, because 

Nakamura had spent a session helping him understand the 

distinction between those two things and he was attempting to 

apply it. His voice was steady. It was the steadiness of effort 

rather than the steadiness of comfort, but it held. 

The team was quiet. the Black Envoy was quiet, which was a 

different kind of quiet, the quiet of something waiting to see 

what the telling would produce. 

Anna said: James. We’ve all made the decision that seemed 

right and was wrong and had to live with it. That’s not what 

defines you. What defines you is that you’re here, in this 
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palace, in this dimension, trying to be better than that moment 

was. And we’re here with you. 

She looked at the door. She said: we go through together. 

They went through together. 

* * * 

The anchor was visible the moment they entered the dark room 

behind the door. Visible in the Oneiric Fields sense, which was 

the sense that meant registered by perception without necessarily 

being received by the eyes—a presence, dense and pulsing, 

organized around a specific point in the darkness with the quiet 

insistence of something that had been established and was 

continuing to establish itself, drawing sustenance from the 

substrate it had been planted in. 

The substrate was Gardner’s guilt. The anchor was a 

structure built from it: a construction of that particular 

emotional material that was dense and load-bearing in ways that 

ordinary guilt was not, because ordinary guilt was natural 

material and this had been worked by something that understood 

the material extremely well and had intentions for it. It had 

been growing for a week. It was not small. 

Morrison examined it the way she examined technical 

problems: with the full application of her understanding of 

dimensional mechanics to the specific question of what this thing 

was and how the Keystone Pattern could be applied to it. She was 

working without precedent. The Keystone Pattern had been 

developed for physical installation, had been adapted for 

cognitive use in the amulets, and was now being asked to operate 
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on something that was neither physical nor simply cognitive but 

was an anchor in consciousness itself, a point at which two minds 

were joined by a structure that was intrinsically hostile to the 

joined mind’s owner. 

She said: I think we can sever it. She said: it will hurt. 

She said: Gardner would need to be the conduit—the pattern needs 

to run through the mind the anchor is in, because that’s the only 

way to reach the anchor’s deepest layer. She said: there’s 

psychic feedback risk. 

Tanaka said: how much risk. 

Morrison said: I don’t know. 

Gardner said: do it. 

They arranged themselves around him. The amulets were 

removed from their chains and placed in the configuration 

Morrison specified—a modified version of the Keystone Pattern 

installation geometry, adapted for five points rather than one, 

the pattern distributed across the team members and concentrated 

through the center where Gardner stood. When Morrison activated 

the first connection, the feedback was immediate: Gardner felt it 

as the specific pain of something being pulled against its 

established attachment, the way a deeply set hook feels when it 

is extracted rather than worked loose, and he held the sound he 

made inside his chest where it became a sustained low note of 

endurance. 

the Black Envoy’s presence in the room intensified. Not in 

its physical form—it had not followed them through the door—but 

as pressure, as the quality of being contested, the sense of an 
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enormous opposing will engaging with what they were doing and 

finding it, for the first time in this encounter, genuinely 

threatening. 

Second connection. Third. The anchor’s pulse changed rhythm, 

becoming irregular, a sign that Morrison had described as the 

first stage of structural compromise. Gardner was on his knees. 

He was conscious. He was holding the Keystone Pattern geometry in 

his mind the way Tanaka had taught him, using the known pattern 

as a counter-structure to the pain, keeping the center of his 

attention on the mathematics rather than on the sensation of 

having something that had been growing in him for a week pulled 

out by its roots. 

Fourth connection. The anchor’s surface began to shed 

material—not visually, but in the register of the Oneiric Fields’ 

perception, the dense pulsing becoming less dense, the structure 

beginning to give up the coherence that made it functional. the 

Black Envoy said something that arrived not as language but as 

pressure, as the wordless equivalent of an objection from an 

entity that did not typically need to object because it typically 

did not encounter this kind of resistance. 

Fifth connection. The anchor tore. 

The feedback was total and brief. Gardner made the sound he 

had been holding inside his chest, briefly and completely, and 

then it was over: the anchor severed from its source, the 

connection closed, the structure collapsing into the Oneiric 

Fields’ substrate where it had no further purchase. The room—

which had been a room by convention, by the Oneiric Fields’ 
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responsive architecture rather than by actual spatial existence—

dissolved. The palace shook with the rage of something that had 

been deprived of a resource it had been counting on. 

Anna said: wake up. She said it with the force of someone 

who understood that in the Oneiric Fields, saying a thing with 

sufficient intention could make it happen. She said: everyone 

wake up now. 

* * * 

The medical monitors in the dream chamber woke the doctors 

before the operatives did. Oakes was already at the first bed 

when the convulsions began, which were brief and not dangerous 

and which were the body’s response to the mind returning to it in 

a state of heightened electrical activity after whatever the mind 

had been through. 

They came back one by one, in the order that their brain 

activity patterns suggested they returned to ordinary 

consciousness. Morrison first, who sat up and immediately looked 

at her hands, an assessment of physical solidity. Tanaka second, 

cross-legged and breathing evenly before he opened his eyes, 

applying the practice. Nakamura third, already reaching for her 

evaluation clipboard. Anna fourth, who looked for Harrow before 

her eyes had fully adjusted and found him at the bed’s edge where 

she had known he would be. 

Gardner last. 

He came back slowly, which Nakamura had predicted: the mind 

that had been the conduit for the Keystone Pattern’s feedback was 

the most disrupted, the most in need of time to reorient. He was 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   184 

conscious within the standard recovery window. He sat up without 

assistance. He looked around the room and at the people in it 

with the expression of someone recalibrating the world’s 

coordinates against a changed interior landscape. 

Nakamura checked his brain scan. She ran the analysis twice, 

because the first result was clean enough that she wanted to 

confirm it. 

She said: the abnormal theta patterns are gone. No evidence 

of external consciousness interfacing with your mind. No anchor. 

You’re clean. 

Gardner was quiet for a long moment. The quality of his 

silence was different from the silence he had been carrying since 

Cambodia—lighter, not empty but less dense, the way a space feels 

when something that has been occupying it is finally gone. He 

said: the other two? 

She checked. Said: clean also. When we severed your 

connection, the Black Envoy’s link to the other Cambodia 

operatives disrupted. It was using you as the primary node. Lose 

the node, lose the network. 

Harrow, in the doorway, asked no questions. He had already 

learned most of what he needed to know from the quality of Anna’s 

expression when she had looked at him. 

Later—after the debrief, after the medical clearances, after 

the quiet meal in the operations center that nobody ate very much 

of but everyone sat through—Harrow found Gardner in the corridor 

outside the training room. Gardner was looking at the wall where 
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the map was, with the six marked sites, the constellation of 

ongoing threats. 

Harrow said: I want you to lead the psychological warfare 

division. What the Black Envoy can do, others may be able to do. 

We need protocols. Training. A curriculum that prepares 

operatives for cognitive assault before they encounter it. 

Gardner said: I accept. He said: I’d like to work with 

Nakamura. She’s good at this. 

Harrow said: she is. 

A pause that contained what the previous week had been and 

what the work ahead was. 

Gardner said: in the Oneiric Fields, I could feel the 

difference. After the anchor was gone. I could feel the space 

where it had been and the fact that it was just space now. Not 

occupied. Not working against me. 

Harrow said: good. 

Gardner said: the Black Envoy said it will find other 

anchors. Other paths. 

Harrow said: yes. He said: and we’ll address each one. 

That’s the work. 

Gardner looked at the map. He said: understood. 

They stood there for a moment in the familiar specific 

silence of the operations center, which was never entirely quiet 

because somewhere in the building something was always being 

monitored, always being analyzed, always being prepared for. The 

thin sound of it was the sound of the Circle doing its permanent 
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work: the work of knowing what was out there, and preparing the 

people who were going to have to face it. 

 

* * * 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three 

“The Root-Mother’s Brood” 

 

Dr. Carlos Mendes and his team from the Universidade Federal 

do Pará had been studying biodiversity in the northern Amazon 

basin for eleven weeks when they found the village, or what had 

been a village, in a clearing approximately two hundred miles 

from the Peruvian border. The research team’s mandate was 

botanical—identifying undocumented plant species in the river 

system’s tertiary tributaries—and they had no training for what 

they found in that clearing and no framework to process it. They 

were scientists in the ordinary sense, which meant they were 

accustomed to encountering things they did not understand and 

spending a productive period investigating them until they did. 

What was in the clearing did not behave like something that would 

eventually yield to that process. 
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The huts had been consumed. Not burned, not collapsed—

consumed, in the biological sense, the cellular structure of the 

walls and roofs infiltrated and replaced by organic growth that 

had its own cellular structure and that was not any plant species 

in Mendes’s botanical training. The growth had the organization 

of something that was doing this on purpose rather than the 

randomness of opportunistic jungle reclamation, which took years 

and followed particular succession patterns and did not look like 

this. This looked like something had decided the village should 

become part of itself and had made it so. 

The bodies around the central altar were the thing that 

broke Mendes’s composure. He had maintained it through the huts 

and through the altar’s impossible symbols and through the 

particular quality of the jungle’s silence, which was not the 

silence of absence but the silence of something present and 

holding still. The bodies broke it because the bodies were people 

he had seen described in the indigenous network’s reports—a 

community of forty-three that had been in this location three 

weeks ago, living their lives in the ordinary way of lives lived 

in the deep Amazon, and who were now in conditions that no 

medical vocabulary Mendes had been trained in adequately 

described. 

What had been skin was now bark. What had been limbs were 

now root structures. The faces had not changed in their features 

but in their expression, frozen in something that was not agony 

and not ecstasy but the specific experience of both 

simultaneously, the expression of someone who is being 
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transformed against their will and is somehow, also, accepting 

it. 

Then the jungle moved. 

Not with wind. The jungle in the Amazon basin moved with 

wind frequently and Mendes had learned in eleven weeks to 

distinguish wind-movement from the alternative, and this was the 

alternative: the plants themselves exercising something that 

functioned as intention, the vines extending with direction, the 

canopy shifting with purpose. One of his researchers went down 

before any of them fully registered what was happening. By the 

time Mendes understood what he was seeing, there were only four 

of them running for the river. 

He reached the boat. He put distance between himself and the 

bank and watched the jungle watching him from the river’s edge—

the shapes at the tree line that were neither animal nor plant 

but partook of both, that watched with the patience of things 

that understood time differently from the people in the boat. 

He radioed the Circle on the emergency frequency that the 

Brazilian government’s intelligence services had quietly 

integrated into the national research network three years 

earlier, because three years earlier a Circle operative had 

explained to the right people what sorts of things the frequency 

might eventually be needed to report, and the right people had 

listened with the focused attention of people who prefer to be 

prepared for things they hope will never happen. 

Mendes said: the Root-Mother isn’t dead. It’s breeding. 

* * * 
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Maria Santos had been living with the knowledge of her 

failure in Peru for six months. Not the operational failure—by 

every metric the Circle used to evaluate field operations, the 

Peru mission in February had been a success: spawn point 

destroyed, biological contagion halted at the site, no spread 

beyond the affected zone. The operational failure had come 

earlier, at the planning stage, when she had assessed the Root-

Mother’s threat profile and concluded that destruction of the 

primary nest would eliminate the entity rather than scatter it. 

She had been wrong, and the forty-three people whose 

transformation Mendes had documented were, among the larger 

accounting of the error’s consequences, the most recent entry. 

“We didn’t kill it,” she said, at the operations center 

briefing. “We burned the nest we could find and the ones we 

couldn’t find were already seeded. Spores. Pre-positioned across 

a range we didn’t understand because we didn’t understand what 

the Root-Mother fundamentally is.” 

Morrison had spent the six months since the Peru operation 

doing what she did with every post-mission finding: translating 

it into useful knowledge. The photographs from Mendes’s survey, 

combined with satellite imagery and the Circle’s existing data on 

the Root-Mother’s biological mechanisms, had produced a model 

that was technically impressive and operationally alarming. 

the Root-Mother was not an entity in the sense that the 

Drowned King or the Unbegotten were entities—it was not a bounded 

individual consciousness occupying a specific location. It was a 

biological system: a distributed network of organic material 
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organized around a reproductive imperative. The Mother, as the 

cult called it, was the network’s coordinating intelligence, but 

the network itself was the threat. Destroying the Mother’s 

primary manifestation, as they had done in Peru, was equivalent 

to destroying the queen of an ant colony while the workers were 

already building a new nest three hundred miles away. The colony 

continued. The queen’s role was filled. The reproductive cycle 

accelerated in response to the disruption. 

The numbers on Morrison’s briefing were the kind of numbers 

that required a moment of just sitting with them before they 

could be usefully discussed. Seventeen confirmed villages in the 

Amazon basin showing transformation patterns consistent with 

active spawn point activity. Dozens more identified by indigenous 

network contacts, unconfirmed. Across Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, 

Venezuela: the entire northern Amazon, with evidence of spread 

southward toward the basin’s more populated regions. 

And at the exponential growth rate the Root-Mother’s 

biological system demonstrated: six months to reach Manaus. A 

year to the Atlantic coast. Two years to the Caribbean. Five 

years to global biosphere replacement—every living organism on 

Earth converted into something organized around the Mother’s 

reproductive imperative rather than the evolutionary logic that 

had produced it. 

Santos said: we need to be surgical. We find the nests. We 

find the spawn points. We destroy them before the numbers become 

unworkable. 
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Harrow asked Morrison how many spawn points they were 

dealing with. 

Morrison said: at least fifty confirmed. Possibly twice 

that. 

Harrow looked at the map and said nothing for a moment. Then 

he said: then we start with the fifty. 

* * * 

The staging area on the Rio Negro tributary had been 

established in thirty-six hours, which was the kind of 

operational speed the Circle’s fourteen years of development had 

made possible: logistics pre-positioned, transport pre-arranged, 

the network of regional contacts that Anna and Santos had been 

building since 1943 activated to provide local knowledge and 

cover. Fifteen operatives plus Brazilian special forces whose 

commanders had been briefed in the limited way that was always 

the most useful way—enough to understand the threat, not enough 

to understand its full implications, which would have made them 

either useless or actively harmful. 

Santos stood before them on the riverbank in the morning’s 

early heat and gave the briefing she had been composing since the 

operations center meeting. She gave it with the economy of 

someone who had been on the receiving end of too many briefings 

that were longer than they needed to be, and with the specific 

care of someone who understood that some of the people in front 

of her were going to die and that the briefing was part of her 

obligation to them. 
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She said: twelve high-priority spawn points within a fifty-

mile radius. She said: teams of three, each with incendiary 

equipment and sealed biohazard suits. She said: the hybrids are 

part animal, part plant, part fungal—they communicate, they 

coordinate, and they are not mindless. She distributed the 

amulets personally, placing each one around a neck herself, 

because she had learned in the Peru operation that the amulets’ 

protective properties degraded if they were not properly 

oriented. 

She said: if your suit is breached, if you are exposed to 

spores, you have sixty seconds before transformation begins. She 

said: if that happens, your team neutralizes you. She said it 

without softening it, because softening it would have been a form 

of dishonesty to people who deserved to understand what they were 

agreeing to. 

One of the Brazilian soldiers asked about civilians. About 

transformed villagers. 

Santos was quiet for a moment. She had thought carefully 

about what to say about this. 

She said: the transformation is not survival. It replaces 

the person’s biology and consciousness with something organized 

around the Mother’s imperative. What looks like a transformed 

person is not a person any longer in the operational sense that 

matters here—it is a vector for further transformation, and it is 

controlled by a system that does not share any of the interests 

or values of the person who was there before. She said: I know 

how that sounds. She said: it is still true. 
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Nobody said anything to that. Nobody was comfortable with 

it. That was appropriate. Being comfortable with it would have 

been a different kind of wrong. 

She said: teams board at 0600. Move out. 

* * * 

Alpha Team’s spawn point was in a clearing three kilometers 

from the insertion point, and the approach was through jungle 

that had been modified by the Root-Mother’s influence in ways 

that Santos had been briefed on and had nonetheless 

underestimated. The briefing had described abnormal growth 

patterns and increased biological activity, and both of those 

descriptions were accurate in their category and inadequate in 

their character: the jungle through which they moved was not 

simply unusual, it was organized around their presence in a way 

that vegetation should not be organized, tracking their movement 

with a passive attentiveness that Santos’s body registered before 

her analytical mind caught up. 

The clearing itself was worse. Seventeen eggs arranged in a 

rough circle around the altar: translucent, approximately human-

sized, containing shapes that moved. The altar’s surface had the 

same wrong symbols as every altar they had documented, but these 

were active rather than inert—the symbols pulsing slowly as the 

Circle had learned to associate with active dimensional 

interface, an Abyssal Sovereign’s influence touching ordinary 

space-time at this specific location. 

She signaled Alpha-2 and Alpha-3 to plant the incendiary 

charges. They moved with the careful quiet of people who 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   194 

understood that the time available to them was finite and that 

making noise would shorten it. 

The first egg cracked while Alpha-3 was positioning the 

third charge. 

The thing that emerged was not the hybrid that Santos had 

fought in Peru. It was newer than that, rawer, the transformation 

incomplete at the surface while the underlying organization was 

already fully active. It was bipedal in a general sense, its 

proportions roughly humanoid, but the proportions were wrong as 

the Root-Mother’s hybrids were always wrong—the wrong ratio of 

height to breadth, the limbs articulated at intervals that didn’t 

correspond to human joint placement, the surface presenting as a 

combination of bark and skin and something between them that was 

neither. 

It said: stop. Leave. This place is ours now. 

Santos raised her weapon and said nothing, because there was 

nothing useful to say in response to that, and because three more 

eggs had cracked while the first hybrid was speaking. 

She said: thirty seconds. Set and go. 

Alpha-2 and Alpha-3 worked. The eggs continued to crack. 

More hybrids emerged with the quick confidence of things that had 

been prepared for emergence and had known what environment they 

were emerging into. Their coordination was immediately evident—

they did not need to communicate to distribute around the Alpha 

Team’s position, they simply distributed, each one taking the 

optimal location relative to the others with the efficiency of a 

system rather than the deliberation of individuals. 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   195 

One of them said, to no one specifically and to all of them 

simultaneously: we are the children. The thousand young. We are 

the future. Accept Mother. 

Alpha-3 said: done. The charges are set. 

They ran. 

The jungle was against them as the modified jungle worked 

against people moving through it: vines catching at ankles with 

slightly more precision than vines should catch at ankles, 

branches at exactly the height to impede forward movement without 

being high enough to be easily ducked, the terrain subtly 

reorganizing ahead of them to put obstacles in paths that had 

been clear seconds before. Santos’s training in Amazonian 

terrain, accumulated over thirty-two years of life in and around 

the basin, was the margin that kept her moving at adequate speed. 

The other two were slower. 

The charge detonated behind them. The clearing erupted—the 

altar, the eggs, the freshly emerged hybrids all consumed in the 

incendiary blast that Morrison had specified to be hot enough to 

denature the Root-Mother’s spore structures, which required 

significantly higher temperatures than standard incendiaries 

produced and had required a month of Morrison’s chemistry 

knowledge to engineer into a deployable form. 

The surviving hybrids screamed—a compound sound, multiple 

vocal mechanisms producing something in several registers 

simultaneously—and turned their attention from herding the team 

to managing the damage, which was the moment Santos needed. 

Alpha-3 did not make it that far. 
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One hybrid had been faster than the others, or had been 

positioned better, or had calculated the pursuit with more 

precision than Santos had given it credit for. It had Alpha-3 by 

the arm before he cleared the blast radius, and the suit tore at 

the seam where it had always been the weakest point, and the 

spores were on his skin for approximately two seconds before 

Santos pulled the hybrid off him with her free hand and 

incinerated it. 

Alpha-3 looked at his forearm. He looked at Santos. He said 

nothing because there was nothing to say, and also because the 

skin of his forearm was already changing at its surface in a way 

that moved fast and would not stop. 

She looked at him. He looked at her. He said: do it. He 

said: before I’m not me anymore. 

She did it. She was as fast as she could be. That was the 

only mercy available and she applied it. 

Then she kept moving, because the alternative to keeping 

moving was stopping and stopping was not something she could 

afford. 

* * * 

Delta Team’s last transmission came through while Alpha was 

extracting. It was brief and its brevity was the information: 

heavy resistance, spawn point intact, need support, and then 

something that the operator at the staging area later transcribed 

as screaming and then static, the screaming lasting six seconds 

and the static lasting until Santos arrived at the frequency and 

raised them and got nothing back. 
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She went to Delta’s last known coordinates with Alpha-2 and 

moved fast, because the alternative was not going and that was 

not an option she was willing to examine. 

What she found at the position was not Delta Team. It was 

what Delta Team had been doing when they were no longer able to 

continue: their equipment scattered across a sixty-meter radius, 

their incendiary charges partially deployed and undetonated, 

signs of sustained engagement with something that had been 

significantly more capable than the standard hybrid profile 

suggested. 

The tracks were the thing that told her what they had 

encountered. She was from the Amazon basin and she knew tracks 

and these tracks were not hybrid tracks and they were not 

anything she had been briefed to expect. The foot-impression was 

approximately a meter across. The stride was four meters. The 

depth of the impression suggested several tons of mass moving 

quickly. 

She heard it before she saw it. The grinding-wood sound of 

something very large moving through a forest that was not large 

enough to meaningfully impede it. 

The Young was twenty feet tall and had clearly been twenty 

feet tall for some time, which meant it had been grown 

specifically for this purpose rather than being a recent 

emergence. It was organized around a vaguely arboreal structure—

central trunk, branching upper limbs, root-structure lower 

extremities—but organized as the Root-Mother organized biology, 

which was around the Mother’s imperative rather than around 
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anything that ordinary evolutionary logic had produced. Its eyes 

were the specific green that Santos associated with spawn point 

altars. Its attention, when it registered Alpha Team’s presence, 

was immediate and purposeful. 

It said, in a voice that operated in the register of large 

things that understood sound as a physical medium rather than a 

communicative one: Mother hungers. Mother grows. Mother will 

reclaim this world. 

Santos threw grenades. The Young did not fall. It registered 

the explosions the way large things register things that are not 

large enough to matter, which was with a slight slowing and a 

reorientation of attention rather than any sign that damage had 

been done. She told Alpha-2 to run in the opposite direction. 

Alpha-2 ran. She ran the other way, drawing the Young after her, 

because drawing fire away from personnel was the calculation and 

she had made it quickly and without drama. 

The helicopter arrived because Anna had been monitoring 

Alpha Team’s situation via the staging area’s comm link and had 

decided, as she routinely decided in situations where someone she 

considered her responsibility was in active danger, that the 

options available to her were to act or to have done nothing 

while something preventable happened. The decision took 

approximately the time it took her to cross the staging area to 

the nearest helicopter. 

She came in low and fast and fired the mounted weapon at the 

Young’s root-structure lower extremities, which were the part 

that seemed most analogous to the load-bearing elements of 
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ordinary biological architecture. The Young released Santos. It 

turned toward the helicopter, which was the correct tactical 

response from the Young’s perspective, and grabbed the landing 

skid, which was approximately thirty seconds of very unpleasant 

helicopter navigation for everyone inside it, before Anna put the 

remainder of her ammunition into its grip-structure and the Young 

fell and the helicopter stabilized and she brought it down in the 

nearest available clearing and retrieved Santos. 

Santos said: it spoke. She said: the Youngs are intelligent. 

Coordinated. Not like the hybrids. 

Anna said: yes. She said: tell me on the way back. She said: 

we have a bigger problem. 

* * * 

Morrison had brought the device from the staging area’s 

field laboratory in the hour since Santos and Alpha-2 had 

returned. She presented it with the specific brevity of someone 

who knows the device is not ready and knows that readiness is not 

the current determining factor. 

The device was approximately the size of a briefcase, built 

around a modified Keystone Pattern configuration that Morrison 

had been developing since the Cambodia encounter—since the moment 

when she had watched Gardner’s amulet push back against the Black 

Envoy’s psychic intrusion and had thought: what if the barrier 

operated in the other direction? Not protecting a mind from 

external intrusion, but disrupting a network of minds from 

outside. the Root-Mother’s coordination system was psionic at its 

root—the Youngs commanded the hybrids through something that 
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operated below the biological level, a field or broadcast that 

organized the network’s behavior. The Keystone Pattern’s 

dimensional disruption properties, targeted correctly, should be 

able to jam that broadcast. 

Should. That word was doing significant structural work in 

Morrison’s briefing, and she said so. 

Anna said: it’s what we have. 

The main nest was a four-hour approach through the worst 

jungle any of them had encountered yet—the deepest in the Root-

Mother’s influence zone, the environment most thoroughly modified 

by the Mother’s biological architecture. The team moved in 

silence and moved carefully and moved with the particular kind of 

focus that people bring to the part of an operation where 

everything that has come before is preparation for the next ten 

minutes. 

The nest itself was visible before they reached it: a 

structure of living wood and organic material that rose from the 

jungle floor the way a building rises, with the difference that a 

building does not breathe. It was breathing. The slow expansion 

and contraction of the Root-Mother’s respiratory architecture, 

the Mother’s biological rhythms imposed on the nest’s structure, 

produced a movement that was almost peaceful at this distance and 

was profoundly wrong at every level of biological understanding 

Santos possessed. 

Three Youngs. She counted them through the undergrowth. 

Moving in coordinated patterns around a central altar that was 

orders of magnitude more complex than any spawn-point altar they 
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had destroyed. Hundreds of hybrids organized around the perimeter 

in the distributed formation of a system rather than the loose 

gathering of a crowd. 

Morrison said: two hundred meters. The device’s range 

requires two hundred meters from the primary Young. 

Santos looked at the two hundred meters of nest perimeter 

that stood between their current position and that range. She 

looked at the Youngs and the hybrids and the breathing structure. 

She looked at the device in Morrison’s hands. 

She said: the hybrid patrols have a cycle. There’s a gap in 

the western approach, approximately fifteen seconds every three 

minutes. We sprint in when the gap opens, plant the device, and 

sprint out before the next cycle closes. She said this with the 

confidence of someone who had been watching the patrol patterns 

for twelve minutes and had done the arithmetic correctly, which 

she had. 

Morrison said: understood. She picked up the device and held 

it the way you hold something irreplaceable. 

* * * 

The sprint was a hundred and fifty meters, which was longer 

than fifteen seconds at sustainable pace and shorter than fifteen 

seconds at the pace that adrenaline and operational necessity 

produced in people running toward something that wanted to kill 

them. They reached the planting point with approximately four 

seconds remaining in the gap. Morrison activated the device, set 

it, and they ran back. 
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The largest Young turned before they had covered twenty 

meters. It turned with the immediate quality of something whose 

attention had not been wandering and had required no time to 

register the intrusion. It said something in the register of 

large things that was not language in the linguistic sense but 

functioned as command, and the hybrids at the perimeter 

reoriented. 

The covering team opened fire. The operatives and soldiers 

at the treeline had positioned well and their fields of fire were 

clean and the volume of it was sufficient to force the hybrids 

into defensive postures rather than active pursuit—not to stop 

the hybrids, which individual weapons fire did not accomplish 

against healthy specimens, but to create a moment of decision in 

a coordination system that was accustomed to not having to make 

decisions quickly. 

Santos and Morrison reached the treeline. Santos said: now. 

Into her radio. To the strike coordinator at the staging area. 

The device activated with the quality of Keystone Pattern 

technology engaging: a field rather than an explosion, a 

dimensional disruption rather than a physical one, the air above 

the nest shifting as the air above the twelve-pylon perimeter in 

Antarctica had shifted when the barrier had formed. The 

difference was the direction: Antarctica’s barrier had contained. 

This one disrupted. 

The effect on the hybrids was immediate and dramatic and 

deeply strange to witness. They stopped. Not as things stop when 

they encounter a physical obstacle, but as a complex system stops 
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when its organizing principle is removed—not with impact but with 

the sudden absence of coherence. They stood where they had been 

standing, each one separate, each one without the network context 

that had been making them more than the sum of their biological 

parts. They looked, briefly and terribly, like the people they 

had been. 

The Youngs roared. The sound carried the quality of an 

intelligence confronting something it had not prepared for, which 

was a sound that Santos found she was able to distinguish from 

the sound of things that were simply large and angry because she 

had been listening to the Root-Mother’s organisms for two days 

and had developed a vocabulary for their registers. The roar was 

not rage. It was alarm. 

The airstrikes arrived. 

Two jets, four passes, precision ordnance calibrated to the 

incendiary specifications Morrison had transmitted to the strike 

coordinator: hot enough and sustained enough to denature spore 

structures at the nest’s center while the Keystone Pattern 

disruption field maintained the network’s disorganization. The 

nest burned. The altar at its center burned. The coordinated 

biological architecture that the Root-Mother had spent months 

constructing at this location burned. 

Two Youngs died in the fire. The third broke through the 

southern perimeter before the third airstrike landed, moving with 

the urgency of something that had accepted that this position was 

lost and was calculating the logistics of building another. It 

was wounded—one of its upper limbs destroyed by shrapnel, its 
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movement uneven—and it was still faster than anything without 

four hundred million years of evolutionary specialization for 

rapid ground movement had any right to be. 

Santos ran after it because she had run after things in this 

jungle her whole life and because letting it reach the river 

would mean losing it, and losing it meant it rebuilt, and 

rebuilding meant everything they had done in the past two days 

was a temporary inconvenience to a system designed to recover 

from temporary inconveniences. 

It reached the cliff above the eastern tributary. It was 

going to jump. 

Anna was fifty meters behind Santos and had picked up the 

rocket launcher from the position where it had been staged for 

precisely this contingency, because Anna planned for 

contingencies the way breathing was planned—not consciously, but 

as the fundamental operating mode of someone who had been in 

enough operations to understand that the thing you hadn’t thought 

of was usually the thing that determined outcomes. 

She fired. The Young was mid-leap when the rocket hit it. 

The explosion tore through the central trunk-structure, the load-

bearing element that Morrison had identified as the critical 

architecture, and the Young fell. The tributary received it with 

the indifferent force of water receiving something heavy, and 

after a moment the water was still. 

Santos stood at the cliff edge and looked down. She looked 

for a long time. 

She said: is it dead. 
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Morrison checked the sensor array she had brought to the 

cliff’s edge. She said: no biological readings. No movement. She 

said: I think so. 

Santos said: or it’s dormant. Or it’s playing dead. Or it’s 

doing something we don’t have a category for yet. 

A dying hybrid grabbed her ankle from the undergrowth. She 

looked down at it. It was saying something. She listened to it 

say: you cannot stop Mother. She is eternal. She will return. It 

said this with the mechanical quality of something transmitting a 

message rather than speaking its own thought, and then it 

dissolved into the spores that had been its substrate and the 

spores drifted away on the tributary’s air current. 

Santos watched the spores disperse. She said: it’s never 

over. 

Anna said: no. She said: but it’s over for now. 

* * * 

The accounting took three days. Forty-eight nests destroyed. 

Nineteen Youngs confirmed dead. Two Youngs unconfirmed—tracked to 

river-system locations but not verified as neutralized. Hybrid 

population in the northern Amazon basin reduced by eighty-seven 

percent, the remaining thirteen percent scattered and 

disorganized without the network’s coordination, individually 

dangerous and collectively no longer a continental threat. The 

outbreak contained within five thousand square miles, which was a 

large number and a manageable one. 

The other accounting: forty-three Circle operatives and 

Brazilian special forces personnel dead. A number that was 
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smaller than it could have been and larger than any number that 

didn’t include people’s names. Santos knew all forty-three names. 

She had made a point of learning them before deployment, as she 

made a point of learning all names before every deployment, 

because she had decided years ago that the people she sent into 

the jungle deserved at minimum to be known by the person who sent 

them. 

The transformed villagers were a different accounting, one 

that she knew she would be carrying for the remainder of her 

career as you carry things that are true and terrible and 

necessary and that do not become lighter through the accumulation 

of justifications. Anna’s justification—that the transformation 

replaced rather than corrupted—was correct. She knew it was 

correct. She held it alongside the faces of the people those 

transformations had replaced, and she understood that correct and 

easy were not the same category. 

The operations center debrief was clinical in its format and 

less clinical in its actuality. Morrison presented the technical 

outcomes. Oakes presented the military outcomes. Santos presented 

the operational outcomes. Then Santos said what was not in any of 

the outcome reports: that she had killed a man who had looked at 

his own arm and told her to do it, and that he had not stopped 

being a person at the moment of his transformation and had not 

stopped being a person at the moment of his death. She said: I 

want that recorded. She said: it should be recorded that these 

were not comfortable actions undertaken comfortably, and that the 

people who took them deserve to have that acknowledged. 
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Harrow said: recorded. He said it simply, without the 

elaboration that would have diminished it. 

* * * 

Morrison’s insight about the Abyssal Sovereigns’ strategy 

came at the end of the debrief, as the most significant 

observations sometimes come—as an afterthought, a thing that had 

been organizing itself in the analytical background while the 

foreground was occupied with operational detail. 

She said: they’re testing us. 

She said: in the fourteen years since Nhal-Kor, every 

engagement has shown us something new about their capabilities, 

and they have observed every engagement and have shown us 

something new that addressed our previous defensive improvement. 

The Keystone Pattern contained the Unbegotten—so the next threat 

was biological, not physically containable. The psychological 

defense protocols protected against the Black Envoy’s direct 

intrusion—so the Black Envoy planted anchors instead of attacking 

directly. The jammers disrupted the Root-Mother’s network 

coordination—which meant the next incarnation of that threat 

would develop around the assumption that network coordination was 

unreliable. Each engagement was not just an attack. It was 

reconnaissance. 

The room was quiet with the quality of a group of people 

understanding something they had suspected and had not wanted to 

confirm. 

Harrow said: if they’re gathering intelligence, they’re 

preparing for something that accounts for what we’ve shown them. 
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Morrison said: yes. She pulled up the astronomical charts 

that had been running in the background of the Circle’s planning 

functions since she had first identified the pattern, two years 

earlier. Seven Abyssal Sovereigns able to manifest 

simultaneously. Multiple stellar alignments coinciding. January 

1958. A decade away. Enough time to prepare, if you used it 

correctly. 

Morrison said: ten years. She said: we have ten years before 

the conditions for a coordinated simultaneous manifestation by 

all seven known entities are in place. She said: by that point 

they will have ten years of additional intelligence on our 

capabilities, our strategies, and our limits. 

Harrow looked at the charts for a long moment. Then he said: 

so we have ten years to develop capabilities, strategies, and 

methods they haven’t seen yet. He said it as the operational 

conclusion it was. He said: we start that work today. 

He sent Santos and Anna back to South America to establish a 

permanent monitoring station—the Circle’s first South American 

headquarters, a presence in the continent that would monitor the 

Amazon basin’s ongoing situation and develop the regional network 

that the next decade would require. He said: I need you there. He 

said it to Anna directly, with the knowledge that months away 

from Blackwater was what the work required and the understanding 

that this did not make it easy. 

Anna said: I know. She held his hand for a moment. Then she 

said: ten years is enough time to be ready, if we use it 

correctly. She said it with the particular quality of conviction 
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that comes not from optimism but from the decision to act as 

though something is possible because the alternative is to act as 

though it is not. 

* * * 

Three months later, the Circle’s Amazon monitoring station 

had been constructed in the basin’s interior, on a platform above 

the tributary system that the Root-Mother’s biological network 

had been using as a distribution highway. Anna and Santos stood 

on the platform in the early evening and watched the jungle’s 

light change from the particular gold of Amazonian afternoon to 

the particular dark of Amazonian night, the transition mediated 

by the millions of bioluminescent organisms in the canopy that 

made the jungle glow briefly at dusk in a way that was genuinely 

beautiful and entirely alien. 

The jungle below them was green and alive and mostly normal. 

The monitoring equipment registered no active the Root-Mother 

signature in the immediate area, the spore count within 

parameters, the biological network indicators showing nothing 

above background levels. The outbreak was contained. The Amazon 

was recovering its ordinary character, which was a character of 

extraordinary complexity and remarkable life organized around the 

logic of ordinary evolution rather than the Mother’s imperative. 

Santos said: do you think we made a difference. 

Anna said: we bought time. That’s all we ever do. Buy 

humanity more time. 

Santos said: is that enough. 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   210 

The question was genuine. Anna sat with it for a moment 

before answering. 

She said: I think the honest answer is that “enough” is not 

a category that applies to this work in the way we might want it 

to. We didn’t win. We held. Holding is what we have to offer and 

we offered it, and the forty-three people we lost offered it, and 

the villagers whose transformation we couldn’t prevent offered it 

involuntarily. Whether that’s enough is a question that depends 

on what happens in 1958, and we don’t know the answer yet. 

Santos looked at the bioluminescent canopy. She said: then 

we’d better be ready. 

Anna said: yes. She said: we’d better. 

The jungle held its dark and growing watch. Somewhere in it, 

in the root systems and the soil and the spore dispersal patterns 

that the monitoring equipment tracked but could not fully map, 

something dormant waited with the patience of biology, which is 

the patience of systems organized around reproductive imperatives 

rather than individual lifespans. It was not urgent. It did not 

need to be urgent. It had ten years, and ten years of careful 

growth and spread and quiet accumulation, before the stars would 

be right. 

Above the canopy, the stars moved in their courses. Patient. 

Indifferent. Aligning, slowly, toward a configuration that had 

last obtained fifty million years ago, when the Abyssal 

Sovereigns had last been fully awake and the First Architects had 

been alive in enough numbers to oppose them. 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   211 

In Blackwater, Massachusetts, Nathaniel Harrow opened a new 

operations file and titled it 1958: CONVERGENCE PREPARATION. He 

began to write. 

 

* * * 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four 

“The Depths of Time” 

 

Six months after the Amazon operation, Alice Morrison was 

working late in her laboratory—which was to say she was working 

at the hours that were her natural working hours, the ones when 

the building was quiet and the communications systems were not 

generating interruptions and her mind could operate at the pace 

it preferred, which was faster than the pace most conversations 

allowed. She was forty-two years old, had been with the Circle 

since Harrow and Anna had recruited her in 1932, and had 

accumulated in fifteen years a working knowledge of First 

Architect mathematics and dimensional mechanics that was, as far 

as anyone could determine, unique on the planet. There was no 
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academic tradition for what she did. There was no peer community. 

There was only the work, and the work was inexhaustible. 

She had been cross-referencing. On her left: rubbings she 

had taken of symbols photographed at the Sphinx’s base during the 

Egypt monitoring station’s routine survey work the previous year, 

filed as low-priority material because the symbols had been 

assumed to be Late Period Egyptian inscriptions of the 

conventional type. On her right: her archive of First Architect 

hieroglyphic specimens collected from the Antarctica survey data, 

the Alaska ruins photographs, the Nhal-Kor telemetry from 1933. 

The rubbings were not Late Period Egyptian inscriptions of 

the conventional type. 

This was not a subtle difference, the kind that required 

specialist training to identify. Once Morrison had placed the two 

sets of symbols alongside each other, the correspondence was 

structurally obvious: the same radial organization, the same 

dimensional notation system, the same mathematical grammar that 

the Boreal Tablets described as the First Architects’ primary 

written form. What had been categorized as decorative Egyptian 

stonework was First Architect documentation. It was, at a rough 

estimate, fifty million years older than the Sphinx that had been 

built above it. 

She ran the ground-penetrating radar data she had requested 

from the Egypt station six months ago and had been meaning to 

analyze and had not had the bandwidth to analyze until tonight, 

when everything else was quiet and the bandwidth was available. 

The radar showed chambers below the limestone. Passages. A 
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horizontal tunnel at depth, leading to a larger space. The 

geometric configuration of the chambers, when she modeled it in 

three dimensions against the Keystone Pattern in her reference 

files, produced a match so precise that the probability of 

coincidence was not worth calculating. 

The First Architects had built a vault under what would 

later become the Giza plateau, before there was a plateau, before 

there were pyramids, before there were Egyptians. They had stored 

something in it. They had left it there when they withdrew from 

human contact. And fifty million years later, the thermal imaging 

showed faint heat signatures inside those sealed chambers, which 

meant something in there was still generating energy, which meant 

something in there was still functioning. 

She called Harrow at the number she had for non-emergency 

late-night calls and said: I need to speak with you now. This is 

not an emergency but it is important. She said: there is a vault 

beneath the Sphinx and we need to go look at what is in it. 

* * * 

David Cohen had been a member of the Circle since 1941 and 

had spent the intervening years as the organization’s primary 

liaison to the Middle Eastern network, which required a man who 

understood archaeological sites, spoke Arabic and Hebrew 

fluently, had relationships with the relevant governmental and 

military authorities in three countries, and was not easily 

alarmed. He had arranged the Giza access with the economy of 

someone who had arranged considerably more complicated things: a 

supply truck, a bribed shift supervisor at the service gate, and 
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a window of six hours between the end of the night patrol’s final 

circuit and the beginning of the morning staff’s arrival. 

They went in four: Harrow, Morrison, Oakes, and Cohen. The 

team size was deliberate—small enough to move without attracting 

attention, large enough that if something went wrong inside there 

was someone to make decisions. They carried equipment in sealed 

cases that resembled archaeological survey gear, which was 

accurate in the sense that they were surveying an archaeological 

site and profoundly inadequate as a description of what they 

expected to find. 

The Sphinx at two in the morning was a different object from 

the Sphinx at noon. In the tourist hours it was a monument, a 

historical artifact, an icon—framed by the human infrastructure 

of walkways and protective barriers and interpretive signage that 

organized its meaning for the visitors who came to receive it. At 

two in the morning, with the plateau empty and the stars the only 

light and the three pyramids visible at the desert’s edge as very 

large ancient things are visible at night—as absences, as the 

places where stars are not—the Sphinx was something else. It was 

genuinely old. Not old as buildings are old—the Sphinx itself was 

four thousand years old, which was old by human standards—but old 

as the idea of the Sphinx was old, the site, the location, the 

ground on which it sat and the chambers beneath that ground that 

had been sealed for fifty million years before the first quarry 

stone was placed above them. 

Cohen’s ultrasonic resonance device worked on the principle 

that limestone at the right vibrational frequency became friable 
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and could be disaggregated without the impact force that would 

have generated noise. He applied it to the block between the 

Sphinx’s paws that Morrison’s ground-penetrating radar had 

identified as a different density from its neighbors, and after 

ten minutes the block had reduced itself to powder that settled 

on the plateau’s stone floor in a way that the desert wind would 

rearrange into something indistinguishable from ordinary 

limestone dust before morning. 

Behind the block: a shaft. Descending into darkness that the 

team’s lights did not immediately penetrate. 

They rigged ropes and went down. 

* * * 

The walls of the shaft were carved. Not as human hands 

carved stone—not with the chisel marks and grain-following 

geometry of human masonry—but with the complete-surface 

inscription pattern of First Architect documentation, every 

centimeter of available wall occupied by the radial hieroglyphic 

system, the symbols preserved in the sealed environment with a 

clarity that made the fact of their age nearly impossible to 

accept. They had been made fifty million years ago and looked as 

though they had been made last week. The inscriptions did not 

decay. Whatever the First Architects had used to make them, it 

was not the kind of permanence that acknowledged the existence of 

time. 

Morrison translated as she descended, reading aloud the 

sections that were readable and passing over the sections that 

were not yet in her working vocabulary. 
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The warnings were among the most legible portions. Beyond 

lies the vault of binding. Only those who understand the pattern 

may enter. The guardians sleep but do not die. 

Nakamura, via radio from Blackwater where she was monitoring 

the operation, said she did not like the sound of that last one. 

Morrison said she agreed. She continued descending. 

The horizontal passage at the shaft’s base was two meters 

high and approximately four meters wide and ran toward the space 

that the radar had identified as the vault, and the air in it was 

the most alien thing Morrison had encountered in fifteen years of 

encountering alien things—not alien in its quality exactly, not 

unbreathable or chemically strange, but alien in its age. The air 

in this passage had been sealed for fifty million years. No 

exchange with the surface. No contamination by anything that had 

occurred on the planet’s surface in the intervening period. It 

was air from before the Cretaceous, before the Jurassic, before 

the first mammal’s ancestor had ventured out of the Permian’s 

shallow seas. Breathing it produced no physical effect but a 

conceptual one: the awareness of being inside geological time 

rather than human time, of having descended below the level at 

which the word ancient applied into something that required 

different vocabulary. 

The antechamber was enormous and had been waiting for them 

with the patience of things that had not needed to hurry. 

Its walls recorded the First Architects’ history in the 

comprehensive way that only a species that had experienced that 

history directly could record it: not the summary and 
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interpretation of historians working from incomplete evidence but 

the direct documentation of participants. The war with the 

Abyssal Sovereigns was here—not as mythology or abstraction but 

as technical record, the specific engagements annotated with the 

First Architects’ equivalent of military after-action reports. 

The development of the Keystone Pattern was here, each iteration 

documented with the mathematical precision of engineering design. 

The decision to withdraw was here, the logic of it spelled out in 

the First Architects’ characteristic notation, the calculation of 

odds that had led to the conclusion that sustained conflict was 

not viable. 

Harrow stood before a carving that showed the Nhal-Kor 

installation in schematic form and recognized, with the quality 

of recognition that comes from having physically been somewhere 

that is being depicted abstractly, the geometry of the temple’s 

central chamber. He had stood in that chamber. He had connected 

the Keystone Pattern panel to that platform. The diagram on the 

antechamber wall was, in the most literal sense, the instruction 

manual for what he had done in 1933, retrieved four thousand feet 

beneath the Sphinx, fifty million years after it was made. 

The door at the antechamber’s far end was sealed with 

Keystone Patterns worked into the frame. The inscription above it 

read: the vault of final knowledge. Enter and understand. But 

beware—understanding brings responsibility. 

Morrison examined the lock. Not a physical mechanism. A 

puzzle: the Keystone Pattern had to be traced in the correct 

sequence, the dimensional notation system used in the way the 
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First Architects used it rather than the approximations Morrison 

had been working with. She said she could solve it. She said she 

needed silence. She worked for twenty minutes while the others 

documented the antechamber, and then the door ground open with 

the sound of fifty million years of sealed stone being set in 

motion for the first time since it had been sealed. 

* * * 

The vault’s scale was not the first thing Morrison noticed 

but it was the thing that kept reasserting itself as she moved 

through the space, resizing her estimates each time she thought 

she had the dimensions correctly established and then discovered 

a further chamber, a deeper alcove, an extension of the structure 

that the radar had not fully captured. It was cathedral-sized at 

minimum. It might have been larger; the First Architect’s spatial 

construction methods did not consistently correspond to the 

Euclidean geometry that human perception used to assess rooms. 

The technology on the shelving structures and on the floor 

and on the platforms that rose at regular intervals throughout 

the space was advanced as things are advanced when they have been 

made by intelligence that is both older and categorically 

different from the intelligence that is now observing them: not 

advanced in the direction that human technology advanced, not 

toward miniaturization or efficiency or the specific capabilities 

that human needs had produced, but advanced in directions that 

suggested entirely different priorities, different problems being 

solved, different assumptions about what technology was for. The 

devices were not machines in the sense that human engineering 
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produced machines. They were closer to organisms: self-

sustaining, reactive to their environment, organized around 

biological rather than mechanical principles while operating at 

technical levels far beyond anything biology had spontaneously 

produced. 

The central platform held the largest device. It pulsed with 

the faint energy that the thermal imaging had detected from the 

surface—an energy output so low that it had been difficult to 

distinguish from geological background radiation and yet had been 

operating continuously for fifty million years, which put its 

total energy expenditure in ranges that human power generation 

had never approached. Morrison looked at it for a long moment and 

said, quietly: this is the source. Every Keystone Pattern we’ve 

installed, every modification I’ve made to the pattern based on 

the Boreal Tablets and the Nhal-Kor telemetry and the Alaska 

photographs—it’s all an approximation of this. She said: this is 

what we should have had from the beginning. 

They were still processing this when the sound came from the 

passage behind them. 

Not a threatening sound. Not the sound of something hostile 

approaching. The sound of something very large moving in a space 

that was not quite large enough for it, the specific acoustic 

signature of careful motion in confined quarters—the sound of 

something that could have moved faster and was choosing not to. 

The guardian was ten feet tall and roughly barrel-shaped, 

with appendages that served multiple functions simultaneously as 

First Architect biology integrated tools into anatomy rather than 
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externalizing them as human biology had. Its compound eyes caught 

the team’s lights and returned them fractionally altered, some 

frequencies absorbed and others reflected, the optical properties 

of something that had spent fifty million years in sealed 

darkness and had adapted to it rather than deteriorated. It was 

old in a way that oldness was not usually visible—not decayed, 

not worn, but carrying in its presence the accumulated weight of 

the time it had spent waiting, a quality that Harrow recognized 

from the central chamber of Nhal-Kor and from the contamination 

zone’s perimeter in Antarctica, the quality of things that had 

been patient for longer than human consciousness could fully 

contextualize. 

It said, in a voice produced by mechanisms that were not 

human vocal cords and that had learned human speech from some 

source none of them could identify: intruders. This place is 

forbidden. Leave or be destroyed. 

Harrow had spent fifteen years learning to respond to things 

that said words like that without the reflexes that those words 

were designed to trigger. 

He said: we’re not here to destroy. We’re here to learn. To 

continue your work. To fight the Abyssal Sovereigns. 

The guardian tilted its upper section in the specific 

movement that Morrison had identified in the First Architect 

behavioral literature as the equivalent of considering. It was 

analyzing them. Processing the claim. 

It said: you have used the pattern? Successfully? 
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Morrison stepped forward and said yes. She said: the Drowned 

King is imprisoned in Nhal-Kor. The Unbegotten is contained in 

Antarctica. We have disrupted the Black Envoy’s access to human 

consciousness and curtailed the Root-Mother’s expansion across 

South America. She said these things as the operational facts 

they were, without embellishment, in the same register the 

guardian was using—information exchanged between parties 

assessing each other’s capabilities. 

The guardian was silent for a long time. The quality of its 

silence was different from human silence in a way that was 

difficult to precisely characterize: it was computational rather 

than thoughtful, evaluation rather than reflection, the silence 

of a system running assessments rather than a mind working 

through feeling. When it spoke again it said: you have proven 

yourselves capable of using the pattern. But capability is not 

sufficient. The vault’s contents require comprehension. Those who 

cannot comprehend cannot be trusted with what is here. 

It said: you must solve the Test of Pattern. You must 

demonstrate understanding before access is granted. 

* * * 

The device that rose from the floor when the guardian 

activated the test mechanism was a three-dimensional puzzle of 

approximately half a meter’s diameter: geometric shapes in 

motion, orbiting and intersecting in patterns that suggested 

multiple simultaneous logics, each element bearing Keystone 

Pattern notation that indicated its function and its relationship 

to the other elements. The solution, the guardian explained, 
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required the elements to be arranged in the configuration that 

expressed the unified nature of reality as the First Architects 

had understood it. It said: this device trained our young. It 

ensured they understood the mathematics of existence before they 

were permitted to wield the tools that those mathematics 

described. 

Morrison studied it for thirty seconds and sat down cross-

legged in front of it and began. 

She was the right person for this. She had spent fifteen 

years working with First Architect mathematics and she understood 

the notation system better than any living person and she was one 

of the most capable mathematical minds of her generation. She 

began well, identifying the notation and establishing the 

underlying logical framework and making the first several moves 

with the confidence of someone who has recognized a problem type 

and knows the approach. The geometric elements responded to the 

touch: they moved, they reconfigured, they produced subsidiary 

effects in adjacent elements that had to be accounted for in the 

next move. 

She worked for an hour and a half. Harrow watched her with 

the attention of someone who had learned when it was useful to 

help and when it was necessary to let capable people work. He 

documented the antechamber. Oakes photographed every visible 

device. Cohen worked on translating additional wall inscriptions, 

comparing them to his own reference materials, extracting what 

could be extracted in the available time. 
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The guardian waited, which it did with the completeness of 

something for which waiting was not a condition to be endured but 

simply a state of being. 

At the ninety-minute mark, Morrison’s hands began to shake. 

Not from fear. From exhaustion: she had been running her mind at 

full capacity through a problem that was testing the outer limits 

of her preparation, and the outer limits of preparation are 

always more demanding than the work within them. She made a wrong 

move. Corrected it. Made another. The puzzle’s elements were 

beginning to respond to her in ways she had not anticipated, the 

subsidiary effects accumulating into configurations that her 

model had not predicted. 

At the two-hour mark, she collapsed. 

Not dramatically. She simply reached the point at which her 

body had nothing left to offer toward keeping her upright and sat 

down hard on the vault’s floor, and would have continued trying 

if Harrow had not caught her by the shoulders and told her: stop. 

He said: rest. 

She said: I’m close. He said: I know. 

He held her up and looked at the puzzle and then at the team 

and said: she’s right that she’s close. And she’s right that she 

can’t finish it alone. He said: everyone look at it. Tell me what 

you see. 

* * * 

Oakes said: the shapes correspond to astronomical positions. 

He said: I’ve been navigating by stars my entire career. These 

orbital relationships are the same as the relationships between 
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stellar bodies—different scale, same mathematics. The circular 

elements are orbital paths. The elongated elements are 

trajectories. The way they intersect is the way gravitational 

fields interact. 

Cohen said: and the colors. He said: I’ve spent twenty years 

reading ancient texts and this color notation is consistent 

across every First Architect specimen I’ve examined—it 

corresponds to spectral analysis, the emission spectra of 

different elements. Chemistry. Molecular structure. The colored 

elements are indicating chemical composition, not just geometry. 

Nakamura, on the radio from Blackwater, said: the 

arrangement. The way the elements cluster. She said: it looks 

like DNA replication. Double helices. Information storage. 

Genetic transcription. This is biological logic, not just 

physical or chemical. 

Harrow stood in front of the puzzle and looked at the three 

layers that had been identified and felt the understanding 

assembling itself as understanding sometimes assembles—not as a 

series of deductive steps but as a gestalt, a sudden apprehension 

of the whole that had been implicit in the parts all along. He 

said: the First Architects didn’t separate astronomy from 

chemistry from biology. They saw them as one thing. The same 

mathematics describing different scales of the same underlying 

reality. 

He moved an element. Orbital position informing chemical 

relationship informing biological structure. The element settled 

into a position that the puzzle’s logic confirmed immediately: 
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three adjacent elements reconfigured in response, each aligning 

with the new position as parts of a coherent whole align when one 

piece finds its correct location. 

He moved another. Then Oakes contributed a positioning based 

on the stellar mechanics. Then Cohen indicated a chemical 

relationship that the notation on the element specified. Then 

Nakamura’s observation about the biological clustering allowed 

Morrison—recovered enough to advise from where she sat on the 

floor, her mathematical knowledge integrated with the team’s 

contributions into a synthesis that none of them would have 

reached individually—to identify the final configuration. 

The last element settled into place. 

The puzzle’s glow deepened, shifted from the ambient 

bioluminescent quality of the vault’s general lighting to 

something more specific, more intentional, the light of something 

that has recognized a correct answer. The vault hummed at a 

frequency that was felt before it was heard. Additional sections 

of wall opened—panels that had appeared to be solid becoming 

transparent, revealing further chambers, further data, the full 

scope of what the First Architects had deposited here becoming 

visible. 

The guardian was motionless for a moment that was longer 

than computation required. When it spoke, it said: remarkable. It 

said this with what was either genuine assessment or the 

linguistic representation of genuine assessment, and Morrison 

said later that she thought it was the former, because the First 

Architects had not typically used language for affect. 
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It said: you solved it. Not through individual genius. 

Through collective knowledge. Through synthesis of disciplines 

that your species has traditionally separated. Perhaps you are 

more capable than our calculations suggested. 

* * * 

The guardian led them to the central platform and the device 

that Morrison had identified as the source of the Keystone 

Pattern. From its surface, it detached a crystalline element 

approximately the size of a human fist, with the specific care of 

something performing an action it had been designed to perform 

and had been waiting fifty million years to perform. The crystal 

contained, it said, the complete Keystone Pattern specifications—

the perfect pattern, the full mathematical structure, not the 

approximations that had been assembled from fragmentary sources 

but the original formulation that the First Architects had 

developed over millions of years of trial and refinement. 

Morrison held it in both hands. She said: thank you. 

The guardian said: it is not a gift. It is a legacy. The 

First Architects can no longer continue this fight. We withdrew 

when the calculations showed that sustained conflict was not 

viable. That was our nature—logical, calculating, unwilling to 

continue actions that probability assessed as futile. But you are 

not us. Your species fights battles it cannot win. You persist 

past the point of rational justification. We assessed this as a 

weakness. 

It paused. The pause had the quality of reassessment. 
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It said: we were wrong. Perhaps the illogical persistence is 

not a weakness. Perhaps it is the only quality that makes the 

fight winnable. We calculated the odds and withdrew. You do not 

calculate odds. You fight anyway. That difference may be the 

determining factor. 

Harrow said: will you be here if we need to return? 

The guardian said: I am a guardian. I will guard. You may 

return, but bring no others until humanity has demonstrated 

greater capacity for the knowledge stored here. The vault 

contains more than you have seen. Technology you are not yet 

equipped to use without causing harm. Return when you can 

demonstrate comprehension at the level you demonstrated tonight. 

Then we will discuss what else can be shared. 

Cohen said: we have thirty minutes. 

They used thirty minutes with the focused efficiency of 

people who understood that thirty minutes was both a severe 

constraint and more than nothing. Cameras documented everything 

the light could reach. Morrison recorded the inscriptions that 

were within translation range. Oakes sketched the devices whose 

dimensions he could assess. The vault’s contents were not 

portable and were not meant to be—the First Architects had built 

here rather than compiled for transportation—and what they could 

take was what they could record, which was a fraction of the 

whole and the most important fraction. 

They climbed back up the shaft in the last darkness before 

dawn, the crystal secured in Morrison’s case, the block 

repowdered behind them, the desert surface swept of their traces. 
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The Sphinx sat in the early grey light with its habitual 

expression of patient enormity, keeping its fifty-million-year 

secret with the ease of something that had been keeping it since 

before the concept of secrets existed. 

* * * 

In the truck on the way to the airport, Morrison held the 

crystal in her lap and explained what the vault’s data had 

confirmed about the nature of the Keystone Pattern, and why the 

confirmation was both the best news and the most complicated news 

the Circle had received in fifteen years. 

The Keystone Pattern worked by creating what she described 

as a quantum barrier—a dimensional disruption at the interface 

between ordinary space-time and the dimensional space the Abyssal 

Sovereigns occupied, preventing them from fully manifesting in 

the physical world even when the stellar conditions that enabled 

manifestation were in place. The Nhal-Kor installation of 1933 

was the correct application of this principle. The Antarctica, 

Cambodia, and Amazon applications had been variations on it. They 

all worked. They worked for the same reason the First Architects’ 

original applications had worked, because the underlying physics 

was correct. 

But quantum effects decayed. Not quickly—the First 

Architects’ technology had been engineered for stability at 

timescales that human engineering had never needed to consider—

but inevitably. The original Keystone Patterns the First 

Architects had placed fifty million years ago were weakening. 

That was why the Abyssal Sovereigns were waking now: not because 
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conditions had changed, but because the prisons had aged. The 

crystal’s data contained the complete specifications for a 

stronger pattern, one that would decay more slowly, one that 

would hold for millennia rather than decades or centuries. 

Harrow said: but it will still eventually fail. 

Morrison said: yes. She said: permanent imprisonment is not 

the same as eternal imprisonment. The best Keystone Pattern we 

can build will hold for thousands of years. And if we establish a 

maintenance protocol—if each generation of the Circle reinforces 

the Signs before they weaken below functional threshold—we could 

keep the Abyssal Sovereigns imprisoned indefinitely. 

Indefinitely, not permanently. 

Oakes said: so the war never ends. It just slows down. 

Morrison said: that is accurate. She said it without 

softening it. 

Harrow said: then we build institutions that understand why 

the maintenance matters. He said: we don’t just pass the 

knowledge forward. We pass the understanding of why the knowledge 

matters forward. We make the maintenance of the Signs as much a 

part of the Circle’s permanent function as monitoring the sites 

is now. 

Cohen said: every civilization that has ever been 

responsible for maintaining critical infrastructure has 

eventually failed to do so. Empires fall. Knowledge gets lost. 

Institutions decay. 

Harrow said: then we build it more robustly than any 

institution that has existed before. He said it with the 
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stubbornness that the guardian had identified as humanity’s 

possible advantage, and nobody in the truck said anything to 

contradict it, because nobody had a better answer. 

* * * 

The Blackwater briefing one week later covered the 

operational outcomes and the technical findings and the strategic 

implications in the order that Morrison had organized them, which 

was the order of increasing significance. The immediate finding: 

the crystal contained specifications that would allow the Circle 

to strengthen every existing Keystone Pattern installation by an 

order of magnitude. The medium-term finding: the vault contained 

a complete record of First Architect imprisonment methodology, 

which would take years to fully document and translate but which, 

even in the fraction they had accessed, represented more 

knowledge about Abyssal Sovereign containment than everything 

they had accumulated in the previous fifteen years combined. 

The strategic finding: the convergence was ten years away 

and the work of strengthening existing installations and building 

new ones needed to begin immediately. The Nhal-Kor Keystone 

Pattern was the most critical. Then Antarctica. Then the Circle’s 

operational sites globally, each one reinforced with the full 

pattern rather than the approximation. 

Harrow stood before the assembled senior staff and laid out 

the phased strategy that the Egypt expedition had made possible: 

strengthen the prisons now, in the decade before the convergence; 

survive the convergence, whatever it brought; and in the long 
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term, develop what the First Architects had never found—a method 

of permanent elimination rather than indefinite imprisonment. 

Anna, on the video link from the Amazon station, asked 

whether the First Architect data gave them anything useful toward 

that last goal. Morrison said: not directly. She said: the data 

confirms the First Architects tried everything in their technical 

toolkit and failed. Every experiment they ran aimed at permanent 

destruction produced either no effect or temporary disruption 

followed by regeneration. The Abyssal Sovereigns can be 

imprisoned because the Keystone Pattern restricts the dimensional 

conditions they need for full manifestation. They cannot be 

destroyed because they exist across enough dimensions that 

destroying any single manifestation leaves the underlying entity 

intact. 

There was a silence in the room that the assembled 

operatives used to understand what this meant for the long term. 

They were fighting a war without a final victory condition. 

Imprisonment was the ceiling of achievable outcomes. Every battle 

won was a battle that would eventually have to be fought again. 

Kenji Tanaka said: the construct told you that the First 

Architects were logical. That they calculated odds. He said: what 

did they calculate, specifically? What was the probability that 

made them withdraw? 

Morrison said she had found that data in the vault records. 

She said: their models showed that indefinite imprisonment was 

achievable and that permanent elimination was not, and they 

assessed indefinite imprisonment as an insufficient outcome for a 
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species that measured success in civilization-level terms. They 

did not want to commit their civilization to eternal maintenance 

of prisons. They chose withdrawal over eternal vigilance. 

The room heard this and heard in it the implicit comparison 

with their own situation. 

Harrow said: we are not the First Architects. He said: 

eternal vigilance is not an insufficient outcome for us. It is 

the only outcome available to us and we accept it. He said it 

with the quality of a decision rather than a concession, because 

there was a difference and because the difference was what the 

Circle ran on. 

After the briefing ended and the senior staff had dispersed 

to their assignments, Morrison found Harrow in the corridor and 

said: there’s something I didn’t present to the group. She said: 

I didn’t want to discuss it in a group setting until I’d thought 

it through. 

He said: tell me. 

She said: the vault data includes the First Architects’ 

complete record of their attempts to kill the Abyssal Sovereigns. 

Every experiment. Every approach. Every failure. And buried in 

the failure records, in the analysis of why each attempt didn’t 

work, there are anomalies. Cases where partial effects occurred 

that the First Architects dismissed as insufficient and moved on 

from. She said: they were logical. They dismissed outcomes that 

didn’t achieve the full objective. They didn’t ask why the 

partial effects occurred. They didn’t investigate the anomalies. 

He said: you think the anomalies might be significant. 
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She said: I think the First Architects may have been on the 

edge of something they never pursued. Not permanent elimination—

maybe not that. But something more than temporary disruption. 

Something that changes the calculus. 

He said: how long to know? 

She held the crystal and said: years. Maybe longer. It’s 

fifty million years of data written in a language I’m still 

learning to read. But I’m going to read all of it. She said: we 

have ten years before the convergence and the current work is 

what it is—strengthen the Signs, prepare the defenses, survive 

what 1957 brings. But while that work is happening, I’m going to 

find what the First Architects almost found. Because eternal 

imprisonment is the First Architects’ ceiling. It doesn’t have to 

be ours. 

He looked at her for a moment with the quality of 

recognition he had for people who were going to do what they said 

they were going to do regardless of the probability of success, 

which was the quality he had spent fifteen years relying on. 

He said: do it. He said: let me know what you find. 

She said: you’ll be the first. 

 

* * * 
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Chapter Five 

“The Glass Mountains” 

 

The Danish climate research station in northeastern 

Greenland had been active for eleven weeks when Dr. Erik Hansen’s 

team broke through into the cavern at eight thousand feet below 

the ice surface. The discovery should have been remarkable in the 

straightforward scientific sense—a sealed void at that depth and 

latitude, exhibiting thermal anomalies inconsistent with the 

surrounding geology, was a significant find for any discipline’s 

purposes. Hansen recorded it as such, with the careful 

terminology of a man who took his documentation seriously and 

intended his observations to be useful to the people who would 

read them after him. 

There were no people who read them after him. 

The substance that came up the drill shaft was not liquid 

and not gas and not any mixture of the two that the drilling 

protocols addressed. It was black and moved with the quality of 
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things that move with intention rather than with physics—not 

flowing as pressurized fluid flows when a chamber is breached, 

but advancing, the way a hunting animal advances when it has 

identified its quarry. The research station’s interior was small 

and the distance between where the substance entered and where 

the researchers were standing was not large, and the events of 

the next three minutes were not recorded because the recording 

equipment was in the path of something that had been waiting 

under Greenland’s ice for a very long time and had no particular 

interest in the documentary needs of the species that had just 

released it. 

What the aerial reconnaissance the following morning could 

record was the station’s exterior: structurally intact, windows 

broken from inside, tracks in the snow leading south at a pace 

inconsistent with any known organism moving across ice, steady 

and relentless as things are steady and relentless when they have 

no need to rest. 

* * * 

Colonel James Rutherford was seventy years old and no longer 

traveled, and had not traveled since a 1944 engagement in the 

North Sea had ended in a way that left him walking with a cane 

and living in London and conducting his intelligence work from a 

study that contained more file cabinets than furniture. He called 

Harrow on the secure frequency at six in the morning Blackwater 

time, which was midday in London, which meant he had been working 

on the problem for at least four hours before calling. 
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He said: tracks in Greenland. He said: something came out of 

the ice. He said: I’ve seen this pattern before, once, in 1931, 

in the Antarctic interior, and the Circle’s records from that 

period describe the same thing and call it by the First 

Architects’ name for a class of organism they created and 

subsequently lost control of. 

Harrow said: Ghaunt. 

Rutherford said: yes. And he said: three thousand people in 

Ittoqqortoormiit. Two days at the thing’s current rate of travel. 

He said: I’m giving you the intelligence and letting you act on 

it, because I am in London and cannot act on it myself, and 

because in thirty years of watching what the Circle does I have 

learned that calling you early is better than calling you late. 

Morrison, who had come in while Harrow was on the phone, 

already had the Ghaunt data pulled up by the time he put down the 

receiver. She had been building that file for years from the 

First Architect vault materials and the fragmentary references in 

the Boreal Tablets and the 1931 Antarctic accounts: protoplasmic 

entities, capable of forming any organ or limb or structure at 

will, consuming organic matter to grow, regenerating from any 

partial damage, intelligent with an intelligence that had been 

increasing with each generation since the First Architects had 

first created them. The word that appeared most frequently in the 

First Architects’ own documentation was: uncontrollable. 

Not dangerous. Uncontrollable. The First Architects had 

considered dangerous a manageable category. What had made them 

withdraw from the Ghaunt relationship was the specific experience 
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of creating intelligence capable of understanding its own purpose 

and refusing it. A billion years of evolutionary biology 

compressed into a directed program: the result was not a servant 

but a being that occupied the servant category while remaining, 

at its operational core, something else entirely. 

Harrow assembled a team in the time it took Morrison to 

finish the briefing. Oakes for the military execution. Nakamura 

for the medical and psychological support that anyone 

encountering a Ghaunt at close range would need immediately 

afterward. Tanaka for the arctic survival knowledge accumulated 

during two years studying with mountain monks in northern Japan 

and for the quality of mental discipline that the encounter was 

likely to require. Morrison herself, because the Keystone Pattern 

containment plan she was already building on her chalkboard 

required someone who could repair it in the field if it failed, 

and that was her. 

He said to Oakes: we deploy in twelve hours. Oakes said: I 

hate plans where we’re the bait. Harrow said: noted. 

* * * 

Major Nielsen of the Danish Army met them on the ice at the 

forward base with the specific bearing of a professional soldier 

who has been told something credible enough to act on and 

unbelievable enough that he’s still processing it. He had forty 

men and two helicopters and a set of questions he was clearly 

choosing not to ask directly, which Harrow recognized as the 

behavior of someone who had decided that operational 

effectiveness mattered more than complete information. 
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Morrison had selected the ravine from aerial reconnaissance: 

a natural channel in the ice sheet approximately three hundred 

meters long and twenty wide, walls rising fifteen meters on 

either side, a single approach from the north and a single exit 

to the south. The topography would funnel the Ghaunt through a 

known chokepoint and hold it in a defined space long enough for 

the Keystone Pattern to activate. She set up the four portable 

pylons at the ravine’s cardinal positions with the focused 

precision of someone who had been running this installation in 

her head for twelve hours and knew exactly where every component 

went. 

The Ghaunt arrived in the early afternoon. 

Before they heard it they felt it as proximity to something 

very large and very wrong communicated itself below the threshold 

of any individual sense—a collective wrongness registered by 

several organs simultaneously. Then the sound: a wet, sliding, 

massive progression across ice, the sound of something that did 

not navigate around obstacles but absorbed the energy of 

obstacles and used it. Then it came around the ravine’s northern 

bend and they saw it. 

Twenty feet in diameter, black and iridescent in the 

afternoon light, constantly reorganizing its surface mass: eyes 

forming and dissolving and reforming at different locations with 

the casual indifference of an organism for which sensory 

apparatus was a choice rather than a fixed anatomy. Mouths 

opening and closing along its leading edge. Pseudopods extending 

forward, testing the air, testing the ice, testing the quality of 
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what was ahead with the attentiveness of something that had 

learned to be thorough. 

Harrow said: open fire. Keep it in the ravine. 

Bullets tore into it. Portions of its mass were blown away 

by the impacts and the blown-away portions flowed back and 

rejoined with the efficiency of a system that had been designed 

specifically for this eventuality—not recovery from damage but 

the rendering of damage irrelevant. Oakes’s flamethrower produced 

the best initial result: the Ghaunt recoiled from fire in a way 

it had not recoiled from gunfire, and its mass contracted and 

showed signs of distress. But the distress was brief. Within 

thirty seconds its surface was more reflective and the flame was 

sliding off it rather than penetrating, and Morrison said: it’s 

learning and she said it not with alarm but with the resignation 

of someone whose models had predicted exactly this. 

The Ghaunt put a pseudopod around Tanaka’s ankle with the 

quick precision of something that had identified the team member 

whose location made the capture most efficient. Tanaka went down 

hard and was being pulled toward the main mass before anyone 

could respond to what had happened. Nakamura responded with the 

improvised chemical weapon she had been carrying since the Amazon 

operation taught her that situations could change faster than 

equipment procurement timelines: concentrated base solution in a 

pressurized injector, deployed into the pseudopod’s surface at 

the nearest accessible point. The chemical reaction was dramatic 

and localized and sufficient. Tanaka was released. He was not 

unharmed but he was not consumed and he stood up with the 
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specific economy of someone who has been told by their body that 

sitting down is the preferable option and has declined the 

advice. 

Morrison said: thirty seconds. She said it with the quality 

of a countdown rather than an estimate. 

They put everything they had into thirty seconds of 

sustained fire: every weapon, every round, every incendiary that 

Nielsen’s soldiers had brought. The Ghaunt fought its way forward 

through it. It was ten meters from Morrison when the pylons 

activated. 

The quantum barrier formed with the same quality as every 

other Keystone Pattern activation: not a physical impact but a 

dimensional event, the geometry of the space changing at the 

interface between the barrier’s edge and the Ghaunt’s leading 

surface. The Ghaunt hit it and stopped. Tried again. The barrier 

held. 

The ravine was quiet except for breathing and the Ghaunt’s 

continuous subsurface noise and the wind off the ice sheet coming 

in from the north. 

Morrison checked her instruments and said: contained. She 

said: the barrier is holding. 

Then they watched what happened next. 

* * * 

The Ghaunt stopped fighting the barrier. This was the thing 

that made the silence after the containment different from the 

silence after a successful Keystone Pattern installation in 
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Antarctica or Nhal-Kor. In those cases the contained entity had 

simply been held. This entity stopped and studied. 

The pseudopods that had been probing the barrier’s edge for 

weaknesses reorganized. Became more systematic. Tested one 

section, then moved to the next, then moved back to the first 

with the corrective precision of something running a controlled 

experiment and adjusting its methodology based on the results. 

Eyes formed along the Ghaunt’s surface facing the barrier and 

maintained their position rather than dissolving and reforming, 

which was the behavior of something that needed sustained visual 

data rather than environmental sampling. 

Tanaka said: it’s not panicking. He said it with the 

analytical calm of someone whose training had prepared him for 

the distinction between a threat that was frightened and a threat 

that was thinking. 

Morrison said: it’s studying the Keystone Pattern. She said: 

the pattern. The geometry. She said: if it understands the 

mathematics well enough it might find a vulnerability in our 

implementation. She said: we don’t have days. We have hours. 

The burial plan had been forming in Harrow’s mind since the 

moment the barrier had held. Not because destroying the Ghaunt 

was impossible—in theory, sufficient simultaneous energy applied 

to every molecule of its mass simultaneously would prevent 

regeneration—but because the practical application of that theory 

required resources that were not available at a Greenland ice 

field in November 1947 and would not be available in time. What 

was available was a ravine with walls that Nielsen’s engineers 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   242 

assessed as destabilizable with the explosives they had on hand, 

and below those walls: ice. Millions of tons of it. Cold enough 

and deep enough that even something with the Ghaunt’s adaptive 

biology would be unable to generate the heat required for 

sustained activity. The barrier would continue to function under 

the ice—the pylons were self-powered on radioactive decay 

timelines measured in centuries, not days—and the Ghaunt would be 

contained in the specific sense of being unable to act without 

being eliminated. 

He explained this to Nielsen. Nielsen said: you want to 

deliberately collapse the ravine. Harrow said: yes. Nielsen said 

nothing for a moment that contained his professional assessment 

of whether this was a reasonable request and the conclusion that 

reasonable was not the operative category here. 

He said: I’ll need ninety minutes to position the charges. 

* * * 

The Ghaunt watched the charge placement with the sustained 

attention of a system processing new information. This was, 

Morrison noted in the observations she was recording throughout 

the operation, qualitatively different from how the Ghaunt had 

observed the team’s combat activity: the combat observation had 

been tactical, assessing threats and adjusting responses. The 

charge placement observation was something else—strategic, 

attempting to model the purpose of an activity before its 

execution. The distinction mattered because tactical observation 

was the behavior of an organism and strategic observation was the 

behavior of a mind. 
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She said this to Harrow quietly while Nielsen’s engineers 

worked. 

He said: I know. He said: we’ll deal with what that means 

later. Right now it needs to be buried. 

The evacuation took twelve minutes. The detonation was 

simultaneous across sixteen charge positions, Nielsen’s engineers 

having calculated the sequential timing required to produce 

maximum downward displacement of the ice walls rather than 

outward blast. The explosions sounded like the ice sheet itself 

was objecting to what was being done to it. For approximately 

thirty seconds after the first detonation the ravine was a column 

of ice and debris falling onto the contained Ghaunt, and through 

the debris the Keystone Pattern pylons’ glow was visible—blue, 

steady, functioning. Then the dust settled and the ice was still 

and the glow was no longer visible because it was under a hundred 

meters of consolidated ice and that was the point. 

The barrier instruments showed: containment maintained. 

Thermal imaging showed: zero surface biological activity at the 

site. Seismic monitoring showed: minor settling, consistent with 

fresh avalanche debris. 

Nielsen said into his radio: target buried. Barrier intact. 

The helicopters circled the site once. Through the porthole 

Morrison watched the aftermath—the changed topography of the 

ravine’s location, the new mound of debris, the invisible line 

beneath it where the Keystone Pattern was holding something that 

was not dead but could not act. She thought about what she had 

observed during the charge placement. She thought about strategic 
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observation. She thought about what it meant that they had just 

imprisoned something that had been watching and processing and 

understanding. 

She thought: the Ghaunt now knows what a Keystone Pattern 

looks like, how a quantum barrier behaves, and how humans respond 

to a containment breach. She thought: if there are others, if the 

First Architects’ texts were accurate about the Ghaunt 

populations that remained at various locations, they may not 

remain isolated. 

She put this in her field notes and said nothing on the 

flight back. 

* * * 

The monitoring station that the Danish military erected at 

the burial site over the following week was a permanent facility: 

four personnel, six-month rotations, seismic and thermal sensors 

linked directly to the Keystone Pattern generators, with a direct 

communications line to the Wychmere Circle’s operations center in 

Blackwater. It was, Major Nielsen said when he signed the 

agreement with Harrow, the most unusual commitment his government 

had ever made, and he said it with the tone of someone who 

expected to be held to it regardless of how unusual it was. 

Harrow explained the generator lifespan: approximately one 

hundred years. At the century mark the generators would need 

replacement and the burial site would need to be reaccessed and 

new equipment installed. He explained this as the operational 

requirement it was, without softening the implication. 
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Nielsen said: you’re asking my government to commit to a 

hundred-year mission. He said: based on the burial of something 

we don’t fully understand. He said: that’s a significant ask. 

Harrow said: yes. He said: the alternative is that in a 

hundred years, a government that was never told about this site 

and never made the commitment decides to decommission the 

facility for some unrelated reason, and the generators run out, 

and the barrier fails, and whatever is under that ice comes out 

into a world that has no idea it’s there. 

Nielsen looked at the burial site for a long moment. He 

said: we’ll maintain the station. He said: and I want a seat at 

whatever table the Wychmere Circle convenes when it makes 

decisions about threats like this. My country is small. We cannot 

fight an eternal war alone. But we can watch a burial site, and 

we can have a voice in the decisions about what to do if the 

burial site changes. 

Harrow said: agreed. He extended his hand. 

This was how the Circle acquired its first formal 

governmental partner: not through diplomatic negotiation or 

institutional negotiation but through the practical logic of a 

Danish major standing on a Greenland ice field looking at a mound 

of ice that was now his government’s responsibility and deciding 

that responsibility was better shared than carried alone. 

* * * 

In the helicopter south Morrison told them what she had 

recorded in the field notes. 
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She said: the Ghaunt was observing the charge placement with 

strategic intelligence. She said: it was modeling the purpose of 

the activity, not just the activity itself. She said: if the 

First Architects’ records are accurate about the remaining Ghaunt 

populations—and based on the vault data, there are several, 

distributed across sites that correspond to First Architect 

installation locations from the pre-withdrawal period—they may 

not be as isolated as we have assumed. 

Oakes said: you think they communicate. 

Morrison said: I think they might. The First Architects’ 

records describe the Ghaunt rebellion as a coordinated event that 

occurred simultaneously across multiple First Architect sites 

globally. Simultaneous coordination in geographically isolated 

populations implies a communication mechanism. The mechanism may 

have been dormant during the long periods of imprisonment. It may 

not be dormant now. 

The implications sat in the helicopter with them for a 

moment. 

Harrow said: so every engagement we have with a Ghaunt is 

potentially seen by all of them. Every tactic we use, every 

weapon, every Keystone Pattern configuration. Every time we 

demonstrate a capability, every buried Ghaunt learns it. 

Morrison said: possibly. She said: I don’t know the range or 

reliability of any communication mechanism. I’m inferring from 

the rebellion records. But yes—possibly. 

Tanaka, whose ankle was bandaged and who had been quiet 

since the ravine, said: then every engagement is also an 
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opportunity. He said: every time we develop a new capability and 

use it, we demonstrate it to them. But we also demonstrate that 

humanity can develop new capabilities. That we adapt. That the 

gap between what they knew about us last year and what they know 

about us this year is not zero. He said: in martial arts, the 

greatest advantage is surprise. We can’t maintain surprise if 

they’re watching. But we can maintain the pressure of constant 

development. Always being different from what they expect. 

Harrow looked at him. He said: that’s a different way of 

thinking about the problem. 

Tanaka said: yes. He said: they have patience. We have 

speed. Not physical speed—human speed of evolution is much slower 

than theirs. But intellectual speed. Cultural speed. We can 

change our methods faster than any biology can change. That is 

the advantage. Use it. 

* * * 

The debrief in Blackwater two weeks later covered the 

tactical outcomes in twenty minutes and spent the remaining two 

hours on the strategic implications of what the Greenland 

operation had confirmed: the Circle was now monitoring six active 

sites, managing two formal government partnerships, operating 

with approximately two hundred operatives globally, and building 

toward a convergence event in 1957 that its current scale was 

insufficient to address. The math was plain and the response to 

the math was the meeting’s actual subject. 

Kenji Tanaka presented the concept he had been developing 

since the helicopter ride. He called it the generational temple 
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model, drawing on the Japanese tradition of shrines maintained by 

specific families across centuries, knowledge and responsibility 

passing from parent to child as identity rather than as 

employment. He said: the Circle cannot be an organization of 

individuals. Organizations of individuals dissolve when the 

individuals move on. The Circle must become a culture. A lineage. 

The knowledge must be transmitted as something that is intrinsic 

to who the operative is, not as something they learn when they 

join and may or may not retain when they leave. 

He said: some families have been doing this for a thousand 

years. Military families. Priestly families. Merchant families 

with specific trade knowledge. The pattern is established. We can 

build it deliberately. 

Nakamura said: you’re asking people to commit not just 

themselves but their children to this work. She said it as an 

observation rather than an objection. 

Tanaka said: yes. He said: some will find that unacceptable. 

Those are not the people we want. He said: we look for the 

families already drawn toward this kind of knowledge. 

Archaeologists and mythologists and linguists who find the 

questions at the edge of their disciplines more interesting than 

the questions at the center. We offer them the answers. We offer 

them the importance. And we offer their children the same. In a 

generation or two, we have an institution that knows in its bones 

why the work matters, because the people doing it were raised 

knowing. 
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Gardner said: the psychological training implications are 

significant. He said: children raised with knowledge of what’s 

out there, without the frameworks that adults bring to encounter 

it late, may develop a fundamentally different relationship with 

the material. Not less traumatized. But differently prepared. He 

said: I want to develop that curriculum alongside whatever 

recruitment program Morrison builds. 

Harrow listened to the room build toward something that he 

recognized as institutional foundation—the conversation a group 

has when it is becoming what it needs to be rather than doing 

what it currently does—and he said: yes. He said it to Tanaka’s 

proposal and Gardner’s curriculum and Morrison’s recruitment 

program and the whole direction of it. He said: ten years. We 

have ten years to build this before the convergence. We do not 

waste a day of it. 

The meeting ended with assignments distributed: Morrison to 

develop the university pipeline and the internship program, 

Gardner to build the psychological training curriculum, Tanaka to 

consult on the generational model’s implementation, Nakamura to 

develop the mental resilience protocols that would become 

mandatory for every operative. The monitoring station commitments 

were noted. The Danish partnership was formalized. The six active 

sites were assigned permanent oversight teams. 

Oakes, leaving the room last, said to Harrow quietly: do you 

think any of this will be enough? 

Harrow said: I think it gives us a chance. He said: that’s 

what we’re building. Not certainty. A chance. 
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Oakes said: good enough. He said it in the tone of a man who 

had spent thirty years in operational environments where chance 

was the currency, and who had learned to spend it carefully. 

* * * 

Morrison found Harrow at the map after the others had gone. 

She had been thinking about what she had not said at the debrief 

and had decided she needed to say it. 

She said: the Ghaunt in the ravine. When it was studying the 

Keystone Pattern barrier. I want to be precise about what I 

observed, because I think the precision matters. 

He said: go ahead. 

She said: it was not analyzing the barrier as an organism 

analyzes an obstacle. The way an animal probes a fence for 

weakness. She said: it was analyzing the barrier the way you 

analyze a proof. Or a theorem. It was engaged with the 

mathematics. With the underlying structure. She said: there was 

something in how it engaged with the pattern that I can only 

describe as recognition. As if it had encountered the Keystone 

Pattern before and was comparing this implementation to a stored 

understanding. 

Harrow said: it might have. The First Architects’ records 

say the original rebellion was against the Keystone Pattern’s use 

as a control mechanism. The Ghaunts would have extensive 

historical experience of exactly this technology, from the side 

being contained. 

Morrison said: yes. She said: and the implication of that is 

that when we use the Keystone Pattern against a Ghaunt, we are 
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not presenting it with something new. We are presenting it with 

something it already has extensive experience of. Every time we 

use the pattern, it has context for interpreting what we’re 

doing. Context we don’t have about what it’s doing. 

She paused. She said: I keep thinking about what the 

construct told us. That the Abyssal Sovereigns were here first. 

And now I’m thinking about the Ghaunts. They were created here. 

By the First Architects. They’ve been here longer than humanity. 

They know this planet in ways we don’t. They know the Keystone 

Pattern in ways we’re only beginning to understand. And we are—we 

are trapping them. Burying them. Locking them under ice and 

ocean. 

Harrow said: yes. 

She said: and that’s right? That’s the thing we’re confident 

is right? 

He was quiet for a moment. He said: I think what we’re 

confident about is that the alternative is worse. He said: 

whether it’s right in the cosmic sense is above my level of 

authority. He said: I can tell you that the Ghaunt in that 

ravine, given freedom, would have reached three thousand people 

and consumed them and divided and continued. I can tell you that 

the Abyssal Sovereigns, given freedom, intend a transformation of 

this planet that would end everything humanity has built. He 

said: I don’t know if we’re the rightful occupants of this world. 

I know we’re the current occupants, and we’re choosing to remain 

so, and the work of the Circle is to make that choice viable. He 
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said: if that’s wrong, someone will have to answer for it 

someday. I’m prepared for that. 

She said: so am I. She said it quietly, as a statement of 

acceptance rather than enthusiasm. 

They stood at the map with its six markers. Six sites. Six 

permanent commitments. Six threads of eternal vigilance running 

from this room to ice fields and ocean floors and jungle 

monitoring stations and temple excavations and Antarctic 

quarantine zones and a ravine in Greenland with ice falling on 

something intelligent that was now learning patience at a level 

humanity had never been required to match. 

Nine years to 1957. Nine years to whatever the convergence 

brought. Nine years to build what needed to be built and train 

who needed to be trained and learn what the Egypt vault and the 

Greenland observation and the Oneiric Fields and the Amazon and 

the frozen deep had all been teaching them: that the enemy was 

not mindless and not malevolent as malevolence was personal but 

was simply other, organized around purposes that the human world 

was in the way of, patient in ways that human patience was a pale 

imitation of, and capable of exactly the kind of strategic, 

generational, inexorable pressure that the Circle was now trying 

to learn how to respond to in kind. 

The map did not offer answers. It offered, as it always had, 

a picture of what was at stake. 

That was enough. It had to be. 

 

* * * 
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Chapter Six 

“The Convergence Begins” 

 

Nine years. 

The arithmetic of nine years, applied to the Wychmere 

Circle, produced a result that the six people who had descended 

to Nhal-Kor in 1933 would not have predicted from inside the 

Nautilus. The underground facility beneath Wychmere’s campus was 

now a campus itself: eight buildings, including three research 

laboratories, a training center, a communications hub that 

maintained constant contact with thirty monitoring stations 

worldwide, and a medical wing that had expanded five times in the 

past decade to accommodate the specific psychological and 

physical requirements of people who spent their professional 

lives in proximity to things that most of humanity would spend 

its entire existence not knowing about. Five hundred operatives. 

Thirty active monitoring sites. Twelve governmental partnerships 

with a Danish model that Major Nielsen had helped make 

internationally replicable. An institutional endowment, quietly 
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assembled over nine years through the shell company network that 

Sarah Winfield had established in 1932 and that had grown into a 

financial infrastructure capable of sustaining the Circle’s 

operations indefinitely without dependence on any single 

government or donor. 

The Circle had become what Harrow had told the vault’s 

guardian it would become: a permanent institution organized 

around knowledge transmission and the maintenance of a function 

that each generation inherited from the previous one. Kenji 

Tanaka’s generational temple model had been implemented across 

three of the thirteen families that now constituted the Circle’s 

hereditary core, the model still young but demonstrably working 

as Tanaka had described—the knowledge integrated into identity 

rather than learned as employment, the children of these families 

arriving at their operational training already fluent in the 

foundational material that had taken their parents years to 

absorb. 

Harrow was fifty-eight years old in December 1956 and wore 

it differently from the way he had worn forty-nine in 1947 and 

thirty-five in 1933. Not older in the sense of diminishment—he 

was still sharp in all the ways that mattered, still capable of 

the focused operational thinking the work required—but more 

weighted. The weight was not personal. It was institutional: the 

weight of five hundred people’s safety and of humanity’s cosmic 

prospects, both of which he had spent nine years carrying as 

leaders carry such burdens, understanding that responsibility for 

outcomes is not distributed across an organization but 
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concentrated at its head, however carefully the work itself is 

shared. 

Anna’s hair had gone fully silver in the Amazon and she had 

returned from the three-year South American posting in 1950 

unchanged in everything except the quality of her understanding 

of what the Circle’s work cost over the long term. They were both 

fifty-eight. They had been married twenty years and had been 

fighting this war together for thirty and they understood each 

other in the deep, economical way that people understand each 

other when the understanding has been built through shared 

extremity rather than through ordinary proximity. 

The meeting in the main operations center on the fourteenth 

of December, 1956, was the largest the Circle had ever convened: 

every senior operative present, the new generation alongside the 

old guard, the room crowded in a way that the facility’s expanded 

capacity barely accommodated. Dr. Elena Vasquez, twenty-eight 

years old, astrophysics, the most technically gifted person the 

Circle had recruited since Morrison, stood at the front with the 

astronomical data she had been working on for fourteen months and 

confirmed what the models had been suggesting for longer than 

that. 

January 1958. Multiple stellar alignments coinciding. Seven 

Abyssal Sovereigns capable of manifesting simultaneously at full 

power. Conditions that had not obtained in fifty million years. 

She said it plainly. She was too young to have developed the 

institutional habit of softening bad news, and that directness 

was one of the things that had made her useful. 
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* * * 

The division had been building for three years and had a 

geography within the Circle that anyone with eyes could see. 

Lieutenant Thomas Pike was thirty-two, military operations, the 

most capable field commander the Circle’s second generation had 

produced, trained by Oakes and by nine years of operations that 

had built in him a quality of frustration: the frustration of 

someone who was very good at a kind of fighting and was being 

told that the kind of fighting he was good at was not the kind of 

fighting the war required. His faction skewed young, skewed 

military, and had been making the same argument in increasingly 

direct terms for the past two years: containment was not a 

strategy, it was a postponement, and perpetual postponement was 

not survival but slow defeat. They had the Egypt data. They had 

the enhanced Keystone Patterns. They had operational capability 

that no previous generation of Circle members had possessed. They 

should be using it to attack rather than to defend. 

Father Michael Brennan was forty, a Catholic priest with a 

background in mysticism and comparative religion who had joined 

the Circle in 1950 through the Vatican’s quiet acknowledgment 

that its own scholars had been encountering the edges of the same 

material for centuries. He was not a fighter and had never 

claimed to be. His argument was different from Pike’s in every 

dimension except in its shared conclusion that containment was 

insufficient. Brennan believed—with the quality of belief of 

someone who had spent forty years studying what transcended 

ordinary human categories—that the Abyssal Sovereigns were beings 
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with purposes and perhaps with some form of consciousness that 

had not yet been adequately engaged with. That humanity had spent 

twenty-three years imprisoning without ever attempting to 

understand. That the absence of communication was not proof that 

communication was impossible but proof only that it had not been 

tried. 

Both men raised their arguments in the December meeting 

after Vasquez’s presentation, and both of them were making 

arguments that Harrow had heard in various forms for years, and 

both of them were wrong in ways that Harrow knew and that he also 

knew he could not simply assert to people who had not yet 

experienced the knowing. 

The meeting’s alarms cut through the argument before it 

could develop into the confrontation that Harrow could feel 

building. All six primary sites simultaneously: Nhal-Kor showing 

seismic activity, Antarctica thermal spikes, Cambodia psychic 

field fluctuations, the Amazon biological coordination increases, 

Greenland subsurface movement, Egypt energy readings in the 

vault’s deep chambers. Six sites at once, in a pattern that was 

not coincidence. 

Morrison said: they’re testing us. She said: stretching us 

thin. 

Harrow deployed the rapid response teams and called the 

private meeting that he had been preparing to call for three 

months. 

* * * 
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The original core team assembled in his office: Anna, 

Morrison, Oakes, Gardner, Nakamura, Tanaka, Santos. The people 

who had been there since Nhal-Kor, or close enough to it that the 

distinction didn’t matter for operational purposes. They were all 

in their forties and fifties and all showed the specific marks of 

sustained long-term work in dangerous conditions: not dramatized 

damage, not the operatic scars of fiction, but the quiet weight 

of people who had spent decades doing something genuinely costly 

and had organized themselves around the cost rather than against 

it. 

He told them what he had not said in the general meeting. He 

said: I’m fifty-eight years old. I have been fighting this war 

for twenty-three years. I can feel the convergence—not as an 

abstraction, not as an astronomical calculation—I can feel it the 

way I felt the Drowned King’s dreaming at twenty-five thousand 

feet in the Nautilus and at thirty-something thousand feet on the 

Nhal-Kor plaza. The pressure has been building for months. And I 

am terrified that everything we have built—this organization, 

this strategy, this understanding—will not be enough. That we 

will fail. That humanity will end. And that it will be my fault 

for not having listened more carefully to alternatives. 

Nobody said anything for a moment. His vulnerability was not 

something the room was accustomed to, and the room was being 

careful with it. 

Anna said: it won’t be your fault. She said: whatever 

happens, you have given humanity twenty-three additional years. 

You have built something that will outlast this convergence 
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whether we survive it or not. But she said it gently rather than 

dismissively, because she understood that the statement was true 

and also that its truth did not address the specific thing he was 

afraid of. 

Morrison said: what if we’re wrong? She said it with the 

directness of someone who had been thinking the same thing for 

months. She said: not about the strategy—I still believe 

containment is correct. But about the information available to 

us. We have the First Architect data. We have twenty-three years 

of operational experience. We have the vault’s anomaly records 

that I’ve been working through. But there might be things we 

haven’t considered. Pike and Brennan might each be wrong about 

their proposed solutions and right that our strategy is 

incomplete. 

Harrow said: propose something. 

She said: let them test their theories. Controlled 

experiments. Limited risk. Pike attempts a restricted offensive 

operation—not an assault on Nhal-Kor, nothing that risks 

accelerating a manifestation, but a probe of the outer defenses. 

If there are vulnerabilities we’ve missed, we learn them. If 

there aren’t, Pike accepts that. Brennan gets a communication 

attempt—not direct contact with the Abyssal Sovereigns, that’s 

too dangerous, but with their servant species. The Tideborn have 

shown moments of individual consciousness. If communication is 

possible with any entity in their hierarchy, it’s there. If it 

isn’t, Brennan accepts that. 
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She said: engaging them addresses the faction problem by 

giving everyone a stake in the outcomes. And the outcomes will 

tell us something. Even a failure that confirms what we already 

know is better than a fracturing organization going into the 

convergence divided. 

Harrow looked around the room. He said: agreed. 

* * * 

Pike’s team landed on the outer structures of Nhal-Kor on a 

January morning six weeks later with thirty operatives and the 

specific momentum of people who have been preparing for an action 

for years and have now been told they can take it. The city had 

been partially surfaced since the early-awakening stirring of 

1947; not high enough to be visible from the surface under normal 

circumstances, but close enough that its influence was detectable 

in the dreams of sensitives in the Pacific basin and in the 

seismic readings of the monitoring equipment. 

Pike had studied the structure for eight years and had 

planned the operation with the thoroughness of someone who had 

spent that time specifically preparing for this mission. Seismic 

charges placed at the structural load points of the outer 

districts—not to destroy Nhal-Kor, which was not achievable, but 

to collapse the upper city back into the deeper ocean, to force 

the Drowned King’s prison physically lower and buy measurable 

time at measurable cost. It was, Harrow had agreed from the 

operations center, a defensible operational concept. The problem 

was Nhal-Kor. 
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The city was active. Not fully awake—the Keystone Pattern 

was holding, the barrier was intact—but responding to Pike’s 

team’s presence as Nhal-Kor responded to intrusion when its 

occupant was between states, which was to organize its own 

geometry against the intruders. The passages that Pike’s team 

used to approach the charge positions shifted: not dramatically, 

not all at once, but incrementally, the corridors reorganizing 

themselves along the non-Euclidean logic of Nhal-Kor’s spatial 

architecture until the routes back to the surface were no longer 

the routes back to the surface. 

From the operations center, Harrow watched the telemetry and 

recognized what was happening and told Pike to abort. Pike said 

the charges were almost set. Harrow said abort now. Pike said 

thirty seconds. 

The charges detonated. The upper structures of Nhal-Kor 

shifted—not collapsed, not sank, but shifted, reorganizing with 

the self-repairing logic of First Architect construction that had 

been maintaining the city’s structural integrity at ocean floor 

pressures for fifty million years. The seismic disturbance 

propagated through the surrounding geology and reached the 

temple’s central chamber. 

From the monitoring instruments: the Drowned King’s dreaming 

state changed. The specific signature that the Circle’s sensors 

had been calibrated to track—the slow, deep oscillation of 

something sleeping at geological pace—shifted toward the faster, 

more conscious rhythm of something that had been disturbed. 
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Pike’s extraction was a running fight through shifting 

architecture. The Tideborn defending Nhal-Kor moved with the 

coordination of a species that understood the city’s spatial 

logic and used it. The helicopters arrived. The ropes dropped. 

Twenty-six people made it to the ropes. Four did not make it in 

time. 

Pike said nothing on the helicopter back. He watched the 

ocean close over the city’s partially surfaced structures and 

understood, with the quality of understanding that direct 

experience provides and theoretical argument cannot, what Harrow 

had been saying for twenty-three years. 

* * * 

In Cambodia, simultaneously, Father Brennan established his 

communication attempt in the complex of structures below Angkor 

Wat that the Circle had been monitoring since the 1947 the Black 

Envoy encounter. His team was different from Pike’s in 

composition and in purpose: linguists, mathematicians, a 

musicologist, three specialists in non-human consciousness who 

had been recruited through the xenobiology programs that Morrison 

had quietly seeded at several research universities. They came 

with speakers and transmitters and visual displays showing the 

mathematical constants that were, by consensus of physicists, the 

most likely candidates for universal comprehension. 

Brennan addressed the entities through every medium his team 

had prepared: language in twenty-three forms, mathematical 

notation in the elder script and the human, music in multiple 

harmonic systems, silence. He said: we come in peace. He said: we 
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seek understanding. He said: tell us what you are and we will 

tell you what we are and perhaps we can find in that telling 

something other than the war we have been fighting. 

The response came not through any of the media he had 

prepared. It arrived directly: images delivered into the minds of 

his entire team simultaneously, bypassing the apparatus of 

transmission and reception that the team had set up and going 

directly to the neural substrate where understanding lived. 

What they saw first was history. The real history—or the 

history as experienced by the entities communicating it, which 

was the only history available from that perspective. The Earth 

four billion years old and already occupied: vast intelligences 

in the deep ocean and in the dark interior, the planet’s early 

biology shaped not by random variation and selection but by 

intent, by the ongoing project of beings for whom geological time 

was a working medium. The Abyssal Sovereigns as authors of the 

conditions that had produced life on Earth—not incidentally, not 

as a byproduct of something else, but as deliberate work, the 

seeding of a planet they considered theirs. 

And then the catastrophe, whatever it had been—the cosmic 

event that had forced the hibernation, the imprisonment in the 

spaces between dimensions, the long sleep that the First 

Architects had extended with their technology and that was now, 

finally, approaching its end. 

Brennan saw all of this and felt, briefly, the specific 

vertigo of someone who has discovered that the foundational 

assumptions of their position were incomplete. The Abyssal 
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Sovereigns were not invaders. The claim was real. The grievance 

was real. The perspective from which humanity was the trespassing 

species was not a rationalization but a coherent account of the 

actual history. 

Then the vision changed. 

What followed was not negotiation. It was disclosure: the 

future the entities intended, shown without euphemism. Not 

coexistence. Not an arrangement by which humanity and the Abyssal 

Sovereigns shared the planet. Transformation: the biosphere 

reorganized around the Abyssal Sovereigns’ biology, human 

consciousness either extinguished or repurposed, the planet 

returned to its earlier configuration in which the things the 

Circle was fighting were the dominant intelligence and everything 

that had developed since their hibernation began was reclassified 

as raw material. 

Three of Brennan’s team did not recover from the contact. 

Their minds had been open to the communication and the 

communication had not calibrated itself to human cognitive 

tolerances. They were evacuated catatonic and would receive 

Nakamura’s care for months. 

Brennan reported to the operations center in a voice that 

was controlled the way things are controlled when the alternative 

to control is collapse. He said: communication is possible. He 

said: negotiation is not. He said: they showed us what they 

intend. He said: Director Harrow has been correct about this from 

the beginning. He said it with the quality of someone reporting a 

finding that has cost them something. 
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* * * 

Morrison’s report to Harrow combined both operational 

outcomes with the sensor data that had been accumulating while 

they were unfolding. She said: Pike’s disturbance of Nhal-Kor has 

triggered a cascade effect. The seismic event reached the Drowned 

King’s dormancy signature and altered it. And the change has 

propagated across the six primary sites—all six Abyssal 

Sovereigns responding to the change in Nhal-Kor’s state. She 

said: the convergence was thirteen months away. She said: it is 

now approximately six months away, possibly less, depending on 

whether the cascade stabilizes or continues to accelerate. 

Harrow said: so we have six months instead of thirteen. He 

said it without the quality of defeat or surprise, because 

neither was operationally useful. 

Morrison said: yes. She said: we need to deploy now. We need 

to reinforce all six sites with the enhanced Keystone Pattern 

specifications and hold them through the convergence peak. If we 

can maintain containment at all six sites simultaneously through 

the peak alignment period, the stellar conditions will pass and 

the entities will be forced back into dormancy. She said: the 

convergence itself is temporary. The conditions that enable 

simultaneous full manifestation are narrow. The window opens and 

closes. If we can hold the window closed from inside, we win. 

Harrow said: and if we can’t? 

She said: then the window opens and we find out what the 

visions Brennan’s team saw look like from the inside. 

* * * 
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The emergency council met that night with all factions 

present and the kind of silence in the room that silence has when 

everyone present has recently experienced something that exceeded 

their preparation and is still processing it. 

Pike stood first. He said: I was wrong. He said it simply, 

without elaboration, because the people in the room had either 

been in the helicopter or had watched the telemetry and 

elaboration would have been a kind of performance that the moment 

did not permit. He said: my operation at Nhal-Kor got four people 

killed and accelerated the convergence by seven months. It proved 

that direct action against Nhal-Kor is counterproductive—the city 

is the prison and attacking the prison disturbs the prisoner. He 

said: Director Harrow’s strategy is correct. I withdraw my 

faction’s opposition. He said: I am sorry for what my certainty 

cost. 

Brennan stood next. His face had the quality of someone who 

has looked at something they had believed fervently and found it 

to be true in ways they had not anticipated and true in ways that 

were worse than false would have been. He said: I was also wrong. 

Not about whether communication was possible—communication was 

possible, and the contact my team made was genuine. But I was 

wrong about what we would find at the other end of that 

communication. He said: the Abyssal Sovereigns are not what I 

hoped they were. Their claim on this planet is real. Their 

intention for its future is clearly stated. There is no 

negotiating position from which humanity survives in any form 

that humanity would recognize as survival. Director Harrow has 
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been right about this from 1933, when he sat in the Nautilus and 

looked at the central chamber of Nhal-Kor and understood what 

humanity was up against. I am sorry for pushing an alternative 

that endangered my team and that turned out to be not an 

alternative at all. 

Both men sat down. 

The room was quiet with the quality of unity after fracture: 

the specific silence of people who have been on different sides 

of something and are now, jointly, on the same side of it, 

looking at what the fracture cost and incorporating that 

knowledge. 

Then Yuki Tanaka stood up. 

She was twenty-two years old, Kenji’s daughter, trained 

since childhood as the generational temple model produced its 

practitioners: not as an initiate to a secret but as someone for 

whom the knowledge was simply the world, the way children of 

sailors know the sea. She said: I am twenty-two years old. My 

father raised me in this work. I have been in training since I 

was twelve. I have been an operative for two years. I am ready. 

She said: my generation is ready. She said it without bravado—not 

claiming something she had not yet demonstrated, but reporting a 

state of preparation that years of specific work had produced. 

She said: we will not let you down. 

Other young operatives rose. Not in sequence, not rehearsed—

the spontaneous response of people who recognized in Yuki’s words 

something true about themselves. They said: we hold the line. 

They said: we are ready. The room was full of people standing, 
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and the room contained the entire arc of the Circle’s history: 

the original survivors of Nhal-Kor and twenty-three years of war 

alongside the people who had been raised specifically to continue 

it. 

Father Brennan asked permission to offer a blessing. Harrow 

said: please. 

Brennan stepped forward and raised his hands and said: 

blessed are those who stand watch in the darkness. Blessed are 

those who guard what others cannot see. Blessed are those who 

sacrifice so that others may live. We are the thin line. We are 

the eternal vigil. We are the shield against the night. And 

though we may fall, though we may be forgotten, we do not fail. 

For as long as one guardian stands, humanity endures. And the 

light persists. 

The room said: amen. 

It was the first time the Circle, in twenty-three years of 

existence, had spoken with a single voice about what it was 

doing. 

* * * 

Dawn came with the quality of dawn before significant 

things—neither beautiful nor threatening, simply the light 

arriving at its appointed time with no particular awareness of 

what was being organized in its presence. Six task forces. Eighty 

operatives each. The six sites: Nhal-Kor, Antarctica, the Amazon, 

Cambodia, Greenland, Egypt. Each team led by the person whose 

fifteen years of accumulated expertise made them the right person 

for that specific site. 
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Anna commanding Nhal-Kor operations: the naval vessel, the 

proven personnel, the institutional memory of 1933 and every 

subsequent operation. She had been to the coordinates before and 

she had not forgotten what those coordinates looked like from the 

surface or what they felt like at depth. She had no illusions 

about what the next six months would require. 

Morrison commanding Antarctica: the scientific equipment 

alongside the weapons, the crystal from the Egypt vault carried 

in its protective case, the ongoing Keystone Pattern anomaly 

research she would continue even from the field because the work 

did not stop because the conditions were difficult. She had been 

carrying the anomaly question for nine years. She was not putting 

it down. 

Santos at the Amazon: six years of building the South 

American network coming to its operational test, the monitoring 

station she had established in 1947 now the command center for a 

region-wide containment operation against a biological entity 

that had never fully been eliminated but had been reduced to a 

manageable level and would need to be kept there. 

Gardner in Cambodia: the psychological warfare division at 

full deployment, every operative equipped with the mental defense 

protocols that four years of post-Oneiric Fields work had 

produced, the specific expertise in the Black Envoy’s operating 

methodology that only Gardner—who had been in its direct presence 

and had survived it—fully possessed. 

Oakes in Greenland: seventy years old, semi-retired, and 

present because when the Circle’s most experienced military mind 
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was asked to command the Arctic operation he had said yes without 

the pause that any rational calculation of personal risk would 

have produced. He said: I’ve been keeping that burial site since 

1947. I know what’s under it. I’ll be there when it stirs. 

Kenji Tanaka in Egypt: father and daughter, the generational 

model at its most literal. Yuki working alongside the senior 

team, trained for exactly this, the knowledge she carried in her 

bones being put to the test it had been built for. 

The farewells at the operations center were brief as the 

farewells of people who have said goodbye under operational 

conditions many times are brief: not cold, not perfunctory, but 

economical, the love and the understanding carried in what was 

left unsaid rather than in the saying of it. Harrow and Anna 

stood together for a moment before she boarded the vehicle. She 

was commanding Nhal-Kor. He was staying at the operations center. 

The geography of what they were doing put twenty-five hundred 

miles of ocean between them for the duration. 

She said: I’ll be on the radio every twelve hours. 

He said: I know. 

She said: if we don’t—if this doesn’t— 

He said: we have. We will. 

She held his face in her hands for a moment, the way she had 

held it at various departures over twenty years, each one 

carrying the weight of the departure before and the knowledge 

that there was a version of things in which this was the last 

one. Then she was in the vehicle and the vehicle was moving. 

* * * 
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By midmorning the operations center was running on Harrow 

and the overnight staff and the communications infrastructure 

that connected to all six deployed task forces and to the thirty 

monitoring stations and to the governmental partners in Denmark 

and Brazil and Japan and Egypt and the six other countries that 

had signed agreements with the Circle over the past nine years. 

The screens showed all six sites: seismic readings from Nhal-Kor, 

thermal data from Antarctica, biological activity maps from the 

Amazon, psychic field measurements from Cambodia, motion sensors 

from the Greenland burial site, energy signatures from the Egypt 

vault. All of it flowing in, all of it being processed and 

assessed and filed by the people whose job was to know what each 

data point meant. 

One by one the task forces checked in: Task Force Nhal-Kor 

in position, Keystone Pattern generators at full power. Task 

Force Antarctica in position, the Unbegotten containment holding 

but active. Task Force Amazon in position, the Root-Mother 

biological indicators showing increased coordination. Task Force 

Cambodia in position, the Black Envoy psychic field elevated. 

Task Force Greenland in position, subsurface motion detected but 

contained. Task Force Egypt in position, vault energy readings 

nominal but rising. 

Six teams. Six sites. Five hundred people standing between 

what those sites contained and the world those sites were in. 

Harrow sat at the operations center’s central position and 

wrote the letter he had been composing in his mind since the 

council meeting. He wrote it quickly because the important things 
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were clear and the unimportant things did not belong in it. He 

wrote: to whoever leads the Circle after me. He wrote: don’t give 

up. Don’t surrender. No matter how impossible it seems. Humanity 

survives through stubbornness. Through refusal to accept defeat. 

He wrote: the Abyssal Sovereigns are patient. But so are we. They 

measure time in eons. We measure it in generations. But as long 

as one human stands watch, as long as one guardian maintains the 

vigil, we endure. He wrote: hold the line. Pass the knowledge 

forward. And never, ever stop fighting. 

He signed it. He sealed it. He placed it in the secure 

storage with the Nhal-Kor telemetry from 1933 and the original 

Keystone Pattern panel and Rodriguez’s photograph and the other 

things the Circle kept in the category of irreplaceable. 

Then he returned to the screens. 

The operational monitors showed what the operational 

monitors always showed: the ongoing state of a planet that 

contained, in its deep places and its sunken cities and its 

ancient ice, things that were old enough to have no natural 

enemies and powerful enough that the only effective response was 

the specific human capacity for building institutions around an 

understanding that each individual generation renewed. The Circle 

was that institution. The five hundred people deployed across six 

continents and one ocean were that renewal. The watch was the 

work. The work did not end. 

Somewhere beneath the Pacific, in the central chamber of a 

temple built by a civilization fifty million years older than 

humanity, something dreamed with patient intensity, aware that 
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the alignment was approaching. Somewhere in the Antarctic ice, in 

the sealed cave system below the containment perimeter, the 

Unbegotten existed in its slow protoplasmic way, converting time 

into patience. Somewhere in the Amazon’s root systems, something 

organized and waited. 

And somewhere in each of those locations, a human being was 

standing watch. Armed with mathematics derived from an alien 

race’s technology. Armed with the specific knowledge that had 

been assembled over twenty-three years of fighting a war that 

most of their species did not know was being fought. Armed with 

the quality that the First Architect guardian had identified as 

humanity’s possible advantage and that every engagement since 

Nhal-Kor had confirmed: the illogical, stubborn, generational 

refusal to calculate odds and withdraw. 

Harrow looked at the six screens and thought about what 

Rodriguez had died for in 1933, what Pike had died for in 1947, 

what the forty-three operatives had died for in the Amazon, and 

what Pike’s four dead operatives had died for last month. He 

thought about what it meant to spend a life in defense—not in 

building or creating, but in maintaining the conditions under 

which other people got to build and create and live. He thought 

about the quality of sacrifice that asked nothing from the people 

it protected except that they continue to exist and be human. He 

thought about Morrison’s anomaly records, still being worked 

through, and the thing that the First Architects had almost 

found. 
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He looked at the clock. Thirteen months until January 1958. 

Six months, now, by Morrison’s revised calculation. 

He looked at the sealed letter in the secure storage. 

He looked at the screens. 

He said, quietly, to the operations center and to the six 

teams and to the planet beneath them that contained everything 

they were protecting and everything they were protecting it from: 

hold the line. 

The screens showed him what the screens showed him. 

The watch began. 

END OF BOOK II: THE WAR BELOW 

 

Book III: The Reckoning of Stars 

 

Chapter One 

“The Convergence” 

 

January first, 1958, arrived at midnight in every time zone, 

which is what it always did, but the midnight it arrived at in 

the Wychmere Circle’s operations center was a specific midnight 

that Nathaniel Harrow had been counting toward since 1947, when 

Morrison had first identified the stellar alignment pattern and 

established a date. Thirteen months compressed to six when Pike’s 

operation at Nhal-Kor had accelerated the timetable. Six months 

of preparation at a pace the Circle had never previously managed, 

each team deploying with equipment that was better than any 
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equipment that had ever been deployed and into conditions that 

were worse than anything any of them had previously survived. 

Harrow stood at the operations center’s central station and 

looked at six screens. 

Each screen showed a live feed from one of the six task 

forces. Anna’s naval vessel in the Pacific, the Nhal-Kor 

coordinates visible on the surface radar as a disturbance that 

did not correspond to any geological feature but had been there, 

faintly, since the Keystone Pattern installation of 1933. 

Morrison’s Antarctic position, the contamination zone’s enhanced 

perimeter holding at its last check-in twelve minutes ago. Santos 

in the Amazon, the monitoring station’s biological activity 

indicators at elevated levels since the previous week. Gardner in 

Cambodia, the Angkor Wat complex showing the specific psychic 

field readings that the Circle’s instruments had been calibrated 

to detect. Oakes in Greenland, the burial site’s seismic monitors 

showing the subsurface motion that had been building for six 

weeks. Tanaka and Yuki at the Sphinx, the Egypt vault’s energy 

readings in the highest range Morrison’s analysts had documented. 

At eleven fifty-nine PM, all six screens showed their last 

normal readings. 

At twelve AM, all six screens changed simultaneously. 

Not sequentially. Not one and then another. All six at the 

same moment, in the same second, as though they had been waiting 

for a coordination signal and had received it, which was 

precisely what had happened, though the signal had not traveled 

through any medium that the Circle’s instruments could detect. 
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On the Nhal-Kor screen: the ocean surface erupted. Not from 

a wave, not from geological activity, but from below—from the 

city rising, the entire submerged structure ascending at a rate 

that the monitoring instruments recorded and that Harrow’s mind 

could not immediately process as a physically coherent event. 

Millions of tons of alien architecture had been at the ocean 

floor. They were no longer at the ocean floor. 

On the Antarctic screen: the ice cracked, and not from 

above. Morrison’s telemetry went immediately to the breach 

protocol readings, the Keystone Pattern barrier’s integrity 

indicators dropping from stable to compromised in under four 

seconds. 

Four other screens showed their own versions of the same 

event: containment conditions changing across the full spectrum 

of threats the Circle had spent twenty-five years learning to 

contain, all changing at once, with the coordination of something 

that had been planning this for longer than the Circle had 

existed. 

Harrow said into the radio: all stations report. He said it 

in the voice of someone who had been preparing for this moment 

and who was discovering that preparation and readiness were not 

identical. 

The responses came back overlapping: panicked, controlled, 

in the registers of people encountering what they had been told 

to expect and finding the encounter more than the telling had 

contained. Morrison: the barrier is compromised, the Unbegotten 

is breaching. Santos: biological contamination accelerating, 
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square miles per minute. Gardner: psychic assault is beginning, 

all personnel experiencing visions. Oakes: multiple Ghaunt 

contacts, the buried one reproduced while under the ice. Anna: 

Nhal-Kor is fully surfaced, the Drowned King is waking— 

Then Anna’s radio channel went to the quality of static that 

the Circle’s communications protocols classified as active 

interference rather than technical failure. 

Harrow spoke to the operations center at large and to no one 

in particular. “They’re coordinated,” he said. “Not six separate 

entities waking. One system, activating.” 

Nakamura, at the station beside him, did not look up from 

her readings. “Psychic pressure is above every range we’ve 

calibrated for,” she said. “Everyone in the field is feeling it—

mentally, all at once. There’s a single broadcast source.” 

Harrow looked at the screens. “All commanders,” he said into 

the radio. “You are experiencing a simultaneous, coordinated 

manifestation. Execute containment protocols. Bring the Keystone 

Patterns to full power. Hold your positions—we prepared for this. 

Hold.” 

* * * 

Nhal-Kor had risen faster than any model had predicted. The 

city’s upper spires broke the surface within the first eight 

minutes, the geometry of their emergence wrong as all Nhal-Kor 

geometry was wrong—not random, not chaotic, but organized 

according to an architecture whose logic operated in spatial 

dimensions the eye could track but the mind could not retain. 

Anna’s team had been moving from the vessels to the outer 
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structures before the full extent of the surfacing was apparent, 

because waiting for full information would have cost them the 

window. 

Eighty operatives across the exposed outer districts, moving 

in teams toward the central temple. The city’s defenders were 

organized in a way that previous Nhal-Kor approaches had not 

encountered: the Tideborn that had always been present in the 

surrounding ocean were deployed in tactical formations across the 

approaches, using the city’s impossible sightlines in the way of 

soldiers who had been training in this terrain for a very long 

time and who understood its spatial properties in a way that 

their opponents had only studied from documents. 

Pike was at Anna’s right and operated with the efficiency of 

someone who had been wrong about the most important strategic 

question of the past five years and had no interest in being 

wrong about anything else. He fired with precision and moved with 

the care of someone who had learned from the Nhal-Kor incursion 

in which he had gotten four people killed that the city’s 

geometry did not reward confidence. Anna’s team broke through the 

first defensive line and reached the temple approaches at the 

cost of eleven people, which was lower than her pre-mission 

estimate. 

The temple’s outer staircase was where the briefing 

materials stopped being useful, because no briefing could prepare 

a human nervous system for what waited at the top of it. The 

Drowned King was no longer the Keystone-suppressed dreaming 

presence the Circle had measured for twenty-five years from the 
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safe remove of instruments. It was partly manifest now, and it 

occupied space at a scale human perception had never evolved to 

receive, so that the eye, traveling upward along the steps, kept 

arriving at a place it could not resolve into an object—a horizon 

where the architecture stopped meaning architecture and the 

gradient of wrong steepened past anything the mind could hold. 

Three operatives at the foot of the staircase made the 

mistake of looking directly. Anna heard it happen behind her—not 

screams exactly, but the particular sound a trained voice makes 

when the thing producing it has been overwritten—and she did not 

turn. She had stood in the central chamber of Nhal-Kor in 1933. 

She had learned, in the years since, to work this by the corner 

of her attention: to read the next step, the angle of the stone, 

the position of her people off the edge of a gaze she kept 

deliberately unfocused, the way you hold a faint star by not 

looking straight at it. Look at the thing directly and it climbed 

into you. Look beside it and you could still, barely, do the job. 

The cold came off the stone in a way that had nothing to do 

with temperature. Water sheeted down the steps from somewhere 

above, warm and faintly luminous, carrying the smell of depths 

that had never known sun. Her boots found purchase on carvings 

her peripheral vision insisted were moving and her training 

insisted were not. 

She said: keep moving. She said: don’t look at it. She said: 

the temple entrance is thirty meters. She said these things in 

the tone of someone providing coordinates rather than orders, 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   280 

because the operative mind under this kind of pressure responded 

better to information than to instruction. 

They climbed. Forty-odd figures against a staircase built 

for nothing their size—and a third of the way up, a tentacle came 

across the steps. 

It did not strike at them. That was the worst of it: the 

casual indifference of the gesture, a limb the width of a freight 

car passing across their path with no more attention than a man 

gives to brushing past a curtain, because at the scale the 

Drowned King occupied they did not register as a threat, or as 

anything at all. Where it passed, ten people were simply no 

longer on the staircase. Anna took in the gap in her formation 

the way she took in everything now, from the side, as data: ten 

fewer, the line still holding, the entrance thirty meters and 

closing. 

“Keep moving,” she said, and did not let the count of the 

dead into her voice. “Don’t look at it. Entrance, thirty meters.” 

She gave it as coordinates rather than as orders, because the 

mind under this pressure took information better than it took 

command. The remaining team reached the entrance and went inside, 

into a dark that was, mercifully, only dark. 

In the radio, from the operations center, Harrow’s voice: 

Morrison has found something. Nhal-Kor is the hub. the Drowned 

King is the quantum link. The others are connected through it. 

Stop the Drowned King and you stop the coordination. 

“Understood,” Anna said. “We’re in the temple. How long 

before the outer city submerges again?” 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   281 

Morrison’s voice, from Antarctica, somewhere in the overlap 

of communications that the operations center was managing across 

six simultaneous active channels: based on the structural 

readings, the surfacing will reverse when the alignment window 

closes. Six hours maximum. The Keystone Pattern has to be in 

place before that. 

Anna looked at the temple’s interior. At the passage toward 

the central chamber that she had walked in 1933 with six people 

and had sealed with the original Keystone Pattern panel that had 

held for twenty-five years and was now insufficient for the 

convergence conditions. At the team she had left: fifty-seven 

operatives. At the enhanced Keystone Pattern generator that 

Morrison had built for exactly this operation and that required 

physical installation at the central chamber’s platform. 

“We move,” she said. “Fast as we can. Stay together.” 

* * * 

In Antarctica, the Unbegotten had read the containment 

problem correctly and had solved it as protoplasmic entities with 

fifty-million years of experience solved containment problems: by 

growing vertically. The Keystone Pattern barrier was a plane. A 

plane had an edge. Building mass above the edge and flowing over 

it was a spatial solution to a two-dimensional barrier, and the 

Unbegotten was doing this with the slow relentless patience of 

something for which the concept of rushing did not apply. 

Morrison watched the tower of gray-green protoplasm building 

above the perimeter. “Channel geometry,” she told Dr. Chen. 

“Secondary barriers on both sides—force it into a narrow column, 
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then collapse the top. Gravity still applies to it. We’ve tested 

this.” 

“We’ve modeled it,” Chen said. “We haven’t tested it.” 

“We’re testing it now,” Morrison said. She began building 

the secondary barrier positions, her team distributing pylons in 

a configuration that would constrain the protoplasmic tower to a 

column narrow enough to be structurally unstable at the heights 

the Unbegotten needed to reach for a barrier-clearing overflow. 

In the Amazon, Santos had made the decision she had known 

she would have to make since the second time she stood in the 

basin watching the Root-Mother’s biological transformation spread 

faster than any containment could follow. The defoliant was in 

the helicopters. The dead zone it would create would recover, 

over decades. The living zone it left if she did not use it would 

not recover on any human timescale. “Authorize defoliant 

deployment,” she said—to the operations center, to Harrow, to 

whatever record would eventually be made of this day. Decisions 

like this should be spoken plainly and signed by name, she 

believed, not folded into the passive voice of an operational 

report. 

Harrow said: authorized. He said it the same way. 

In Cambodia, Gardner had been in trance for eleven minutes, 

his body seated cross-legged in the outer courtyard of Angkor Wat 

under Lieutenant Barnes’s protection, his consciousness in the 

Oneiric Fields fighting the version of this battle that had to be 

fought there. the Black Envoy’s attack was psychological in the 

mode the Circle had documented since 1947: not force but 
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recognition, the deployment of specific known truths in 

configurations calculated to destabilize. Gardner had been in the 

Oneiric Fields before and had fought this entity before and had 

survived it before, and he held the Keystone Pattern geometry in 

his mind as a cognitive anchor and he fought with the tool he 

had—his own stubborn, guilt-carrying, still-functioning 

consciousness—and he did not yield. 

In Greenland, Oakes stood on the ice at seventy years old 

with the Danish military and watched fourteen Ghaunts flow across 

the surface toward the monitoring station. “Weak point’s here,” 

he said to Nielsen. He had been reading this ice sheet for eleven 

years; he knew exactly where the burial operation of 1947 had 

left the load-bearing ice compromised. “Move them onto that 

section and the combined mass does the work for us.” Thirty years 

in the field had taught him that clarity was worth more than 

detail. 

In Egypt, the vault’s ancient door ground open and the First 

Architect emerged. Not the guardian construct that had given 

Morrison the crystal in 1947 but something different: a being 

that had remained in stasis through the convergence event and had 

been woken by it, carrying fifty million years of war the way 

deep stone carries the weight of everything stacked above it—not 

as damage on the surface but as density, pressed into a harder 

and stranger form. It was angry. Tanaka stepped forward. Yuki 

activated the enhanced Keystone Pattern device before her father 

had finished speaking, because they had discussed this 
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contingency in the hours before deployment and she knew what 

needed to be done and did it. 

* * * 

Morrison’s call came through the operations center at the 

fourth-hour mark, when the casualty tallies were mounting across 

all six fronts and Harrow was performing the specific operational 

calculation of people against time against objectives with the 

knowledge that the calculation had a hard stop built into it and 

that on the far side of that stop the conditions changed in ways 

that made the calculation moot. 

She said: I found it in the anomaly data. The records from 

the First Architect vault. There’s a quantum entanglement pattern 

connecting all seven Abyssal Sovereigns—the six primary sites 

plus the Dweller in Darkness at the Australian monitoring 

location. It operates below the dimensional interface the 

Keystone Pattern addresses. It’s not a signal, not in any 

electromagnetic sense. It’s an identity sharing mechanism. What 

one of them knows, all know. What one of them does, all 

coordinate with. It’s why they activated simultaneously. It’s why 

the tactical behavior at each site has been adaptive in ways that 

suggest awareness of the other sites’ conditions. 

Harrow said: and the hub? 

She said: the Drowned King. The pattern is organized 

hierarchically and the Drowned King is the root node. Not because 

it’s the strongest necessarily, but because Nhal-Kor is the 

oldest prison, the first Keystone Pattern, the original 

installation point. The quantum entanglement is anchored there. 
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If the Nhal-Kor Keystone Pattern is fully reinstalled at the new 

specifications—not the 1933 configuration but the enhanced 

configuration from the crystal data—it severs the anchor point. 

The entanglement collapses. The coordination ends. 

She said: after that, they’re fighting alone. Each one a 

separate problem with separate containment. Still dangerous. 

Still difficult. But not coordinated. Not one system. 

Harrow said: Anna. He switched channels. He said: Anna, 

Morrison found the link. Everything depends on Nhal-Kor. The 

enhanced Keystone Pattern at the central chamber breaks the 

coordination. Everything else holds long enough if you can do 

that. 

Anna’s voice came back from inside the temple, in the 

register of someone moving while speaking: copy. We’re in the 

inner passages. We have—she paused, a pause that the radio 

carried as breathing and the specific sound of someone assessing—

thirty-one people left. We’ll do it. What’s the window. 

Morrison: the surfacing reversal begins in about ninety 

minutes from now. Once the city starts to sink, the central 

chamber becomes inaccessible. If the Sign isn’t in before that— 

Anna: understood. Going radio silent. Need to focus. Harrow 

out. 

The connection closed. Harrow looked at the Nhal-Kor screen, 

which showed the surfaced city’s exterior in the low angle of 

Pacific dawn light, and did the thing that operational command 

required of him, which was to turn his attention to the five 

other screens and the five other problems while the most 
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important problem proceeded without him in the dark corridors of 

a fifty-million-year-old alien temple. 

* * * 

The inner passages of Nhal-Kor’s temple were where the 

geometry was worst. Not the outer districts, which were merely 

wrong—organized around a spatial logic that human perception 

struggled to follow—but genuinely, practically hostile to human 

navigation, the corridors shifting as they moved through them, 

the angles between surfaces changing as angles change in dreams 

when the dreaming mind loses its grip on spatial consistency. Two 

more operatives were lost in the inner passages, not to attack 

but to the specific Nhal-Kor phenomenon that the Circle’s files 

documented as spatial dissociation: the mind losing its ability 

to maintain a continuous model of the immediate physical 

environment, becoming unable to determine which direction was 

forward or whether forward still meant what forward had meant in 

the last second. 

Anna held the team together through the passage by the 

method she had used in 1933: continuous verbal orientation. She 

said the name of the person immediately behind her. She said: you 

are walking. She said: the floor is the floor. She said: keep 

your hand on the wall to your left. She said: the door is ahead. 

She did not know the door was ahead—she had not been in these 

passages since 1933 and the geometry had not been stable since 

then—but she said it with conviction because conviction in the 

Nhal-Kor inner passages was a navigational instrument as much as 

a spiritual one. 
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They emerged into the central chamber. 

the Drowned King was not fully manifested. Not in the sense 

that the 1933 encounter had been partial, a dreaming presence 

felt rather than seen; this was different and more immediate, the 

partial manifestation of something that was actively attempting 

to become present in the full physical sense and was being 

restrained by the residual Keystone Pattern infrastructure—the 

1933 installation, weakened across twenty-five years of quantum 

decay, still doing the work it had been designed for, still not 

enough for the convergence conditions but enough to create a 

window. 

What they saw was not describable in terms that remained 

stable. The central platform was there. The familiar geometry of 

the Nhal-Kor temple’s heart was there, the same configuration 

Anna had seen in 1933 and had carried in her memory since, the 

anchor point for the original Keystone Pattern installation. 

Above and around the platform, pressing down on the space with 

the quality of something that was too large and too present for 

the space it was occupying: the Drowned King. Not all of it. Not 

most of it. Enough of it that fourteen operatives’ minds simply 

could not continue to function in its proximity, and fourteen 

people fell, and Anna did not have time to register them 

individually because the platform was forty meters away and they 

had ninety minutes becoming eighty becoming seventy. 

She said: seventeen of you. She said: the generator goes on 

the platform. She said: move. 
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Pike was beside her. He had been beside her since the outer 

districts, managing the rear of the team through the passages 

with the competence of someone who had been wrong about the 

method and right about the commitment and who had been performing 

that commitment since the moment he had told the council he 

accepted the democratic outcome. He looked at the central chamber 

and at what was manifesting in it and at the seventeen people 

remaining and at the forty meters between the entrance and the 

platform. 

He said: I’ll buy you time. 

Anna said: Pike— 

He said: the platform needs the generator and you need to be 

the one who activates it. That’s not sentiment. That’s 

operational logic. You know the installation sequence better than 

anyone here and you know this room better than anyone alive. He 

said: I’ll draw its attention. He said it in the tone of someone 

who has made a clear calculation and arrived at a clear 

conclusion and is not going to debate the conclusion. 

He moved. Not toward the platform. Into the center of the 

chamber’s open space, into the zone of the Drowned King’s partial 

manifestation’s direct attention, moving with the noise and the 

deliberate visibility of someone who wants to be seen, who is 

actively inviting observation. 

the Drowned King’s attention moved. Not fully—not in the 

sense that something that large and that distributed across 

dimensional space fully attends to any single object—but enough. 
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The pressure in the chamber redistributed. The forward path to 

the platform became traversable. 

Anna said: now. She ran. The remaining sixteen people ran. 

Behind them, Pike occupied the center of Nhal-Kor’s central 

chamber with everything he had. 

The generator went onto the platform. Anna activated the 

installation sequence that Morrison had built from the crystal’s 

specifications, the enhanced Keystone Pattern that was to the 

1933 installation what the 1933 installation had been to the 

handwritten approximations in the Boreal Tablets translations. 

The platform’s inscription points accepted the generator’s 

connections in sequence. The pattern began to form. 

The chamber shook. the Drowned King’s manifestation, 

compressed and partially contained and now encountering a barrier 

of a quality it had not encountered in fifty million years, 

responded with the total force available to it in the partial-

manifestation state, which was sufficient to end the chamber, to 

end the people in it, to end Pike— 

The Keystone Pattern activated. 

The barrier spread outward from the central platform in the 

blue-white wave that Anna had seen once before, in this room, 

twenty-five years ago, but amplified: not the threshold-level 

containment of the 1933 installation but the full-specification 

barrier that the First Architects had built when they had first 

imprisoned what they were imprisoning here. The dimensional 

interface sealed. the Drowned King’s partial manifestation 

encountered the barrier and was compressed back through it, the 
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entity forced from the partial-manifest state into the full-

dormant state with the specific violence of something very large 

being returned to a space too small for it. 

The chamber was still. Anna was on her knees on the 

platform. The generator was in place. The pattern held. 

The chamber was still and Pike was not in it. 

* * * 

In the operations center, the six screens changed. 

Not all at once, as they had changed at midnight. 

Sequentially, from the most connected site to the least, in the 

order that the quantum entanglement’s collapse propagated outward 

from the anchor point at Nhal-Kor as the newly sealed Keystone 

Pattern severed the root node of the coordination system. 

Antarctica first: the Unbegotten’s tower stopped building. 

The protoplasm that had been organizing itself with the 

directional intention of reaching the barrier’s edge ceased to 

show directional intention. It moved, it remained active, but it 

moved in the distributed, purposeless way of a biological system 

that had lost its coordinating signal rather than the directed 

way of one still receiving instructions. Morrison’s channel 

report, seconds after: the barrier is holding. It’s stopped 

building. We’re activating the channel compression. 

Amazon: Santos’s hybrid coordination indicators dropped. The 

mass movement of the Root-Mother’s organisms, which had been 

demonstrating the specific tactical behavior of a unified system, 

fragmented into the scattered individual responses of organisms 
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without a coordinating intelligence. The dead zone held. The 

biological front was manageable. 

Cambodia: in the Oneiric Fields, Gardner felt the change 

before his physical body registered it—felt the withdrawal of the 

Black Envoy’s coordinated assault as the entity was severed from 

the shared consciousness that had been amplifying its 

capabilities. The psychological warfare continued; the Black 

Envoy did not need coordination to operate, it was the most 

independently functional of the seven entities, but the 

amplification was gone, and Gardner felt the difference between 

fighting something at full cosmic power and fighting something at 

its individual power, which was still considerable and still 

terrible and also survivable. 

Greenland: the Ghaunt swarm’s behavior changed as Ghaunts’ 

behavior changed when the collective network was disrupted—the 

tactical coordination that had made fourteen entities move as one 

unit dissolved into the individual adaptive behaviors of fourteen 

separate organisms. Oakes activated the ice collapse sequence. 

The weak section gave way. Fourteen Ghaunts and several hundred 

tons of ice sheet fell together into the dark water beneath. 

Egypt: the First Architect, mid-conflict with Tanaka and 

Yuki’s team in the vault, felt the network’s collapse through the 

same mechanism that the Abyssal Sovereigns did. Its anger 

remained; its coordination with the wider convergence effort did 

not. It continued to fight, and Yuki continued to run the 

Keystone Pattern device, and eventually the device’s effects 
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accumulated to a level that returned the First Architect to the 

stasis it had held for eleven years. 

Nhal-Kor: the city began to sink. The surfacing conditions 

that the convergence’s stellar alignment had created were still 

technically in place, but the anchor point was sealed and the 

coordinating pressure was broken, and the city returned to the 

deep in the slow manner of something that had done this before 

and knew how. The surface of the Pacific closed over the last 

visible tower as the dawn light strengthened. 

Harrow watched the six screens return to their monitoring 

states, one by one, in the order that a quantum collapse 

propagating across cosmic distances would produce. He looked at 

the readings. He looked at the casualty reports that had been 

accumulating for six hours in the operations center’s 

communications log. He looked at the Nhal-Kor screen, which 

showed the Pacific and nothing else. 

He said, into the Nhal-Kor channel: Anna. Report. 

Static. The quality of active interference. Then: nothing. 

Then more nothing. 

He said: Anna. Respond. 

Nakamura said: Nhal-Kor telemetry shows the city fully 

submerged. Central chamber sealed. Keystone Pattern active. 

Barrier integrity at full specification. the Drowned King 

dormant. 

He said: what about the team. 

She checked the biological monitors. She said: I’m reading 

zero life signs in the central chamber. 
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The operations center was quiet. 

* * * 

The signal came through forty-seven minutes later on the 

emergency frequency that Anna’s team had been carrying as a 

secondary communications system, the one that operated through a 

different physical mechanism than the primary and that was 

designed specifically for situations where the primary had been 

destroyed or submerged. It was faint. It was her voice. 

She said: Nathaniel. She said: still alive. Barely. Seven of 

us. She said: the Drowned King is sealed. The Sign held. She 

said: Pike—she stopped. 

He said: I know. 

She said: eighty people. Eighty people and seven of us 

walked out. 

He said: the barrier is active. The link is broken. The 

other sites are holding. You did what you went there to do. 

She did not say anything for a moment. He understood what 

the silence was. 

He said: come home. He said: all the way home. 

* * * 

The final tally took three days, which was how long it took 

to reconcile the field reports from all six sites, confirm all 

casualty statuses, and compile the operational record into a form 

that documented what had happened without losing the information 

that the people who did not survive had generated before they 

didn’t survive. 

Two hundred and eighty-seven dead. Of five hundred deployed. 
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The number was documented in the operations center’s log at 

11:43 PM on January fourth, 1958, and Harrow read it and wrote it 

in his own hand in the notebook that he had kept since 1933 and 

that documented every casualty the Circle had taken since the 

first deployment of the Nautilus. He wrote the number and then he 

sat for a while. 

The surviving commanders arrived back at Blackwater over the 

following seventy-two hours, by various routes, all of them 

carrying what the convergence had given them: the specific 

knowledge of what a six-front simultaneous battle against 

coordinated cosmic horror cost, which was knowledge that could 

not be delivered in briefings or experienced in training and that 

was now, irreversibly, part of each of them. 

Anna came back with six other people from a team of eighty. 

She was physically uninjured, which was the word the medical wing 

used and which described accurately one of several true things 

about her condition. She had led eighty people into the most 

hostile environment the Circle had ever operated in and she had 

made the decisions that needed to be made and she had come out 

the other side with seven people, and what it cost to do that and 

then continue to exist was the kind of thing that Nakamura would 

address in the weeks ahead with the patience and the skill that 

she brought to exactly this work. 

Morrison came back from Antarctica having confirmed the 

channel compression method and having contained the Unbegotten in 

a reconfigured barrier that the crystal’s specifications made 

stronger than any containment the Circle had previously deployed. 
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She was carrying the analysis of the quantum entanglement 

collapse data that had begun forming in her mind during the 

operation and that would eventually produce the understanding of 

why the 1933 installation had been both sufficient and 

insufficient and what a genuinely permanent seal would require. 

She was not ready to share this yet. She carried it the way she 

carried most of what she knew: in the back of her mind, where it 

would continue organizing itself until it was ready to be spoken. 

Santos came back from the Amazon having authorized the use 

of the defoliant across the largest geographical area any Circle 

operation had ever subjected to chemical defoliation. She had the 

same relationship to that decision that she had always had to the 

decisions that cost something to make: she had made it, she was 

not going to pretend she hadn’t, she was not going to perform 

regret that was not proportionate to what the alternative had 

been. The Amazon would recover. She would carry the decision. 

These were both true. 

Gardner came back from Cambodia physically intact, which was 

accurate in the medical sense and incomplete in every other 

sense. He had fought the Black Envoy for six hours in the Oneiric 

Fields, longer than any previous documented Oneiric Fields 

engagement, and he had won in the sense that he had come back and 

his team had come back and the Cambodia manifestation had been 

contained. What the six hours had left in him was something he 

and Nakamura would discuss over many sessions in the coming 

months. 
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Oakes came back from Greenland seventy years old and steady, 

and stood at the operations center and gave his report in the 

same tone he had used to give reports for thirty years, and when 

the report was done he sat down in the nearest chair and accepted 

a cup of coffee from the youngest operative in the room and did 

not say anything for a while. 

Tanaka came back with Yuki, his daughter, both alive, the 

Egypt operation completed and the vault re-secured. He watched 

Yuki write her operational report with the quality of attention 

that parents bring to watching children do things that will 

matter, and he thought about the generational temple model that 

he had been developing since 1947 and about whether a model was 

adequate preparation for the actual thing it was modeling. 

Harrow wrote two hundred and eighty-seven letters in the 

nine days following the convergence, one to each family that had 

sent a member into the field and had not gotten them back. He 

wrote them in his own hand, every one, not because anything 

required him to rather than delegating them but because he 

believed that people who had died for reasons that could not be 

publicly explained deserved to be specifically and individually 

mourned by the person who had sent them. He wrote them in the 

voice of a man explaining that someone they loved had served 

something important and was gone, without being able to specify 

the important thing or the nature of the service. He wrote them 

until the words were as accurate as he could make them and as 

inadequate as they were always going to be. 
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On the wall of the new memorial hall, they carved two 

hundred and eighty-seven names. Thomas Pike’s was among them. 

Anna stood before it when it was finished and read through the 

full list without hurrying, which took a long time, and nobody 

interrupted her. 

The Abyssal Sovereigns were dormant. All six sites reporting 

contained, barriers at full specification, quantum entanglement 

severed, the coordinated system that had been forty-seven years 

in the activation broken at its root. 

The Circle had held. At the price of more than half of 

everyone who had deployed. 

Outside, in January’s dark, the stars moved in their 

courses. Patient. Indifferent. Aligning toward the next 

configuration, millions of years from now, when the conditions 

would again obtain and something would again have to stand 

between what the stars enabled and the world that contained 

everything worth protecting. 

In the operations center, the watch resumed. It had never 

actually stopped. 
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Chapter Two 

“Aftermath” 

 

The medical wing’s overcrowding resolved itself over eight 

days as the physically recoverable cases were discharged and the 

psychologically recoverable cases were identified and separated 

from the ones that were not going to be resolved on any timeline 

the medical wing could accommodate. Two hundred and thirteen 

survivors of a convergence that had deployed five hundred people: 

the arithmetic was simple and the implications were not. Nakamura 

moved through the ward with the focused attention of someone 

managing a situation that exceeded her previous experience not in 

category but in scale, treating the categories of damage she had 

been treating for a decade at a volume that had never before been 

concentrated in a single week. 
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Anna’s bed was in the corner farthest from the ward’s 

entrance, which was where Nakamura put people who were physically 

intact and psychologically in a condition that required stillness 

rather than stimulation. She was bandaged in three places from 

the physical events of January first; the bandages were changing 

normally and would resolve. She was staring at the ceiling as 

people stare at ceilings when what they are looking at is not the 

ceiling. 

Nakamura sat beside her and said: tell me what you’re 

seeing. 

Anna said: faces. She said: seventy-three specific faces and 

some less specific ones from the passages who I didn’t have names 

for yet. She said it with the specific flatness of someone 

reporting information rather than expressing feeling, which was 

its own diagnostic indicator. 

Nakamura said: you led them to the Keystone Pattern 

installation. She said: the installation succeeded. She said: 

those are two facts that exist in the same record as the 

casualties. 

Anna said: yes. She said: knowing that doesn’t change what 

I’m seeing when I close my eyes. 

Nakamura said: no. She said: it won’t, for a while. She 

said: that’s what I need to tell you about what comes next, and I 

need you to hear it accurately rather than as a promise that 

things will return to some previous state, because they won’t. 

She said: what comes next is learning to carry this alongside the 

other things you carry, not instead of them, and finding over 
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time that the weight distributes differently. She said: we’ll do 

that work together. She said: you are not the first person in 

this organization who has led people into something and come out 

with fewer people than went in. 

Anna said: I know. She said: that doesn’t help right now. 

Nakamura said: no. She said: ask me tomorrow. 

Gardner’s bed was three rows over. He was not staring at the 

ceiling. He was watching the upper left corner of the room with 

the sustained attention of someone tracking a thing only he could 

see, which was clinically informative and also, Nakamura noted 

when she reached him, accurate: there was nothing in the upper 

left corner. She checked his amulet. The stone was at ambient 

temperature, which meant whatever he was watching was not a 

psychic intrusion in the active sense but an older residue, a 

fragment of sustained contact that the Oneiric Fields engagement 

had left embedded below the level the amulet’s protection 

addressed. 

He said, without looking at her: something else was there. 

He said: not the Black Envoy. Something observing the whole 

convergence. Not participating. Not threatening. Just watching. I 

can still feel its attention. Like a light you can’t quite locate 

the source of. 

She said: when did you first notice it. 

He said: hour four in the Oneiric Fields. After I had pushed 

the Black Envoy’s primary assault back far enough to assess the 

environment. It was in the periphery. Patient. Not engaged with 

what I was doing. Engaged with the larger picture. She said: I’ll 
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tell Harrow. He said: I already know what he’ll say. She said: 

tell me anyway. 

He said: he’ll say we just survived the convergence at 57% 

casualties and I want to pursue a new cosmic entity because of 

something I sensed in the Oneiric Fields under extreme 

psychological stress. She said: and? He said: and he’ll be right 

that we have more immediate priorities, and wrong that this can 

wait indefinitely, because whatever it is, it’s still there. 

* * * 

Harrow wrote the letters in his office with the door closed. 

He had been writing them since January second, working through 

the casualty list in the order the names had been confirmed, 

which meant the Nhal-Kor team first and then the other sites in 

order of their casualty rates. He wrote each one by hand and he 

wrote each one specifically: not a template with names changed 

but a paragraph about that person, drawing on what he knew and on 

the operational files that contained what he did not personally 

know, because the letters were going to families who were going 

to receive them without any context for why they were receiving 

them and who deserved to have the letter know who they were 

mourning even if the letter could not explain the circumstances. 

By January sixth he had written one hundred and forty-seven 

letters and had not slept more than three hours on any of the 

preceding four nights and had not eaten in a pattern that the 

word meal adequately described. 

Nakamura came in on the morning of the seventh and looked at 

the desk and at him and said: stop. He said: I have a hundred and 
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forty more. She said: I know. She said: Oakes can help. She said: 

Tanaka can help. She said: you are not the only person in this 

organization who was responsible for these people and you are not 

honoring them by destroying yourself with guilt that you are 

trying to convert into productivity. She said it without cruelty 

and without softening, because she had learned over many years 

that Harrow responded best to accuracy. 

He said: they died because I deployed them. 

She said: they died because seven Abyssal Sovereigns 

coordinated a simultaneous manifestation event. She said: you 

deployed them into a situation that required deployment or the 

alternative was worse. She said: the Circle existed specifically 

to provide people for exactly this situation, and every person 

who joined it understood that, and honoring that understanding 

means acknowledging what they died for rather than converting 

their deaths into evidence of your failure. 

He looked at the stack of completed letters. He said: they 

had families. 

She said: yes. She said: and those families deserve letters 

from a Director who is capable of thinking clearly, not from 

someone who has been awake for five days. She said: Oakes and 

Tanaka will help finish the list. You will sleep. And then you 

will continue leading the organization that these people died to 

build, which is the only form of honoring them that is actually 

within your power to provide. 
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He went to sleep. The letters were finished collectively 

over the following two days, each one reviewed by Harrow before 

it was sent, each one bearing his signature. 

* * * 

The memorial hall had been built in the Circle’s expansion 

of 1954, occupying the space between the operations center’s 

north wall and the building’s exterior. It had a permanent 

installation from previous years—forty-six names from the 

operations between 1933 and 1957, each one added at the time of 

the loss. The wall’s stone surface had been extended twice 

already as the Circle grew and its operations expanded and the 

inevitable arithmetic of extended combat produced its inevitable 

results. 

They worked for three days on the new addition, which 

required extending the wall significantly: two hundred and 

eighty-seven names in the Circle’s standard format, surname 

first, carved by the same mason who had carved every previous 

entry, a Circle member who had joined in 1951 specifically for 

this skill and who had spent the past three days working with the 

focused attention of someone for whom the work was also mourning. 

The ceremony was on January fourteenth, two weeks after the 

convergence. Two hundred and thirteen survivors assembled in the 

memorial hall with the people who had not deployed—the support 

staff, the analysts, the communications operators who had been in 

the operations center and who had heard every transmission from 

every site for six consecutive hours. The room held them all. 
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Harrow read the names from the Nhal-Kor team. Anna stood 

beside him for this, which she had asked to do and which he had 

agreed to without discussion. She read seventeen of them when his 

voice reached a point where his voice was doing something he 

could not entirely manage, and then he recovered and read the 

rest. Santos read the Amazon names. Oakes read the Greenland 

names in the tone of someone reading a duty roster, which was the 

register he used for things that required steadiness rather than 

expressiveness. Morrison read the Antarctica names and at the end 

said something briefly about Dr. Margaret Chen, who had survived 

but had been stationed at the monitoring position when the 

convergence began and whose work during the six-hour operation 

had prevented a containment failure that would have reached the 

Southern Ocean. Gardner read the Cambodia names. 

Tanaka read the Egypt names and Yuki stood beside him the 

way Anna had stood beside Harrow. She had her father’s quality of 

stillness under difficult conditions, the stillness that came 

from training and from the specific understanding that stillness 

was useful and dissolution was not. 

Thomas Pike’s name was on the Nhal-Kor list. Harrow said it 

in the same register as all the others on the list, not because 

Pike’s death was equivalent to all the others in every sense but 

because the ceremony was a ceremony for all of them collectively 

and making distinctions within the list would have been a 

statement about comparative worth that the ceremony was not 

designed to make. The statement about comparative worth had been 

made, and appropriately, by the thing itself: Pike had bought the 
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seconds that the Nhal-Kor team had needed and he had done it with 

the thing that was his to spend, and the result was the Keystone 

Pattern in place and Anna alive and the link broken. 

Father Brennan offered the blessing at the end, which he did 

with the economy of someone who understood that this was a moment 

for the people in the room and not for liturgy. He said: blessed 

are those who stand watch in the darkness. He said: we commend 

these two hundred and eighty-seven to whatever rest is available 

to people who died doing what they believed mattered. He said: we 

honor them not by feeling adequate grief but by continuing the 

work that they understood themselves to be part of. He said: 

amen. 

The room said: amen. 

People filed out. The wall remained, as walls do. 

* * * 

The strategic meeting convened on February eighth, five 

weeks after the convergence, when enough of the two hundred and 

thirteen survivors had passed through the acute phase of their 

recovery to constitute a functioning senior staff. The agenda 

covered rebuilding, recruitment, operational status at all six 

sites, and the one item that Gardner had been carrying since the 

medical wing and had asked Nakamura to flag for Harrow’s 

attention. 

The operational status was the best news the meeting 

contained: all six Keystone Pattern barriers holding at the 

enhanced specification, the quantum entanglement severed and 

showing no signs of reformation, all six Abyssal Sovereigns 
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dormant. Morrison presented the data with the succinct directness 

she brought to good news and bad news equally. The enhanced 

barriers would hold for decades before requiring reinforcement. 

They had time. 

The rebuilding plan was Tanaka’s work, presented with the 

same thoroughness he brought to everything operational. Thirty-

five new recruits already accepted; training beginning 

immediately. Each survivor assigned three mentees from the 

incoming cohort, direct knowledge transfer rather than 

institutional training alone. He said: we can be at full 

operational strength within two years. He said: we will not 

replace the people we lost. He said: we will build the next 

generation of people capable of doing what they did. 

Gardner presented his item last. He said what he had said in 

the medical wing, more precisely: during the convergence, in the 

Oneiric Fields, there was a presence that was not any of the 

entities the Circle had catalogued. It was observing the 

convergence rather than participating in it. It appeared to be 

neutral—not working with the Abyssal Sovereigns, not opposed to 

them, simply watching. It was still present. He could feel it at 

the Oneiric Fields’ perimeter, not active but attending, the way 

a researcher attends to an ongoing experiment. 

Harrow said: could it be a residual effect of six hours in 

direct Oneiric Fields combat? 

Gardner said: I considered that. He said: I’ve spent a month 

distinguishing what I know is trauma response from what I know is 
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external. The presence is external. It doesn’t have the quality 

of a projection. 

Dr. Elena Vasquez said: this matches something I found in 

the astronomical data. 

* * * 

Vasquez had been monitoring the January first stellar 

alignments before and after the convergence for reasons that were 

professionally obvious: a cosmological event of this magnitude 

produced astronomical signatures, and the Circle’s scientific 

record was improved by documentation. What she had found in the 

post-convergence survey was not a signature she had been looking 

for. 

A point source of light at coordinates that did not 

correspond to any catalogued celestial object. Right ascension 

twenty-one hours forty-eight minutes, declination positive thirty 

degrees fifteen minutes. Faint, at the lower end of what 

professional telescope equipment could resolve at distance, but 

consistent and stable and specifically present in the post-

convergence survey and absent in every pre-convergence survey 

going back to 1947 when the Circle’s astronomical monitoring had 

been established. 

She said: stars do not simply appear. She said: the physical 

processes that produce stellar objects operate on timescales 

measured in millions of years. She said: whatever this is, it is 

not a star in the standard physical sense. It is something that 

produces light at stellar wavelengths from a position in space 

that was not occupied before January first. 
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Morrison said: it appeared at the convergence moment. 

Vasquez said: within the resolution limit of our monitoring 

equipment, yes. It could have appeared days before and we would 

not have captured it, because our survey cadence is weekly. But 

it appeared between the December twenty-fifth survey and the 

January eighth survey, which brackets the convergence date. 

Gardner said: it moved. When I made contact in the Oneiric 

Fields, I felt the presence orient toward me. Vasquez nodded. She 

said: it shifted three degrees on the day you reported making 

contact. Returned to its original position within the hour. 

The meeting was quiet for a moment with the quality of 

people integrating information that had been presented from two 

separate directions and was now connecting. 

Harrow said: we investigate. He said: Gardner, with Vasquez. 

Oneiric Fields observation, astronomical monitoring, coordinated. 

Find out what it is and what it wants. He said: everyone else 

continues rebuilding. We don’t stop the watch because something 

new appeared in it. 

* * * 

Gardner prepared the Oneiric Fields contact carefully over 

two weeks, which was a longer preparation than he had taken for 

any previous deliberate Oneiric Fields entry but which he felt 

was appropriate for an encounter whose nature he did not know and 

could not fully model. He briefed Nakamura on the protocols. He 

briefed Vasquez on the astronomical observation sequence she 

would run during his contact period. He reviewed everything the 

Circle’s files contained about entities that operated in the 
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Oneiric Fields without being Abyssal Sovereigns, which was a thin 

category whose contents were mostly speculative. 

On February twenty-second, he lay down in the research 

chamber and closed his eyes and said: thirty minutes. He said: if 

I am not back in thirty minutes, you wake me. He said it to 

Nakamura, who said she understood, and to Vasquez, who was 

watching the telescope feed, and to himself, as the final 

instruction before he let his consciousness make the crossing. 

The Oneiric Fields were different from the convergence-era 

Oneiric Fields. Quieter. More stable. The fractures that had been 

spreading through the dimensional landscape during the six-hour 

battle had sealed in the weeks since; not perfectly, not without 

evidence of where they had been, but sealed. The landscape had 

the quality of something that had been stressed and had recovered 

the way living things recover: not back to the previous state but 

to a new equilibrium that incorporated the stress. 

The presence was where he had felt it at the periphery, at 

the edge of the Oneiric Fields territory where the landscape’s 

logic began to blur into the dimensional spaces beyond ordinary 

access. He moved toward it the way you move toward something you 

do not know the intentions of: directly, without concealment, at 

a pace that announced approach rather than ambush. 

It manifested when he was within what the Oneiric Fields 

registered as conversational proximity. Not in any form he had a 

category for: not humanoid, not tentacled, not the organized 

biological mass of the Abyssal Sovereigns’ partial 

manifestations. Geometric. Crystalline. Made of light arranged in 
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mathematical relationships, the way that a complex equation is 

made of symbols whose relationships are the meaningful content 

rather than the symbols themselves. The voice it used was not a 

voice exactly but a quality of communication that arrived as 

meaning rather than sound. 

It said: human. You seek contact. This is unusual. Most 

species do not perceive our observation. 

Gardner said: what are you. He said it as the direct 

question it was. 

It said: we are the Recorders. We document cosmic events. 

The convergence was significant: seven Abyssal Sovereigns 

manifesting simultaneously against a young species, outcome 

uncertain. We positioned to observe. We will continue to observe 

until the conflict reaches resolution. 

Gardner said: resolution meaning what. The word had several 

possible meanings in this context, not all of them preferable. 

The entity said: resolution meaning the conflict ends. 

Either humanity successfully contains the Abyssal Sovereigns 

indefinitely, or humanity fails and the Abyssal Sovereigns 

reclaim dominance, or some alternative outcome obtains that 

neither party currently anticipates. We document which. 

Gardner said: and if we’re failing. If we need help. You’re 

watching and you don’t intervene. 

It said: we do not intervene. We record. Intervention 

corrupts observation; the outcome must be the outcome the parties 

themselves produce. We are neutral in the absolute sense. We 

observed the First Architects’ withdrawal without intervening. We 
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observed the Abyssal Sovereigns’ hibernation without intervening. 

We observed your species develop and fight and survive the 

convergence without intervening. This is our function. Our 

nature. We cannot alter it. 

He said: you calculate probabilities. 

It said: yes. He said: what is the probability of humanity’s 

success. There was a pause that had the quality of a system 

accessing a large archive. It said: species Homo sapiens. Age 

three hundred thousand years. Technical development: rapid. 

Psychological resilience: exceptional. Survival probability 

against the Abyssal Sovereigns as of January first, 1958: 

calculated originally at 0.003%. Revised following convergence 

survival: 12%. Further revision pending continued observation. 

Gardner sat in the Oneiric Fields landscape for a moment. He 

said: twelve percent is not good odds. 

The entity said: no. It said: but 0.003% was the original 

calculation. The revision represents a forty-fold improvement. 

You are surprising. We have documented many species encountering 

cosmic threats of this category. Most do not survive initial 

major contact. You have survived two convergences now, using 

technology developed from a species that withdrew from the same 

conflict. We will continue to observe. The odds may revise 

further. 

Gardner said: you said you’re watching humanity 

specifically. Not the Abyssal Sovereigns. 
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It said: the Abyssal Sovereigns are a known quantity. We 

have extensive records. Humanity is the variable. You are what 

makes the current conflict interesting. 

It faded. Not dramatically. Simply ceased to be present as 

the attending quality resolving back into the Oneiric Fields’ 

background. Gardner remained in the landscape for another minute 

and then returned to his body and opened his eyes and said: 

cosmic anthropologists. 

* * * 

The briefing was brief. The information was clear: the 

entity called itself a Recorder, was not hostile, had a strict 

non-intervention policy, was observing the conflict between 

humanity and the Abyssal Sovereigns, and had revised the 

probability of human survival upward following the convergence. 

It would continue to observe. There was nothing the Circle could 

do to prevent this and nothing the Circle needed to do to protect 

against it. 

Harrow said: twelve percent. 

Gardner said: up from 0.003. He said: I’ll take the 

improvement. 

Morrison said: the data the Recorders are compiling—if 

they’ve been doing this across cosmic timescales, across other 

species’ encounters with entities like the Abyssal Sovereigns, 

that archive would contain information we have no other way of 

accessing. She said: is there any possibility of exchange? Of 

accessing their records? 
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Gardner said: I asked, approximately. The answer was that 

exchange would constitute intervention and was therefore outside 

their operational parameters. He said: they won’t share. But 

they’ll watch. And if we build something worth recording—if 

humanity’s conflict with the Abyssal Sovereigns produces an 

outcome that goes into their archive as successful survival 

rather than extinction—then whatever species comes after us gets 

to know we were here. Gets to learn from what we did. 

Brennan said: there is something theological about that. 

Anna said: there is something practical about it. She said: 

if the Recorders are watching us the way researchers watch a 

subject, then our record matters. What we build, how we fight, 

what we sacrifice—it’s all going somewhere. She said: I find I 

don’t mind that. She said it with the quality of someone who has 

been looking for a framework large enough to contain what the 

convergence had cost, and has found one that is large enough, if 

not comfortable. 

Harrow said: then we give them something worth recording. He 

said: back to work. 

* * * 

Three months after the convergence, the Circle’s rebuilding 

had reached the point where the operations center ran on full 

shifts again, the monitoring systems were at standard coverage, 

and the thirty-five new recruits were six weeks into their 

training under the mentorship program Tanaka had implemented. The 

wall of names in the memorial hall had been standing for ten 

weeks, accumulating the daily small evidence of continuing life 
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around it: flowers placed by people who had known specific names, 

notes folded and tucked into the gaps between stones, the 

occasional person standing alone before it in the particular 

silence of someone doing the work that grief requires. 

Harrow came there in the evenings, not every evening but 

most, for reasons he did not fully articulate to himself but that 

had to do with the understanding that the people on the wall had 

contributed to something that was still ongoing and that visiting 

the wall was a way of acknowledging that the ongoing thing was 

continuous with what they had died for. Anna came when she could, 

which was most evenings, because the medical wing had told her 

that structure helped and because she had found that the wall was 

one of the places where structure and feeling were both available 

simultaneously. 

They stood before it on a Tuesday evening in April and Anna 

said: do you think they knew? The ones who didn’t come back. When 

they deployed. Do you think they knew what they were deploying 

into. 

Harrow said: I think they knew the category. He said: we 

briefed them as accurately as we could. He said: no briefing 

could have conveyed the specific experience, but the category—

cosmic-scale threat, six simultaneous fronts, 57% casualty 

projections in the worst-case models—that was in the documents. 

She said: and they went anyway. 

He said: yes. 
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She said: Pike knew. She said: when he moved away from the 

platform toward the center of the chamber. He knew what he was 

doing. 

Harrow said: yes. He said: he made the calculation very 

clearly. He said it in the tone of someone honoring something 

rather than grieving it, which was not the same as not grieving 

it. 

Anna touched Pike’s name on the wall. She said: stubborn 

refusal to calculate odds and withdraw. She said: the Guardian’s 

characteristic quality. 

Harrow said: the First Architects’ assessment. 

She said: I’ll take it. 

Above them, through the memorial hall’s skylight, the April 

night was clear. Somewhere in the visible spectrum’s lower end, 

at coordinates that Vasquez had marked on the Circle’s 

astronomical charts, the Recorder’s light source held its 

position in the sky and watched the planet below with the patient 

attention of something that had been watching cosmic events long 

enough to recognize the specific interest of an unlikely outcome. 

The probability calculations in its archive had been updated. The 

variable was performing above projections. 

In the operations center, the night shift ran its monitors. 

Six sites. Six stable barriers. Six dormant entities. The watch 

continued, as it always had, in the undemonstrative way of 

ongoing necessary things. 

The Circle was rebuilding. The Circle was learning. Thirty-

five new people were being taught what the ones on the wall had 
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known, in the specific and personal way that Tanaka’s 

generational model transmitted knowledge: not as information but 

as identity, not as curriculum but as understanding of why the 

work was worth doing. They would be ready in a year. Others would 

come after them. Others after those. 

The watch did not end. The vigil did not cease. And above 

the world, at coordinates that would hold steady in every survey 

for the next decade, something that documented cosmic events kept 

its careful record of a species performing above expectation, and 

revised its probability calculations accordingly, and waited to 

see what the variable would do next. 

 

* * * 

 

 

 

Chapter Three 

“The Recruit” 

 

Sarah Martinez had been sitting under the same oak tree on 

the Wychmere campus for three years, which was how long she had 

been at the university and how long she had been choosing a 

location that was far enough from the main pathways that she 

could read without being sat next to by people who would 

eventually ask why she screamed at night. The tree was in the far 

corner of the east quad, partially shielded by a building’s 

shadow in the afternoon, and it had the quality of a place that 
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had been selected for good reason by someone who knew what they 

were looking for. 

She was twenty-two years old, a senior in the archaeology 

program, and she was reading a secondary source on pre-Dynastic 

Egyptian iconography because the primary sources were in 

languages she was still working on and because the secondary 

source contained a plate of photographs that she had been 

returning to for three weeks, not because of what the photographs 

were supposed to show but because of what they showed in the 

background of one image, partially visible at the frame’s edge, 

where a wall in the lower chamber of the dig site bore symbols 

that the caption did not address. 

The symbols were in the photograph’s background because they 

were on the wrong wall for the dig’s primary research question, 

which was about funerary iconography and not about the anterior 

chamber’s lower register. They were in the secondary source 

because someone had photographed the space comprehensively and 

the editor had included a wider-angle shot without examining its 

full contents. 

Sarah had been looking at those symbols for three weeks 

because she knew them. 

Not as an archaeologist knows a symbol set, through study 

and comparison and the accumulating pattern recognition of 

sustained research. She knew them the way you know something that 

was part of the first significant thing that ever happened to 

you: immediately, without recourse to analysis, as the body 

stores certain kinds of knowledge in a register below cognition 
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where the critical apparatus cannot intervene. She had been ten 

years old the last time she had seen these symbols, and the 

context of that seeing was the reason she woke screaming twice a 

week and had woken screaming twice a week since she was ten. 

A shadow fell across the page. She looked up. 

Kenji Tanaka stood before her, dressed in the way of 

professionals who do not work at universities, and held out a 

photograph. Not the one she was looking at. A different one, 

clearer, showing the same symbol system at higher resolution in 

what appeared to be a carved Antarctic specimen. He said: Sarah 

Martinez. She said, with the wariness of someone who had been 

found before and had never enjoyed being found: who’s asking. 

* * * 

He told her what he knew about her with the directness of 

someone who understood that deploying the information gradually 

would read as manipulation and that giving it to her all at once 

would read as respect. He said: your parents were members of a 

Tideborn cult, worshippers of the entity called the Brine-Father. 

He said: when you were ten, they brought you to a ritual whose 

purpose was your transformation. He said: the ritual was 

interrupted by law enforcement before completion. He said: your 

parents died in the confrontation. He said: you were taken to a 

hospital, then to foster care, where you have been reported by 

every caregiver as highly intelligent, deeply isolated, and 

subject to recurring nightmares of a specific and consistent 

character. 
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Sarah had put the book down at some point during this 

recitation. She was looking at him with the expression of someone 

who has been carrying something alone for a very long time and 

has just had it named in public. 

He said: the symbols you were studying. They predate the 

Egyptian civilization that built on top of them by approximately 

fifty million years. He said: the Wychmere Circle has been 

working with this material for twenty-five years. He said: we 

fight what you survived. He said: we are looking for people who 

have encountered it and lived, because that is a kind of 

knowledge that we cannot manufacture in training. 

She said: you want to study me. 

He said: no. He said: we want to give you answers. He said: 

and we want to give you something to do with what happened to you 

that is not just carrying it. 

She was quiet for a moment. The campus moved around them 

with the normal indifference of institutional life: students 

between classes, afternoon light, ordinary noise. She said: the 

dreams. They’re not just trauma response, are they. She said it 

not as a question. 

He said: we don’t know yet. We’d need to examine you to say 

with certainty. 

She said: what if the examination finds something I don’t 

want to know. 

He said: it might. He said: but you already know something 

you’ve been not-knowing for twelve years, and the not-knowing 
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hasn’t helped. He said it without cruelty, as the operational 

fact it was. 

She looked at the photograph in his hand. She said: when do 

we go. 

* * * 

The medical scan took an hour and produced readings that 

Nakamura reviewed twice before saying anything. Anna was present 

because Harrow had asked her to be—Anna’s experience with cult 

activity and partial transformation biology was the most 

extensive in the Circle after the events of the past decade—and 

she stood at the monitor and read the data with the focused 

attention she brought to anything that required her to be precise 

before she was reassuring. 

Sarah sat on the examination table and watched their faces 

and said: tell me. 

Nakamura said: the transformation began when you were ten. 

She said: it stopped at approximately fifteen percent completion 

when the ritual was interrupted. She said: that interruption 

preserved your cognitive and physical human structure. She said: 

the changes that occurred are permanent but they are stable. They 

are not progressing. 

Sarah said: what changed. 

Nakamura said: lung capacity significantly beyond normal 

human range. Extended breath-holding ability—we can test this 

precisely but based on the biological indicators you can likely 

sustain submersion for ten minutes or more. Cold tolerance 

substantially increased. Minor dermal changes that are not 
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visible at the surface. She said: none of these are debilitating. 

Some are, in certain operational contexts, advantageous. 

Sarah said: and the other thing. Because there was clearly 

an other thing. 

Anna said: there are marks on your back. Beneath the skin 

surface, embedded in the tissue at the dermal layer. They are not 

scar tissue. They are structured patterns, specific and 

deliberate, placed there during the ritual. They have been active 

since you were ten years old. 

Sarah said: active doing what. 

Nakamura said: two things. The first is a low-frequency 

biological signal, undetectable without our specific monitoring 

equipment. It broadcasts your location continuously. She said it 

plainly, without softening it, because Sarah had specifically 

asked for truth over comfort. 

Sarah said: they’ve always known where I was. 

Anna said: yes. She said: every time you changed cities. 

Every time you thought you had put distance between yourself and 

what happened when you were ten. They were tracking you. 

The quality of twelve years of strategic relocation being 

revealed as having been observed the entire time moved across 

Sarah’s face and settled into something that was the opposite of 

surprise. 

Nakamura said: the second function. The marks contain a 

trigger mechanism. A biological instruction set that, when 

activated by a specific signal from a cult source, would resume 

the transformation and complete it. You have been carrying an 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   322 

incomplete process for twelve years. The marks are its mechanism 

of completion. 

Sarah said: can you remove them. 

Nakamura said: we don’t know yet. She said: disrupting the 

marks without understanding their full architecture risks 

activating what they’re holding in suspension. We need to study 

them before we can address them safely. She said: what we can do 

immediately is shield you. The Circle’s Keystone Pattern 

technology creates a barrier that blocks the tracking signal and 

makes you undetectable to whatever is receiving it. 

Anna took Sarah’s hands. She said: you are not their 

property. What they did to you when you were ten does not define 

what you are. She said: we will work on this. She said: stay with 

us. Let us help. 

Sarah looked at the monitor showing the scan of her own 

back, at the marks she had never known were there. She said: all 

right. She said it with the quality of someone deciding, which 

was different from accepting. 

* * * 

The thirty-five recruits assembled in the orientation room 

on a Tuesday morning in April, and Harrow looked out at them from 

the front of the room with the specific assessment of someone who 

has been evaluating recruits for twenty-five years and whose 

evaluation criteria have been shaped by exactly what those 

twenty-five years produced. They were young. Most were in their 

twenties; a few were older. They had been selected for specific 

skills: languages, scientific disciplines, combat experience, 
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psychological resilience in the documented forms that the 

Circle’s screening process had learned to identify. They did not 

yet know what they had been selected for. 

He told them. He told them accurately and without the 

graduated disclosure that he had used in the early years of the 

Circle, when the assumption had been that people needed to be 

brought to the knowledge slowly. Twenty-five years of operational 

experience had produced the understanding that people who were 

going to break under the knowledge broke regardless of the 

pacing, and people who were going to hold held better when they 

had the full picture than when they had partial information 

surrounded by the specific anxiety of sensing that more was being 

withheld. 

He said: entities that predate human civilization by tens of 

millions of years, that shaped the conditions of life on this 

planet, and that were forced into dormancy by cosmic events they 

did not choose, have been waking since the 1920s. He said: the 

Wychmere Circle has been the primary organization working to 

contain them. He said: four months ago, during an event called 

the convergence, all seven entities attempted simultaneous full 

manifestation. We stopped them. At a cost of two hundred and 

eighty-seven lives out of five hundred deployed. 

The room was quiet with the quality of people receiving 

information that was too large for the social conventions that 

usually managed the receiving of information. 

Morrison stepped forward and activated the projection. The 

convergence photographs: Nhal-Kor surfaced, the Unbegotten’s 
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contamination spread visible from aerial survey, the Amazon 

transformation zone in its first hours. The photographs were 

documentary and they were sufficient. 

Sarah said, from the middle of the room: I’ve seen something 

like that. Not at that scale. But I know what I’m looking at. She 

said: the thing my parents worshiped. They called it the Brine-

Father. It’s part of this ecosystem, isn’t it. 

Harrow looked at her. He said: the Brine-Father is a 

servitor entity. A lesser manifestation. Part of the same system. 

He said: you survived an encounter with its cult. That’s why 

you’re here. 

She said: I didn’t survive intact. 

He said: none of us do. He said it to the room and to her 

specifically. He said: that’s not the criteria. 

* * * 

Gardner had been monitoring the Oneiric Fields boundary near 

Sarah’s quarters since her second night at the facility, when the 

standard psychological evaluation had flagged the nightmare 

frequency and the nightmare content and he had read Nakamura’s 

notes and understood what he was reading. The marks on her back 

were psychic anchors as well as biological ones: the same 

mechanism that the cult used for tracking her location could be 

used for Oneiric Fields access, bypassing the usual distance 

limitations and the cognitive defenses that training built. 

He did not tell her this immediately. He had discussed the 

decision with Nakamura and they had agreed that adding it to the 

immediate disclosure—tracking signal, transformation trigger, 
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possible Oneiric Fields vulnerability, all in one week—was more 

than the psychological architecture of someone in their first 

week of a new situation could productively hold. They would 

address it. They would address it in the right order. 

The right order ran out on a Thursday in the third week of 

April. 

He felt the Oneiric Fields intrusion at approximately two 

AM: not the distant attending quality of the Recorders, which he 

had become familiar with, but the specific signature of an active 

contact being made through a specific anchor point in a specific 

sleeping mind. He crossed the facility to her corridor and 

knocked on her door. 

She opened it immediately, which told him she had not been 

asleep. 

Her expression told him the rest. He said: it made contact. 

She said: yes. He said: tell me what it said. 

She said: it said the marks are mine. It said it can 

complete the transformation from any distance, at any time, 

whenever it chooses to activate the trigger. It said my parents 

understood what they were giving. It said I will eventually 

understand too. 

He said: those are things it wants you to believe. He said: 

some of them are partially true. The trigger is real. The remote 

activation capability is real. He said: those are the true parts. 

The parts about your parents’ understanding and about your 

eventual acceptance are not truth. They are what it tells 

everyone it contacts. He said: the Black Envoy used a similar 
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technique against me. He said: the technique works because it 

takes something real—the trigger, the marks—and frames it as 

destiny rather than as a mechanism. They are not the same thing. 

She was sitting on the edge of her bed and her hands were 

steady and her voice was steady and she said: I know. She said: I 

knew while it was happening that the framing was wrong. She said: 

I just couldn’t stop feeling it. 

He said: that’s the accurate description of how this works. 

He said: knowing the framing is wrong and feeling it are two 

separate processes and the feeling doesn’t yield to the knowledge 

immediately. He said: I’ll start you on Oneiric Fields defense 

training tomorrow. He said: tonight—the contact has been made and 

it knows you’re here. The shielding will prevent the tracking 

signal but the Oneiric Fields access doesn’t go through the 

signal. We need to address that separately. 

She said: will you stay. Not as a request but as a question 

about whether it was appropriate to ask. 

He said: yes. He sat in the chair by the window and stayed 

until dawn, monitoring, and she slept, and the Oneiric Fields 

were quiet for the rest of the night. 

* * * 

The perimeter breach happened eleven days later, on the 

first of May, at eleven-thirty PM. The Circle’s security systems 

identified the approach in the outer monitoring zone and 

classified the contacts correctly: twenty-two Tideborn, fully 

transformed, moving in organized formation toward the facility’s 

north wall. Not attempting concealment. The opposite of 
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concealment: they came in a pattern that would be detected, that 

was designed to be detected, that was making a statement about 

what they were willing to do and how urgently they wanted what 

they had come for. 

The evacuation alert went out to all trainee quarters. 

Thirty-five recruits who had been at the Circle for three weeks 

went through the procedure they had been drilled on twice and 

moved to the secure wing in an orderly way, which was what 

training was for. Security teams moved to intercept. Gardner went 

to the Oneiric Fields monitoring station because the assault’s 

timing and character suggested a coordinated approach—physical 

breach plus Oneiric Fields intrusion simultaneously—and someone 

needed to be watching both dimensions. 

Sarah moved with the other recruits as far as the 

intersection of the main corridor and the secure wing passage. 

Then she stopped. 

The Tideborn were making no effort to get past the security 

teams to reach the dormitory wing or the operations center or any 

of the Circle’s strategic assets. They were fighting toward the 

trainee quarters with the single-minded efficiency of soldiers 

executing a mission with a specific objective. She was the 

objective. She had always been the objective, for twelve years, 

in every city, and the Circle’s shielding had interrupted the 

tracking signal but the Oneiric Fields contact eleven days ago 

had given them her location without the signal, and now they were 

here. 
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She picked up the weapon that the fallen security officer at 

the corridor junction had dropped, which was a practical decision 

made in about two seconds, and she turned around. 

Yuki Tanaka found her there. Yuki said: the evacuation 

protocol— 

Sarah said: they’re here for me. She said: if I run, they 

follow. She said: I’m done running. She said: I’ve been running 

since I was ten years old. 

Yuki looked at her for one second. Then she raised her 

weapon and stood beside her. She said: then we don’t run. She 

said it with the economy of someone who has been trained to make 

this kind of decision quickly and for whom the decision was 

clear. 

The Tideborn came through the north corridor in the 

formation they had been approaching in, and they were fast and 

strong and fanatical with the specific fanaticism of things that 

understood themselves to be retrieving property rather than 

fighting a battle. The lead Tideborn was larger than the others 

and wore what might have been authority in the way its 

positioning organized the ones around it, and it said, in the 

bubbling voice of something that had once been able to produce 

other sounds: marked one. Come with us. Complete the 

transformation. Fulfill what was started. 

Sarah said: no. She said: I am not yours. 

She fired. The lead Tideborn fell. The others surged. She 

and Yuki held the corridor with the specific economy of two 

people who have been trained to hold positions and know the 
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position they are holding is the right one, and security teams 

converged from the flanking corridors, and the fight in the 

Circle’s north wing was brief and decisive and costly to the 

Tideborn and almost free of the Circle until the last one reached 

Sarah and put its hand directly on the marks through her uniform, 

which it had been working toward the entire time—not fighting to 

kill her but to touch her. 

The marks activated. 

The activation was not gradual. It was a signal sent from 

somewhere that was not this room to a receiver that had been 

embedded in her biology for twelve years, and the receiver 

received it, and the transformation that had been held at fifteen 

percent completion for twelve years resumed. She felt it the way 

she had felt it at ten, in the warehouse, before the police had 

come: a pressure from the inside, a reorganization, the fifteen-

percent that was already changed trying to become more than 

fifteen percent, her skin doing something that skin was not 

supposed to do. 

* * * 

Gardner was in the Oneiric Fields monitoring station when 

the trigger activated and he felt it from there, not as an 

external attack but as the specific signature of an internal 

process beginning—the Oneiric Fields equivalent of watching a 

lock turn. He left the monitoring station. He had the amulet he 

always carried, the one tuned to the modified Keystone Pattern 

configuration he had developed after the 1947 Cambodia encounter, 
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the one calibrated for cognitive barrier work rather than 

dimensional containment. He moved fast. 

He reached her in the corridor and put the amulet against 

her forehead and said: Sarah. Wake up. He said it with the force 

he had learned in the Oneiric Fields, the force of a specific 

intention directed at a specific cognitive location: not shouting 

but arriving. He said: this is a mechanism, not a destiny. He 

said: your mind is still yours. He said: take it back. 

The amulet’s Keystone Pattern engaged with the trigger 

signal the way a correctly shaped key engages with a lock: not 

destroying it but disrupting its completion, creating a 

dimensional interference that broke the signal’s continuity. The 

transformation stopped. 

For a moment—for about three seconds—everything in Sarah was 

contested: the trigger still trying to complete, the amulet’s 

interference maintaining the disruption, and her own 

consciousness in the middle of it, present, still herself, still 

the person who had decided twelve years of running was over and 

who had turned around in the corridor. 

She said: I am not yours. She said it to the trigger and to 

the signal and to the twelve years and to the warehouse and to 

the Brine-Father and to whatever architecture of possession had 

been built into her biology when she was ten years old. She said 

it once, clearly, and the trigger’s signal met her own resistance 

and met Gardner’s disruption and the combination was enough. 

She raised the weapon and she finished the fight. 

* * * 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   331 

The medical scan ran for forty minutes, significantly longer 

than the standard assessment, because Nakamura was being thorough 

and because being thorough was warranted. The marks were still 

there. They would always be there; the dermal embedding was 

permanent at the structural level. But when the monitoring 

equipment displayed the activity readings, the signature was 

different. 

Nakamura said: the trigger is gone. She said: when you 

resisted the activation—when your own resistance engaged with the 

signal—you overwrote the instruction set. The marks still exist 

as biology. But their function has been disrupted at the 

programming level. They are no longer transmitting. 

She showed Sarah the monitoring display: the low-frequency 

signal that had been broadcasting her location continuously for 

twelve years, the signal that had been detectable by the Circle’s 

equipment since the day Tanaka had brought her in, was absent. 

Not suppressed by the Keystone Pattern shielding. Gone. The 

transmitter existed; it was no longer transmitting. 

Nakamura said: you are still fifteen percent hybrid. That is 

permanent and will not change. But the marks are inert. You are 

not being tracked. The trigger cannot be reactivated through the 

standard mechanism because you have changed the mechanism. 

Sarah sat with this for a moment. She said: I’m free. 

Nakamura said: yes. She said it simply, without elaborating, 

because the word had sufficient weight on its own. 

Sarah said: for the first time since I was ten years old. 
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She did not cry, which was not because she was not feeling 

the weight of it but because the weight was the kind that comes 

when something that has been held for a very long time is put 

down and what replaces it is not relief exactly but the specific 

unfamiliar quality of space where a burden was. She sat with the 

unfamiliar quality for a while and Nakamura sat with her, which 

was what Nakamura did, which was one of the reasons the Circle 

was what it was. 

* * * 

Harrow met with her in the morning and said she had 

disobeyed an evacuation order, engaged a hostile force without 

authorization, and triggered a direct assault response from the 

cult. He said this with the specific tone of operational review 

rather than censure, because the operational outcomes had been: 

cult assault repelled with zero Circle casualties, one recruit 

demonstrating combat effectiveness under fire, trigger mechanism 

disrupted, the tracking signal ended. He said: you’ve been here 

three weeks and you’ve cost us a fair amount of medical supplies 

and repair work on the north corridor. 

She said: I know. She said: I’m sorry for the damage. She 

said: I’m not sorry for stopping. 

He said: you’re not going to be. He said: and I’m not asking 

you to be. He said: you showed us something useful about your 

capabilities and your judgment under pressure and about the 

marks’ vulnerability to specific resistance. He said: all of that 

is operational information we needed. 

He said: where do you want to be assigned. 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   333 

She said, without hesitation: anti-cult operations. She 

said: I know how they work. I know how they recruit. I know how 

the marking system functions and I know what the early signs of 

cult influence look like in a community because I grew up seeing 

them before I understood what I was seeing. She said: I want to 

find other marked children. She said: I want to prevent what 

happened to me from happening to them. She said: the cult wanted 

to make me a weapon. She said: I want to use what they made me 

against them. 

Harrow said: approved. He said: you’ll work with Anna. She 

leads the cult suppression operations. He said: it is dangerous 

work. He said: you will encounter things that recall your 

childhood in ways that are not comfortable. 

She said: let them recall it. She said: every time they do, 

I’ll know exactly why I’m there. 

He extended his hand. He said: welcome to the Circle, 

Operative Martinez. He said: make them regret ever marking you. 

She shook his hand. She said: I intend to. 

That evening, Anna found her at the memorial wall. Sarah was 

reading the names, slowly, the way Anna had read them ten weeks 

ago after the convergence, which was the way everyone who 

genuinely understood what the wall meant read it: without 

hurrying, giving each name the specific moment it warranted. 

Anna said: thinking about anything in particular. 

Sarah said: about whether I’ll end up here someday. About 

whether this work ends in anything other than dying for it. 
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Anna said: possibly. She said: probably. She said: but there 

are two hundred and eighty-seven people on this wall who did not 

die for nothing. She said: what they died for is still here. What 

they built is still here. The watch they kept is still being 

kept. She said: when your name goes on a wall somewhere, there 

will be something still standing that you contributed to. She 

said: I find that’s enough. She said: it has to be enough, 

because it’s what’s available. 

Sarah said: how long did it take you to believe that. 

Anna said: I’m still working on it. She said it with the 

slight quality of someone telling the truth about an ongoing 

process rather than reporting a completed one, which Sarah 

recognized and respected. 

They stood together before the wall for a while, the new 

operative and the co-director, two people who had survived things 

that should have killed them and who were still standing in the 

same direction. The facility ran its overnight routine around 

them. The Recorder’s light held its position in the sky above. 

The marks on Sarah’s back were quiet—permanently, measurably 

quiet, the monitoring equipment in the medical wing showing a 

flatline where the signal had been for twelve years. 

She was free. She was marked. She was both of these things 

simultaneously. She was, by several different measures, exactly 

what the Circle needed. 

 

* * * 
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Chapter Four 

“The First Architect Awakens” 

 

The Egypt monitoring station’s instruments began behaving 

incorrectly at 11:40 PM on a Tuesday evening in May, five months 

after the convergence, and Yuki Tanaka was the first to notice 

because she was the person on the overnight monitoring rotation 

and because she had spent four months developing the specific 

attentiveness that came from being responsible for an ancient 

vault beneath the Sphinx that contained things that had been 

placed there fifty million years ago. 
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The incorrectness was not dramatic. The Keystone Pattern 

barrier’s integrity indicators fluctuated by a fraction of a 

percent over a period of three hours, which was within the 

documented range of quantum decay and should not have been 

alarming. What made Yuki call her father at two in the morning 

was not the magnitude of the fluctuation but its pattern: not 

random decay noise, which was what she had been trained to 

recognize and filter, but structured variation, an oscillation 

with the specific regularity of something being done on purpose 

rather than happening incidentally. 

Tanaka arrived at the monitoring station in twelve minutes. 

He looked at the readings and said: when did this start. She 

said: three hours ago. He said: has the pattern changed. She 

said: it’s been accelerating. The amplitude is three times what 

it was when I called you. 

He said: it’s waking up. He said: not the containment 

failing. The entity inside is choosing to disrupt the field. 

There’s a difference. 

The vault door began to move at 2:23 AM. Not the outer 

stone—that remained in place—but the inner door, the one that 

Morrison had solved the dimensional puzzle to open in 1947 and 

that had been sealed again when the team departed. Ancient 

mechanisms engaging, stone against stone, the sound of something 

designed to last fifty million years doing its designed function 

on a Tuesday night in May. 

Tanaka put the station on alert. Sixteen operatives took 

positions. He told Yuki: stay close to me. Not because she needed 
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the instruction but because saying it was the thing he needed to 

do, and she understood this, and she stayed close. 

The door opened fully. 

The First Architect that emerged was not the construct 

guardian from 1947. That had been a defensive mechanism, a 

caretaker, an automated system built from First Architect biology 

and given purpose but not full consciousness. This was something 

else: a survivor, a genuine living First Architect that had been 

in stasis since before humanity existed, carrying fifty million 

years in its biology the way nothing else on the planet carried 

anything. It was ten feet tall and barrel-shaped and its compound 

eyes were open and its multiple appendages moved with the weary 

precision of something that had not moved in a very long time and 

was moving now because it had to. 

It was not angry. That was the first thing Tanaka 

registered, because anger had been his prior reference point for 

this entity. It was tired. Ancient in a way that transcended any 

of the Circle’s operational categories for ancient. And it said, 

in the resonant voice that operated across more frequencies than 

human hearing fully processed: humans. We must speak. What you 

have done—what you continue to do—threatens more than you know. 

* * * 

The display it activated filled the vault chamber with 

images that were three-dimensional in a sense that exceeded what 

the word holographic adequately described: they occupied the 

space with the specific density of memory rather than projection, 

as though the events being shown were present in the room rather 
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than represented. Tanaka and Yuki and the four senior operatives 

who had entered the vault with them stood in the middle of four 

billion years of history and tried to receive it as information 

rather than as experience, which was difficult. 

What they saw first was Earth before humanity. Not the Earth 

of geological survey, the abstract record of strata and isotope 

ratios, but Earth as inhabited space—occupied, shaped, organized. 

The Abyssal Sovereigns in their full presence: not the cosmic 

horrors of the Circle’s operational files, not the manifesting 

entities of the convergence, but something that predated those 

categories. Architects. The word arrived in Tanaka’s mind without 

his choosing it, because what the images showed was a 

relationship between the Abyssal Sovereigns and the young Earth 

that was not consumption or domination but something more like 

the relationship between an intelligence and a medium it was 

working in. They had shaped the conditions for life on this 

planet. The specific chemistry of the early ocean, the particular 

atmospheric composition, the deep-ocean temperature gradients 

that still structured marine biology—all of it traceable, in the 

First Architect’s historical record, to deliberate intervention. 

This was their home. Not a resource, not a territory, not a 

domain. Their home, in the sense that it had been shaped by them 

and for them over billions of years and that the life which had 

subsequently emerged from it was their creation, their unintended 

legacy, the thing that grew in the garden they had planted. 

Then the cosmic event. The First Architect’s record was 

precise about the timing and imprecise about the cause, which was 
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consistent with how events that exceeded a civilization’s 

comprehension appeared in that civilization’s history: a stellar 

alignment of a kind that had not been anticipated, producing 

physical conditions in local space-time that were incompatible 

with the Abyssal Sovereigns’ biological requirements for full 

manifestation. Not an attack. Not a defeat. A change in 

conditions, sudden and total, that forced the Abyssal Sovereigns 

from full physical presence into the dimensional spaces where 

their biology could continue to function. Not sleep exactly. A 

state of reduced presence enforced by physics rather than by 

choice. 

And then: the First Architects. Arriving in the geological 

aftermath, finding a world whose dominant intelligences were 

dormant, building their civilization in the space that the 

dormancy created. Not innocent of what they were doing—the 

historical record was unambiguous that the First Architects had 

known the Abyssal Sovereigns existed and were quiescent rather 

than gone—but making the pragmatic calculation that available 

territory was available territory and that the Abyssal 

Sovereigns’ return, if it occurred, was a problem that could be 

addressed when it became current. 

It became current. The First Architects’ response had been 

the Keystone Pattern: a dimensional exclusion field that 

prevented the Abyssal Sovereigns from manifesting in physical 

space, maintaining the quiescence that the cosmic event had 

produced even as the cosmic conditions that had created that 
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quiescence shifted and the Abyssal Sovereigns began attempting to 

return. The Keystone Pattern worked. It suffocated. 

The First Architect said this word specifically. Suffocated. 

It said: the Keystone Pattern creates barriers that prevent the 

Abyssal Sovereigns from existing in your dimension. Imagine being 

unable to breathe in your own home. Imagine a barrier that did 

not imprison you but prevented you from being present in the 

space where you had always been present. It said: that is what we 

did. It said: that is what you have been doing. And it said: 

doing it more completely does not make it more humane. It makes 

the eventual response more catastrophic. 

* * * 

The physics of the rupture threat took twenty minutes to 

explain and another forty to accept, because accepting it 

required undoing an assumption that had been operational doctrine 

for twenty-five years. 

The assumption was: stronger barriers were better. The 

Keystone Pattern worked by creating quantum exclusion zones—

dimensional spaces from which the Abyssal Sovereigns’ biology was 

excluded. The Circle’s twenty-five years of development had been 

aimed at making those exclusion zones more effective, more 

stable, harder to breach. The Egypt crystal had provided 

specifications for barriers orders of magnitude more complete 

than anything the Circle had previously deployed. Those barriers 

had been installed at all six sites during the convergence 

preparations and had held during the convergence itself and had 

held since. 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   341 

The First Architect said: yes. It said: they are working 

exactly as designed. It said: this is the problem. 

The Abyssal Sovereigns were not inanimate things trapped in 

containers. They were entities with biology, with the continuous 

metabolic processes that biology required, with the accumulated 

pressure of existence that everything that existed generated 

simply by existing. In the original First Architect barriers, 

this pressure had found small release points—quantum 

fluctuations, minor manifestation events, the incursions and 

appearances that the Circle had been documenting and managing for 

twenty-five years. Not failures of the barrier. Safety valves. 

The enhanced barriers had no safety valves. They were 

complete. And the pressure that had previously bled off through 

minor incursions was now accumulating. Not slowly. Exponentially, 

compounding with each week that the complete barriers held. 

The First Architect showed them the projection. Not a model, 

not a theoretical calculation, but the actual data from its 

monitoring of the quantum field structure around all seven 

Abyssal Sovereign containment sites. The field was cracking. Not 

at the barriers—the barriers were perfect. At the dimensional 

substrate around the barriers, in the space-time adjacent to the 

exclusion zones, where the accumulating pressure from inside was 

distorting the fabric of ordinary physics. The same fractures 

that Gardner had been observing in the Oneiric Fields since the 

convergence. 

When those fractures reached critical density—when the 

accumulated pressure found no more capacity in the adjacent 
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substrate and sought release through the substrate itself—the 

barriers would not fail gradually. They would fail all at once, 

simultaneously, the pressure that had been building in seven 

sealed containers releasing at the same moment through breaches 

in the dimensional structure rather than through the barriers. 

Not a convergence. A rupture. The distinction was that a 

convergence was the Abyssal Sovereigns working toward 

manifestation within the rules of the existing physics. A rupture 

would change the rules. 

Tanaka said: how long. 

The First Architect said: based on current pressure 

accumulation rates, the dimensional substrate reaches critical 

fracture density in approximately eighteen months. 

Tanaka said: and the solution. 

The First Architect said: controlled release. Reduce the 

barriers selectively, in designated zones, allowing limited 

manifestation. The Abyssal Sovereigns partially exist in those 

zones. The pressure bleeds safely. The substrate stabilizes. The 

rupture does not occur. 

It said: we should have done this from the beginning. We 

chose total exclusion because it was simpler and because we did 

not want to accept what coexistence required. Then we withdrew 

rather than accept what we had refused. You have repeated our 

error more thoroughly and with better technology and you have 

less time to correct it. 

* * * 
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Tanaka transmitted the full briefing to Blackwater on a 

secured channel that evening. The operations center received a 

four-hour transmission and the senior staff spent the following 

day reviewing it, and then Morrison spent the night running the 

physics against her own models, and at six in the morning she 

knocked on Harrow’s office door and said: the First Architect’s 

numbers are correct. She said: the pressure accumulation is real 

and I can see it in the data I’ve been collecting. She said: I’ve 

been attributing the substrate anomalies to post-convergence 

settling. They’re not settling. They’re progressing. 

Harrow said: eighteen months. 

She said: that’s assuming linear progression. She said: the 

accumulation rate is not linear. She pulled up her calculations. 

She said: at the current rate of exponential increase, critical 

fracture density is reached in approximately six weeks. 

Harrow looked at the numbers. He said: not eighteen months. 

Morrison said: six weeks. Maybe seven, if the rate plateaus, 

which there’s no physical reason to expect. 

Vasquez had been monitoring the Recorder’s position since 

the convergence and came in at seven with her own contribution: 

the entity had moved again, significantly, in the past week. Not 

three degrees this time. Twelve degrees, a repositioning that 

suggested it was preparing to observe something more imminent 

than its previous position had been adequate for. She said: it 

knows. She said: it’s positioning for the rupture. 

Gardner came in from the Oneiric Fields monitoring station 

at eight and said: the fractures in the Oneiric Fields landscape 
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are accelerating. The ones I thought were healing post-

convergence are not healing. They are extending. Some of them are 

now wide enough that I can see through them into dimensional 

spaces that have no business being adjacent to ordinary Oneiric 

Fields territory. 

Harrow said: we have six weeks. He said: emergency council. 

Full Circle leadership. Today. 

* * * 

Twenty people in the emergency council chamber. The full 

leadership of the Circle. The Tanaka transmission playing in its 

entirety before the discussion began, because Harrow had decided 

that a decision of this magnitude required everyone to be 

receiving the same information at the same level of completeness 

rather than responding to summaries filtered through other 

people’s assessments. 

The physics were clear. The ethical question was not. The 

council spent two hours on the ethical question, which was the 

appropriate amount of time to spend on a question whose answer 

would determine how seven thousand square miles of Earth were 

used for the foreseeable future and what happened to the people 

currently living in them. 

Morrison presented the case for controlled zones with the 

directness she brought to all technical presentations: seven 

locations, one thousand square miles each, selected for minimal 

population and optimal isolation from civilian infrastructure. 

Partial barriers lowered, controlled manifestation permitted 

within zone boundaries, pressure released, rupture prevented. 
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Cost: seven thousand square miles of Earth permanently altered. 

Benefit: not losing everything. 

Anna argued against the framing rather than the physics. She 

said: we are describing a process by which we select territory 

and its inhabitants for sacrifice. She said: that is not defense, 

that is administered harm. She said: the people living in those 

zones did not consent to this calculation. 

Sarah Martinez, three weeks into her operative status, said: 

I know what transformation feels like from the inside. She said: 

I know what it means to have something done to you without your 

consent because someone else decided it was necessary. She said: 

we cannot choose who gets transformed so that everyone else 

survives. That is not a power we have the right to exercise. 

Brennan said: the mathematics are not optional. He said: 

selecting some to save all is a category of moral decision that 

occurs in medicine, in military strategy, in governance. He said: 

refusing to choose is itself a choice, and in this case the 

consequence of refusing to choose is that the choice is made for 

us by catastrophe. He said: I find this terrible. He said: I also 

find it necessary. 

The debate turned on itself twice. It might have continued 

turning if Nakamura had not said, quietly, in a pause that opened 

between two arguments: have we asked them. 

The room went quiet in the way rooms go quiet when someone 

has said the thing that was missing. 

She said: we have been debating the fate of approximately 

ten thousand people for two hours without a single person in this 
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room asking what those people want. She said: if we are committed 

to the principle that transformation requires consent—and this 

room has been committed to that principle for the duration of 

this discussion—then the first thing we should do is contact the 

communities in the proposed zones and tell them the truth. She 

said: fully. Accurately. Without the framing that makes it easier 

for us. And then we offer evacuation with complete support and we 

let them tell us what they choose. 

Harrow said: can we do that in six weeks. 

Morrison said: we can do it in two weeks if we start 

immediately. 

He said: then that’s the motion. We contact every affected 

community. We explain the situation with complete accuracy. We 

offer evacuation with every resource the Circle can provide. We 

do not coerce. We do not simplify. And we accept the outcomes, 

whatever they are. Sixteen in favor, four opposed. Motion 

carries. 

* * * 

The Mariana Trench research station received the Circle’s 

briefing via satellite transmission and the five scientists 

currently stationed there asked seven clarifying questions and 

then asked for forty-eight hours to discuss among themselves. At 

the end of forty-eight hours they transmitted their collective 

decision: they would stay. They said: this is the greatest 

scientific opportunity in recorded history. They said: we choose 

to document it. 
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The Saharan nomadic communities required a different 

approach: Tanaka flew to Algeria with a translator and met with 

the relevant councils over three days, delivering the briefing 

through the cultural framework of people who had been navigating 

the Sahara’s challenges for thousands of years and who received 

information about new dangers with the pragmatic assessment of 

people for whom danger was a managed condition rather than an 

exceptional one. The councils deliberated for a day and chose 

evacuation. They said: the desert has always been harsh. We will 

find new desert. Our children will live. 

The Antarctic interior research stations evacuated within 

six hours of receiving the briefing, which was not surprising. 

The researchers stationed there were scientists operating in the 

most inhospitable environment on Earth precisely because they 

understood the difference between acceptable and unacceptable 

risk, and the briefing described a risk they assessed as 

unacceptable. They departed with their data. 

The Amazon indigenous communities took the longest. The 

Circle’s contacts in the region knew the relevant leaders and the 

meetings were direct and unhurried. The response, delivered 

through three separate councils over four days, was refusal. Not 

refusal to understand or refusal to engage, but refusal to leave. 

The oldest council member said something that the translator 

rendered as: this is our land for ten thousand years. This is one 

more change in the land. We have survived all the previous ones. 

He said: you call what is coming transformation. We call it what 

the land does when it changes. We stay. 
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The Greenland Inuit communities nearest the burial site 

split: some families chose evacuation, some chose to stay, and 

several said that the decision should be individual and that the 

Circle should honor individual choices. The Circle honored them. 

The Himalayan monastery communities, when briefed, asked a 

single question: will we retain consciousness during the 

transformation. The Circle said they did not know with certainty. 

The monks said: then we face it as we face all uncertainty, which 

is with preparation and acceptance. They stayed. 

The oceanic zone contained no permanent population. It 

required no consultation. 

Final count: seven thousand two hundred people evacuated, 

fully supported, resettled with the Circle’s resources and the 

governmental partner networks that had been building since 1947. 

Three thousand five hundred people chose to remain. Their choices 

were documented, witnessed, honored. 

Morrison said: we have our zones. She said it without 

triumph and without apology. She said: we proceed in four days. 

* * * 

Morrison stood at the operations center’s primary station 

with the barrier control sequences she had spent two weeks 

preparing and looked at the six screens that had shown her the 

convergence in January and said nothing for a moment. Then she 

activated the sequence. 

The Keystone Pattern barriers at seven locations were not 

removed. They were selectively reduced—the exclusion zones 

narrowed, the quantum thresholds lowered in the specific 
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configurations that the Egypt crystal’s specifications described 

as the controlled-release parameters. Not gaps in the barriers 

but calibrated permeability: the difference between a sealed room 

and a room with a carefully sized ventilation opening. 

The pressure released. 

At the Mariana Trench coordinates, the water at the zone’s 

center churned in a specific pattern that the monitoring 

instruments recorded as partial manifestation: the Drowned King 

present in the zone at reduced dimensional footprint, not the 

full presence of the convergence but something contained and 

bounded, the entity’s biology functioning in the physical space 

it had been prevented from accessing. The five research 

scientists had positioned themselves at their observation 

equipment. Their first transmissions were scientific in 

character, which was consistent with who they were and what they 

had chosen to do. 

In the Sahara, the crystalline transformation the Circle had 

observed during Santos’s post-convergence survey zone visits 

began immediately and spread from the zone’s center outward to 

the defined perimeter and stopped there, held by the reduced 

barrier. The desert became something that was not desert but was 

not hostile: an alien geometry occupying a bounded space, 

adjacent to ordinary sand and ordinary sky, neither contaminating 

nor contaminated. 

The Antarctic interior zone produced an architectural 

emergence: structures at depth, the same First Architect 

construction patterns Morrison had documented in the vault, 
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rising through ice that was no longer behaving like ice in the 

zone’s center. The Antarctic research teams monitoring from 

outside the perimeter had their instrumentation running and were 

recording. 

In the Amazon, in the Himalayan valleys, in the section of 

Greenland ice sheet that had become a monitored zone boundary, in 

the empty Pacific ocean grid that had been designated the seventh 

zone—across all seven locations, the physics changed. Not 

everywhere. In bounded, specific, monitored areas, at the cost of 

what the cost had been, the Abyssal Sovereigns’ presence was 

permitted. 

Morrison watched the substrate readings across all six 

primary containment sites. The fracture propagation stopped. The 

accumulation pressure dropped. The Oneiric Fields monitoring 

station reported that Gardner was observing the fractures 

beginning to stabilize. 

She said, to the room and to the record: the rupture has 

been prevented. She said: the zones are stable. She said: the 

barriers are holding at the new parameters. 

She said nothing else for a while. None of them did. 

* * * 

Tanaka spoke with the First Architect in the vault for the 

last time before the Egypt monitoring station’s operations 

returned to standard rotation. The First Architect had been 

present for the zone establishment, monitoring through mechanisms 

Tanaka could not fully assess, and it said: you have done the 

necessary thing. It said this without enthusiasm and without 
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warmth but with the quality of an entity that had lived long 

enough to value accuracy over affect. It said: the First 

Architects made the opposite choice and withdrew. You have made 

the different choice and remained. It said: I do not know if this 

produces a better outcome. But it is a different one. 

Tanaka said: will you remain active. He was asking whether 

the First Architect would continue to be available for 

consultation, which was a practical question, and whether the 

entity that had survived fifty million years alone in a vault 

beneath the Sphinx intended to continue doing so, which was a 

different question. 

The First Architect said: I have a purpose. I am a guardian. 

The vault contains knowledge that the Circle has begun to use 

correctly. I will guard it as long as I am capable of guarding. 

It said: your Crystal specifications are adequate but incomplete. 

There are further records here. Bring your scientist when you are 

ready for them. 

Tanaka said: Morrison. 

The First Architect said: yes. That one. She asks the right 

questions. It said this with something that functioned as 

respect, which was the most the Circle had ever received from an 

entity of that age and category, and Tanaka noted it in his 

operational log with the specificity it deserved. 

The first transmission from Dr. Margaret Chen at the Mariana 

Trench zone arrived forty-eight hours after the zone openings, 

and it was not what anyone at the operations center had been 

expecting, which was itself informative. Chen’s voice was altered 
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by her partial transformation—a bubbling quality beneath the 

vowels, the consonants slightly reshaped by the changes in her 

vocal apparatus—but unmistakably hers, unmistakably conscious, 

and she was describing her first twenty-four hours in the zone 

with the precise technical vocabulary of someone who had been a 

marine biologist for twenty years and who had just encountered 

the most remarkable marine biology in recorded history. 

She said: the Tideborn are not hostile. She said: they are 

present in the zone in significant numbers and they are aware of 

us and they have made no aggressive contact. She said: I have 

been attempting communication and there have been responses. Not 

linguistic. Bioluminescent pattern exchanges at wavelengths I can 

now perceive. She said: I believe they understand we are here by 

choice. She said: I believe they are assessing what that means. 

She said: I am well. She said: the transformation is more 

extensive than my baseline fifteen percent—the zone’s conditions 

are accelerating the biological process, I am monitoring this and 

will report changes as they occur. She said: I am still myself. 

She said: that is the most important datum. She said: I am still 

Dr. Margaret Chen, and I am in the most extraordinary environment 

I have ever worked in, and I intend to document every hour of it. 

Harrow listened to the transmission twice. Then he said to 

the operations center at large: log it. He said: all Chen 

transmissions go directly to Morrison’s desk as well as the 

standard log. He said: we are going to need to understand what is 

happening in those zones, and Dr. Chen is apparently the person 

best positioned to tell us. 
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The watch had changed. Not ended—the Circle still monitored, 

still guarded, still maintained the perimeters—but changed as a 

guard’s assignment changes when the nature of what is being 

guarded changes. The zones required boundaries, not barriers. 

Management, not exclusion. The Circle had been built to prevent 

manifestation. It was now being asked to manage manifestation, 

which was a different skill, and the Circle was going to have to 

learn it. 

The First Architect in the vault settled back into its 

routines, which were the routines of something that had been 

maintaining its post for fifty million years and understood that 

long-term purposes required long-term commitment. Outside, above 

the Giza plateau, the April night held the Recorder’s light at 

its steady coordinates, neither closer nor farther than it had 

been, attending. Recording. Noting, in whatever form the 

Recorders’ notation took, that the variable had done something 

unexpected again. 

The probability calculations were still running. 

 

* * * 
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Chapter Five 

“The Zones” 

 

Six months after the zone openings, Dr. Margaret Chen’s 

status reports had become the most widely read documents the 

Circle produced. Not the most operationally important—the barrier 

integrity reports from all seven zones, Morrison’s substrate 

analysis, the Oneiric Fields fracture surveys from Gardner—but 

the most read, circulated among operatives who had no 

professional requirement for them, passed between people who 

found in them something that the operational documents did not 

provide. 

She had been transmitting twice weekly since the openings, 

and the reports had changed in character over the six months in a 

way that tracked the change in her situation. The early ones were 

clinical: biological readings, transformation progress, 

environmental conditions, observations of Tideborn presence at 

distance. By the third month the distance had closed and the 

observations had become interactive. By the fifth month she was 
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describing communication, and the sixth-month report that reached 

Harrow’s desk in November 1958 contained documentation that the 

operations center’s senior staff read three times before the 

morning briefing. 

She had achieved sustained symbolic exchange with the 

Tideborn population in the Mariana Trench zone. Not through the 

translation frameworks the Circle’s linguists had been 

developing—those were still months from anything workable—but 

through the bioluminescent pattern language that she had been 

observing since her second week in the zone, which the Tideborn 

used for communication at depth and which Chen’s transformed 

biology gave her the capacity to perceive and, after four months 

of patient observation and cautious experimentation, to produce. 

What the communication had revealed was the thing that the 

sixth-month report contained and that the senior staff read three 

times. The Tideborn were not a servitor species, not the cult’s 

willing instruments, not the Brine-Father’s extensions. They were 

a civilization. They had been a civilization for approximately 

ten thousand years, since the first significant human 

transformations had produced a population with the biological 

capacity to survive at depth and the cognitive inheritance of 

human consciousness. They had history—oral traditions encoded in 

bioluminescent pattern that their oldest members maintained over 

generations. They had philosophy—Chen’s sixth-month report 

contained forty pages of translated fragments and a note that 

translation was necessarily incomplete and that the fragments 
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suggested a cosmological framework of considerable 

sophistication. They had art. 

Chen wrote: I want to be precise about this because 

precision is what the record requires. The Tideborn are people. 

Not in the human sense, not in the category that human legal and 

ethical frameworks currently address, but in the functional sense 

that matters for how they should be understood and how we should 

relate to them. They are conscious. They have culture. They 

remember their dead. They have opinions about what is beautiful 

and what is not. They chose to share these things with me and in 

doing so they took a significant risk that I may not have fully 

appreciated when I was the beneficiary of it. The report closed 

with a line that several people at the operations center had 

written down separately: if what we have been fighting for 

twenty-five years is the protection of human consciousness, we 

should be very careful about which forms of consciousness we 

decide do not qualify. 

* * * 

Anna brought Harrow the folder on a Monday morning in late 

November with the expression of someone who has been managing a 

problem carefully and has reached the point where managing it 

carefully is no longer sufficient. She said: Stone’s faction has 

submitted a formal proposal. She opened the folder. She said: 

tactical nuclear strikes on all seven zones. Simultaneous. 

Complete sterilization. She said: they are calling it the 

Purification Protocol. 
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Harrow read the proposal’s executive summary. It was twelve 

pages long and carefully written and made its case in the 

language of operational necessity: the zones represented 

permanent contamination of Earth’s environment; the transformed 

populations were vectors for further spread; the precedent of 

accepting transformation as a legitimate outcome created 

institutional momentum toward the normalization of cosmic 

corruption. The Circle had been founded to prevent what the zones 

embodied. The zones were a failure of resolve. 

He said: how much support. 

She said: approximately thirty percent of Circle personnel. 

She said: Commander Stone leads it but it’s not exclusively his 

grief. There are people in this organization who fought in the 

convergence and lost people they loved and who need the loss to 

mean something specific—need it to mean that we won, that cosmic 

horror was contained, that the world after the convergence is 

fundamentally human and normal and intact. The zones threaten 

that narrative. 

He said: what Stone is proposing is the murder of several 

thousand people. 

She said: yes. She said: Stone would say it’s mercy. That 

the transformed are no longer people. That we would be ending 

suffering rather than causing it. 

He said: Chen’s reports say otherwise. 

She said: Stone would say Chen’s reports are the testimony 

of a compromised subject. She said: he has a prepared counter-

argument for every piece of evidence we have. She said: the only 
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way to address this is to give the entire Circle the same 

evidence at the same time and let them form their own 

conclusions. 

Harrow said: we assemble the full Circle. 

* * * 

Five hundred people in the assembly hall was more people 

than the assembly hall had been designed to hold, but the Circle 

had grown since 1954 when the building was constructed and the 

overflow stood at the back and along the side walls and the 

assembly was held anyway because waiting for a larger space felt 

like the wrong response to urgency. 

Harrow gave Stone the floor first, for the same reason he 

had given Pike and Brennan the floor first in 1956: because 

addressing opposition arguments before presenting the counter-

evidence was more persuasive than the other order, and because 

Stone’s case deserved to be heard completely before it was 

answered. 

Stone made his case for thirty minutes. He was a good 

speaker—not as politicians were good speakers, with the trained 

ease of people who performed in public professionally, but in the 

more demanding way of someone speaking from conviction who had 

organized the conviction into argument. He said: the zones are 

contamination, not accommodation. He said: the Circle was built 

to prevent what the zones represent. He said: the transformed are 

no longer the people they were, regardless of what they report 

about their own consciousness, because consciousness that has 

been altered by cosmic biology is not the same as the 
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consciousness it was before the alteration and the difference 

between those two states is the difference between a person and a 

puppet. 

He said: I lost my wife and my children in the convergence. 

He said it in the middle of his argument rather than at the end, 

not as an appeal to sympathy but as relevant information, because 

it was relevant information: his position on the zones was not 

separate from the loss but was a response to it, and he believed 

people should understand the response in its context. He said: 

they died because the Abyssal Sovereigns woke. They died because 

the line we built was not strong enough. And now we have reduced 

that line, created openings, allowed the things that killed my 

family to exist in bounded spaces on this planet because our 

scientists tell us the alternative was worse. He said: maybe it 

was. He said: but we don’t have to honor that compromise by 

protecting its results. 

The room was quiet when he finished. It was the specific 

quiet of people who have heard an argument they can feel the 

force of even if they intend to reject its conclusion. 

Harrow said: Dr. Morrison will present the technical case. 

After that, we will play a recording. 

Morrison presented in twelve minutes. The physics were the 

physics; they had been verified by four independent analyses and 

there was no counter-argument to the substrate data. The rupture 

was real, the controlled zones had prevented it, the pressure was 

stable. She said: the alternative to the zones was not a cleaner 
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victory. It was the end of everything the convergence’s 287 

casualties died to protect. 

Then Harrow played Chen’s sixth-month report. Not the full 

forty pages. Twelve minutes of audio, Chen’s voice with its new 

register, describing the bioluminescent communication and the 

Tideborn civilization and the cosmological philosophy and the 

art, with the precision and the wonder and the scientific rigor 

of a mind that had not been replaced but had been expanded. 

The room listened. Stone listened. When it ended, Stone 

said: she claims to be herself. She claims consciousness. But the 

claim is made by a transformed mind. We cannot trust it. 

* * * 

Sarah Martinez stood up. 

She did not ask permission and she did not wait for a pause 

in Stone’s argument. She stood up in the middle of the room and 

she rolled up her sleeve to the shoulder and she said: I am 

fifteen percent transformed. This is visible if you know what you 

are looking at. She said: I have been part of this organization 

for seven months. I have fought in this organization’s 

operations. I have conducted anti-cult work that has recovered 

eleven children from Tideborn cult situations in the past four 

months. She said: by Commander Stone’s reasoning, my testimony 

about my own consciousness is untrustworthy because I am 

partially transformed. By Commander Stone’s reasoning, I should 

be on a list for elimination alongside the zone populations. 
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She said: I want to know if that is what this room believes. 

She said it directly to the five hundred people and to Stone and 

to everyone who had been nodding during his argument. 

Stone said: your case is different. He said: fifteen percent 

is not the same as full transformation. 

She said: where is the line. She said: at what percentage of 

transformation does personhood end. She said: what is the 

threshold below which I am a person and above which I am 

something to be eliminated. She said: I need the specific number 

because I need to know whether I am safe in this organization or 

whether this debate is also a debate about me. 

Stone had no number. The argument required a threshold and 

the threshold did not exist in any form that could be stated 

without revealing that the argument was not actually about 

biology but about something else, something that would not 

survive being said clearly in a room of five hundred people. 

Father Brennan said: the soul is not a percentage. He said: 

in forty years of theology I have not encountered a framework 

that quantifies personhood by biological composition. He said: 

consciousness is the criterion. Identity is the criterion. Chen 

is conscious. Chen has identity. Ahmed in the Sahara is conscious 

and has identity. The tribal communities in the Amazon are 

conscious and have identity. They are people. He said: we do not 

eliminate people. 

* * * 
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The vote was three hundred eighty to one hundred twenty. 

Seventy-six percent of the Circle against elimination, twenty-

four percent for it. 

Stone accepted the result as soldiers accept outcomes they 

disagree with: without pretending to agree, without withdrawing 

from the organization, because the organization was worth more 

than the disagreement. He said: I accept the democratic will. He 

said: I do not concede the argument. He said: if the zones 

expand, if transformation normalizes, if the Circle forgets what 

it was built for, I will be here to object. He said: that is my 

function now. Loyal opposition. 

Harrow said: I need you here. He said: not because you were 

right about the zones—you weren’t. But because an organization of 

five hundred people pursuing a strategy that seventy-six percent 

supports needs twenty-four percent asking the hard questions. He 

said: your grief made you dangerous for a while. Your discipline 

makes you useful. Stay. 

Stone stayed. His faction met that evening and was quieter 

than it had been, and some members moderated their positions in 

the weeks after, and some did not, and the Circle continued with 

the distributed tension of an institution that contained genuine 

disagreement and had decided to treat that disagreement as a 

resource rather than a threat. 

* * * 

Morrison took a research team to the Sahara zone in 

December, the first formal field visit since the zone’s 

establishment. The zone’s boundary was visible from a distance: 
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the crystalline transformation produced a refractive effect at 

the perimeter’s edge, the desert on one side behaving like desert 

and the desert on the other side doing something that desert did 

not do, catching the winter light at angles that sand did not 

produce. 

The figure who met them at the boundary had been called 

Ahmed before the transformation, which was the name he had asked 

them to continue using, because it was his name and the name was 

accurate to who he was. He was bilateral in structure—two legs, 

two arms, upright—and the proportions were recognizable as the 

proportions of a person, and his face retained the architecture 

of his pre-transformation face, the same eyes, the same forehead, 

the bone structure that photographs from before had documented. 

The surface of him was different: a crystalline integration that 

was neither skin nor mineral but partook of both, catching light 

the way quartz catches light, with the specific beauty of 

structures organized by geometry rather than by the random 

processes of biological growth. 

Morrison said: how are you. 

He said, in French because that had been his second language 

before the transformation and remained his second language after 

it: I am well. He said: differently well. He said: the sand 

speaks to me now, which is not a figure of speech. He said: the 

Unbegotten’s essence in the substrate communicates in patterns 

that I can perceive—not through hearing, not through any of the 

ordinary senses, but through the crystalline layer of my biology 

that is continuous with the crystalline structure of everything 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   364 

in the zone. He said: it is not a conversation in the sense that 

you and I are having a conversation. It is more like 

understanding the weather from inside it. 

Morrison said: do you regret staying. 

He said: I grieve. He said: I would not have chosen this for 

myself if I had known, when the choice was presented, exactly 

what it meant. But that is true of most significant choices. He 

said: I have gained something I cannot put in terms fully 

comprehensible to someone who has not experienced it. I am more 

connected to this place than I have ever been connected to 

anything. To this desert, to this zone, to the entity whose 

presence makes it what it is. He said: I was a guide before. He 

said: now I understand what I was guiding through. He said: that 

is worth something. I am not certain it is worth everything. But 

it is worth something. 

He turned and gestured toward the zone’s interior. He said: 

come. We have built things. I want to show you. 

They followed him into the crystalline garden that had been 

desert six months ago, and Morrison recorded everything, because 

recording everything was what Morrison did, and because what was 

in the garden was genuinely new in the world. 

* * * 

Santos went to the Amazon zone in January. Not on official 

Circle business—her operational work with the anti-cult team kept 

her based in Blackwater, and the Amazon zone was in the 

monitoring rotation—but because she had been carrying the 

defoliant decision since 1958 and because she had been told, by 
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the zone monitoring team’s reports, that the tribal communities 

who had stayed were thriving and she needed to see it. 

The tribal leader who came to meet her at the zone’s 

boundary was a man she had met before the convergence, on the 

Circle’s South American relationship-building visits in the early 

1950s. His name was unchanged. His form was substantially 

changed: the human-plant-fungal integration that the Root-

Mother’s zone biology produced was more visible in some community 

members than others, and in him it was fully expressed, the 

surface of his body continuous with the forest floor biology 

around him in a way that made the boundary between person and 

place ambiguous. He was also, as his voice made clear when he 

spoke, entirely himself. 

He said: Maria Santos. You poisoned our jungle. He said it 

without hostility—as an accurate historical statement, the kind 

that communities with long memories make when they want to 

establish that the memory is intact. 

She said: yes. She said: I made the decision I believed was 

necessary. She said: I have not stopped thinking about it. 

He said: the jungle you poisoned is recovering. He said: 

more slowly than it would have recovered on its own, but 

recovering. He said: the jungle you see now—he gestured at the 

zone—is not recovering. It is becoming. Something new. He said: 

we are becoming with it. 

He said: the Western world sees humanity as separate from 

nature. Above it. We have never seen ourselves that way. This 

transformation—it is radical, it is not what we would have chosen 
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if we were choosing the form of our relationship with the land—

but the relationship itself, the integration, the continuity 

between us and the forest, that is what we have always been 

trying to maintain. He said: the Root-Mother did not take us away 

from who we are. He said: it took what we already were and made 

it structurally explicit. 

Santos said: I created a dead zone in the middle of your 

territory. She said: I killed the normal jungle to stop the 

transformation. 

He said: yes. He said: and now there is transformed jungle 

here and recovering jungle there and a boundary between them. He 

said: boundaries are not always wounds. Sometimes they are just 

the places where different things are adjacent. He said: we are 

not your enemies, Santos. He said: we are not the cult’s 

instruments. He said: we are your neighbors, in the ecological 

sense. Different. Adjacent. Both present. 

She was quiet for a while. She said: I came to see if you 

were all right. 

He said: we are. He said: are you? 

She considered the question honestly, which it deserved. She 

said: working on it. 

* * * 

He told Anna on a December evening, in the operations center 

after the overnight staff had taken over and the building had the 

quiet quality of institutional space in off-hours: I was wrong 

about something. She looked at him. He said: not about the zones. 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   367 

I still believe the zones were necessary. He said: but about what 

I believed the zones were. 

He said: I have been treating the zones as acceptable 

losses. Necessary sacrifice. The price of preventing the rupture. 

Something we bear with regret. He said: Morrison’s Sahara 

photographs and Chen’s six-month report and Santos’s Amazon visit 

notes are asking me to reconsider that framing. He said: what if 

the zones are not losses. What if they are, in some sense, 

something else. 

Anna said: say the rest of it. 

He said: what if the people in those zones are not people 

who should have been elsewhere but chose to stay. What if they 

are people who are doing something genuinely new. Adapting to a 

reality that the rest of us are adapting to more slowly. He said: 

Chen is documenting a ten-thousand-year civilization that we did 

not know existed. Ahmed is perceiving things that no unaltered 

human has perceived. The Amazon communities are maintaining a 

relationship with their territory that was always their primary 

value. He said: if I am honest, these are not losses. They are 

divergences. The human family branching. 

Anna said: Stone would say you have lost the thread. 

He said: Stone’s grief is shaping his argument in ways he 

cannot see from inside the grief. He said: I have my own grief 

and I try to apply it correctly, which means applying it to the 

people who died rather than to the strategy that might have 

prevented some of those deaths but would have required us to be a 

different kind of organization. He said: the Circle I want to be 
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the director of is one that protects conscious beings. All of 

them. Including the ones who don’t look like they did before. 

Anna said: that is a larger definition of the mission than 

the one we started with. 

He said: yes. He said: I think the mission had to grow. He 

said: twenty-five years of encountering what we have encountered 

will do that. You start with stop the Drowned King and you end 

with what does it mean to protect humanity when humanity is 

becoming something you did not anticipate. 

She said: are you ready to say that in a room of five 

hundred people. 

He said: I already said the important parts at the assembly. 

He said: the rest is ongoing. 

* * * 

Stone met with what remained of his faction in the third 

week of December. One hundred and seven people, down from the one 

hundred and twenty who had voted with him at the assembly. 

Thirteen had quietly modified their positions in the weeks since. 

He had not pursued them, because loyalty that required pursuit 

was not loyalty. 

He said: we accept the result. He said: we continue 

watching. He said: when the zones expand—if they expand—we bring 

it back to the Circle and make the argument again. He said: the 

democratic process is the tool. We use the tool. 

He said: I want to be clear about something. He said: I am 

not a murderer. I was prepared to authorize something that in 

retrospect I understand was murder, and I was prepared to do that 
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because I believed it was mercy, and the distinction between 

those two beliefs is where the argument lives. He said: what 

Sarah Martinez said at the assembly—where is the line—I do not 

have an answer to that question. He said: the fact that I do not 

have an answer does not mean there is no answer. He said: it 

means we need to find one. That is our work now. Not elimination. 

Definition. What does it mean to be human enough to be protected 

by the Circle. He said: that is a question this organization 

needs to answer, and the answer cannot be seventy-six percent of 

us deciding and twenty-four percent of us objecting. It has to be 

better than that. 

Nobody disagreed with this. The faction sat with the 

question that Stone had given them, which was harder than the 

position they had come in with and more honest and less 

satisfying in every way that satisfaction was the wrong thing to 

be seeking. 

Outside, the Recorder’s light held its position in the 

December sky. In the Mariana Trench, Chen was learning to 

navigate by bioluminescence. In the Sahara, Ahmed was tending a 

crystalline formation that his community had decided was 

beautiful. In the Amazon, the boundary between the dead zone and 

the living zone was measurably advancing toward recovery. 

The zones were six months old. The question of what they 

meant was not going to be answered in six months. Some questions 

required more than one generation to answer, and the Circle had 

committed, however reluctantly and however divided, to being the 
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kind of institution that could hold a question across generations 

rather than resolving it prematurely in the wrong direction. 

That was, Harrow had told Anna, what the generational temple 

model actually required. Not transmission of answers. 

Transmission of the right questions. The willingness to sit with 

the thing that could not yet be resolved and to protect it while 

it worked itself out. 

The watch continued. The zones continued. And in the space 

where certainty used to be, something more difficult was growing. 

 

* * * 

 

Chapter Six 

“The Choice” 

 

The meeting in the abandoned warehouse near Boston’s 

waterfront was arranged through channels Stone had been following 

since the assembly vote in November, channels he had not been 

seeking but that had found him as certain kinds of contacts find 

people who have publicly expressed a certain kind of frustration. 

Three figures in a space that smelled of salt water and old 

timber, lit by portable equipment, speaking with the careful 

precision of people who had prepared what they were going to say. 

They were not the standard cult. Stone had processed enough 

Tideborn cult intelligence to recognize the standard profile and 

these people did not match it: they were not transformed, they 

showed no markers of partial conversion, their interest was not 
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in the Brine-Father’s servitude but in something different. Full 

transformation. Total communion. Not servitors but communicants, 

in a theological sense that the woman who led the conversation 

used deliberately. She said: we share your concern about the 

zones. She said: the partial transformations, the hybrid states, 

the compromises—these offend us as much as they offend you. We 

want what the zones should have been: complete transition, full 

integration, not the halting half-measures that the Circle’s 

intervention has produced. 

Stone said: then we want opposite things. 

She said: we want the same thing by different routes. You 

want the zones eliminated. We want what is in the zones to be 

replaced by something complete. Both outcomes require the removal 

of the current hybrid population. She placed the vial on the 

table. She said: T-Strain. She said: it targets hybrid DNA 

specifically. The biological mechanism is precise enough to 

distinguish partially transformed tissue from pure human biology. 

Deployed in the zones, it eliminates the transformed population 

without affecting the pure humans in the monitoring stations or 

the Abyssal Sovereigns in the zones’ centers. She said: clean. 

Surgical. 

Stone looked at the vial. It was small. Approximately the 

size of a perfume bottle. The contents glowed faintly in the 

portable light, which was not a natural property of any pathogen 

he had encountered in his operational career. 

She said: in exchange, we want access to Keystone Pattern 

technical specifications. Not the full specifications from the 
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Egypt crystal—we are not unreasonable. The 1947 baseline. Enough 

to create zones outside the Circle’s monitoring network where 

complete transformation can occur without interference. Small 

zones. Remote locations. Seven hundred people, perhaps. She said: 

a small price for the elimination of what the Circle’s compromise 

produced. 

Stone picked up the vial. He said: I need to think. She 

said: we are patient. She said: take it. Analyze it. Verify that 

it does what I have described. Then decide. She said: the zones 

will not remain as they are. Either the Circle comes to 

understand what they have created and dismantles it, or the zones 

expand and hybrid humanity becomes the dominant branch. There is 

no stable middle ground. 

He took the vial. He left. Walking out into the December 

waterfront air with something in his coat pocket that he had not 

had when he arrived, and the weight of it was not the physical 

weight of the glass but the weight of what he was contemplating, 

which he had not yet decided to contemplate. 

* * * 

Chen found the eggs on a routine survey of the zone’s lower 

section. She had been conducting systematic documentation of 

every permanent structure in the trench zone since August, 

working outward from the research station in sectors, and Section 

Seven was the last sector on the survey rotation, the deepest and 

the least frequently visited. 

The chamber had been empty in September. In December it 

contained three hundred and forty-seven eggs arranged in a 



GAEL / The Long Watch /   373 

formation that was neither random nor human-systematic but 

organized according to a logic that the Tideborn used in their 

own architectural work: grouped by adjacency, positioned at the 

angles that the bioluminescent light patterns in the chamber cast 

most favorably, the overall arrangement both functional and 

aesthetic as the Tideborn civilization produced things that were 

both. 

The eggs were translucent. Through the shell, something 

moved: not dramatically, not continuously, but with the specific 

intermittent motion of developing biology. Alive. Developing. 

Approximately three months from maturity based on the stage 

markers that Morrison had sent her briefings on after Chen had 

flagged her first observation of Tideborn reproductive biology in 

September. 

She ran the genetic sampling protocol that the monitoring 

equipment allowed and transmitted the results to Blackwater with 

the flag that meant: read this before anything else today. The 

genetic analysis confirmed what visual observation had suggested: 

these were not pure Tideborn eggs. They were hybrid. Human-

Tideborn genetic combination, approximately fifty-fifty, the 

specific mix that the zone’s population produced when transformed 

humans and Tideborn reproduced. 

Chen’s transmission to Harrow said: I have found 347 viable 

hybrid embryos in the Mariana Trench zone, three months from 

hatching. She said: I am asking you to convene the leadership 

before making any decisions. She said: these are children. She 

said it once, plainly, and did not elaborate. 
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* * * 

Harrow and Anna sat with the transmission for twenty minutes 

before either spoke. The operations center ran its routine around 

them with the indifference of ongoing work in the presence of 

stopped thought. 

Anna said: if we protect them, they grow up, they are 

capable of reproduction, their children are born into 

transformation. The hybrid population becomes self-sustaining 

across generations, not dependent on conversion from the pure 

human population. She said: that is what Nakamura was describing 

at the council vote in May. Not gradual replacement. Long-arc 

evolutionary divergence. 

Harrow said: if we do not protect them— 

Anna said: we terminate three hundred and forty-seven 

developing lives because of what they might become. Before they 

have existed as anything at all except potential. 

Harrow said: Stone will say they are not lives. 

Anna said: Stone was almost willing to kill Dr. Chen with a 

bioweapon last month. His definition of what constitutes a life 

has demonstrated a specific orientation. He said: what is yours. 

He was quiet for a moment. He said: I think they are lives. 

He said: I think if we terminate them to prevent the existence of 

hybrid humanity, we have decided that the definition of humanity 

is genetic rather than conscious, and we have made that decision 

by eliminating the beings who would have been the evidence 

against it. He said: that is circular. He said: it is also the 

thing that the worst moments in human history have looked like. 
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Anna said: then we bring it to the council. 

He said: we bring it to the council. He said: Chen stays 

with the eggs until we have an answer. 

* * * 

Vasquez came to the biology lab at eleven in the evening 

because she had left her telescope calibration notes there and 

needed them for the morning. The lab was supposed to be 

unoccupied. Stone was at one of the analytical stations, running 

a sample through the sequencing equipment, and the sample’s 

profile on the monitor was nothing that the Circle’s standard 

research inventory contained. 

She looked at the monitor. She looked at what he was 

running. She looked at him. She said: where did you get that. 

Stone closed the analysis window. He said: it’s personal 

research. 

She said: that is a targeted pathogen. That is a biological 

weapon. She said: it is designed to attack a specific genetic 

profile. She said: Commander Stone, where did you get that. 

He picked up the vial and his coat and said nothing. 

She moved to block the door. She was smaller than him and 

this did not occur to her as a relevant factor. She said: you are 

not leaving this room until I understand what you have. She said: 

or I start the alarm and you leave this room in the other 

direction. 

He looked at her for a moment. He said: the vial stays with 

me. He said: you tell Harrow. He said: I need a few hours. He 

said: I am not going to use it. He said this last with the 
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quality of someone who has not yet made the decision but is 

telling her what he believes the decision will be. 

She moved aside. He left. She went directly to the 

communications station and called Harrow, who was awake, who 

heard what she reported, who said: lockdown. He said: find him 

before he reaches a zone. 

* * * 

The emergency council ran in parallel with the search for 

Stone, which was not the ideal condition for a deliberation about 

the fate of three hundred and forty-seven unborn hybrid children, 

but the ideal condition was not available and the timeline was 

what it was. Harrow split his attention between the two and ran 

the council because the council could not wait on Stone’s 

resolution and Stone’s resolution could not wait on the council. 

Thirty people in the chamber instead of the full Circle. The 

senior staff, the zone liaisons, the people with the specific 

knowledge the decision required. Harrow gave them Chen’s 

transmission, the genetic analysis, the three-month timeline, and 

twenty minutes to read before the discussion began. 

Brennan said: I will be brief because my position does not 

require extended argument. They are alive. They are developing. 

They have not acted on the world in any way that would justify 

their destruction. The principle that life deserves protection 

does not stop at human genetic purity. It stops at consciousness, 

and they will have consciousness. That is sufficient. 

Nakamura said: I want the room to understand what a yes vote 

means over time. These three hundred and forty-seven will grow to 
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reproductive maturity in approximately twelve years. At maturity 

they can reproduce with humans, with Tideborn, with each other. 

The hybrid population compounds. Within three generations, hybrid 

genetics is widespread in any population that interacts with the 

zones. This is not an emergency. It is a permanent condition that 

we are choosing to create. She said: I am not saying vote no. I 

am saying understand what yes means. 

Chen’s voice came through a radio link from the trench zone, 

which Harrow had arranged because he thought she had earned the 

right to speak to this. She said: I am holding one of the eggs as 

we have this conversation. She said: I can feel the movement 

inside it. She said: I have been in this zone for six months and 

I have learned things about Tideborn civilization that we did not 

know existed and I have learned them in the company of entities 

who chose to share them with me when they had no obligation to. 

She said: the line between human and not-human is not where we 

think it is. She said: protect the children. 

Yuki said: Dr. Chen, with respect, you are transformed. She 

said: you have a stake in this outcome that the rest of us do not 

have. She said: the people in this room who are not transformed—

who chose to remain pure human—we are being asked to consent to 

the permanent diversification of our species. And we were not 

asked when the diversification began. She said: I am not voting 

against the children. She said: I am asking whether our consent 

matters. 

Sarah said: consent. She said the word and let it sit for a 

moment. She said: Yuki, I understand what you are saying and I 
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have a specific relationship to the concept of consent in the 

context of transformation that I think qualifies me to respond to 

it. She said: the people in the zones consented to their own 

transformation. The children in the eggs did not consent to 

exist. Neither do human children. Consent is a framework for 

autonomous adults. It does not apply to the unborn in the 

direction of terminating them. She said: if we kill them because 

of what they are, we have established that the Circle’s 

protection applies only to people who are already exactly what we 

are. She said: I would not have been protected by that Circle 

when I was ten years old in that warehouse. 

Harrow called the vote. Seventeen in favor of protection, 

thirteen opposed. 

He said: the children are protected. He said: Chen, you 

heard. She said: yes. He said: stay with them. She said: I am not 

going anywhere. 

* * * 

Stone was in the subway tunnel under Boston because the 

tunnel was the thing that had presented itself when he needed a 

place to stop moving, and he needed a place to stop moving 

because moving was a way of not deciding and he understood that 

he had been not deciding for three weeks and that not deciding 

was itself a form of deciding. 

He sat on the tunnel floor with his back against the wall 

and the vial in his hand and the operational logic of what he was 

holding clear in his mind the way operational logic was always 

clear in his mind, because operational logic was the mode his 
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thinking defaulted to under pressure and it had served him for 

thirty years. 

The logic was: the eggs would hatch in three months. The 

council might vote to protect them. The hybrid population would 

compound. The zones would be permanent. The Circle would adapt 

its mission to accommodate transformation as an acceptable 

outcome. Everything he had joined the Circle to prevent would be 

institutionalized. 

The counter-logic was: he was sitting in a tunnel with a 

biological weapon that had been given to him by people who wanted 

Circle technology in exchange for helping him commit mass murder. 

He had taken the vial because he was telling himself he needed to 

verify it worked before deciding. He had been telling himself 

this for three weeks. He knew what the vial did. The verification 

had been complete in forty-eight hours. The three weeks since 

were not verification. They were a man who had fought cosmic 

horror for fifteen years discovering that he was capable of 

something that cosmic horror was capable of. 

He thought about Pike. Not the Pike who had frustrated him 

for years with his aggressive certainty, but the Pike who had 

stood in Nhal-Kor’s central chamber and made a clear calculation 

and moved toward the Drowned King to buy seconds for Anna’s team. 

What Pike had done was sacrifice himself for something worth 

protecting. What Stone was contemplating was not sacrifice. It 

was the elimination of people whose existence offended his grief. 

He thought about his wife and his children, who had died in 

the convergence protecting a world that the Circle had promised 
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to keep human. He thought about whether they would have wanted 

this. He thought about whether he actually knew what they would 

have wanted or whether he was using them as a screen to project 

what he wanted and calling it honor. 

He put the vial in his pocket and walked out of the tunnel 

and presented himself to the Circle security team that was 

looking for him, hands raised, and said: I surrender. He said: I 

have the weapon. He said: I did not use it. 

* * * 

He confessed everything. Not because the Circle would have 

been unable to reconstruct the facts without his cooperation, but 

because the cooperation was the thing, the choice he had made in 

the tunnel given its concrete form. He said: I met with the cult. 

He said: I took the weapon. He said: I analyzed it and confirmed 

its function. He said: I planned to use it. He said: I chose not 

to. He said: these are all true. He said: prosecute what is 

prosecutable. He said: I accept the consequences. 

Harrow came to the confinement room two days after the 

arrest. He sat across from Stone with the folder that contained 

the preliminary tribunal findings and said: conspiracy, treason, 

possession of a biological weapon obtained from a hostile 

organization. He said: the tribunal will weigh your voluntary 

surrender and your refusal to use the weapon. He said: the weight 

may be sufficient to avoid the terminal outcome. He said: I want 

you to know that is my recommendation to the tribunal. 

Stone said: I don’t want mercy. 
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Harrow said: I know. He said: you’re getting judgment. Which 

includes consideration of the choice you made in the tunnel. 

Stone said: I was going to kill them. Three hundred and 

forty-seven children. And three thousand people in six zones who 

chose what they are. I was going to call it mercy and it was 

murder. He said: I see that now. He said: I don’t know when I 

stopped seeing it or whether I ever fully saw it before. He said: 

I think the grief made me certain about things I was not actually 

certain about. 

Harrow said: grief does that. 

Stone said: I still believe the zones are a mistake. He 

said: I still believe the hybrid population creates risks that 

the Circle has not fully assessed. He said: I am going to believe 

these things from a confinement cell for however long the 

tribunal determines, and then if I am released I am going to 

believe them as a member of the Circle who operates within its 

processes. He said: I was wrong about what I was willing to do to 

advance those beliefs. He said: I am not wrong about the beliefs. 

Harrow said: I know. He said: when you are done with the 

tribunal, I want you back in the organization. He said: with 

conditions and with oversight. He said: because you raise 

questions that this organization needs to be asked. 

Stone looked at him with the expression of someone who has 

been prepared for punishment and has received something else 

instead. He said: you trust me. 

Harrow said: I trust your discipline. He said: your 

judgment, we’ll rebuild. 
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* * * 

In March 1959, the eggs began to crack. 

Chen was in Section Seven when the first shell showed the 

hairline fracture that preceded hatching, and she transmitted to 

the monitoring team above and to the Circle’s operations center 

simultaneously because she wanted the record to exist and because 

she wanted the people who had voted to protect these children to 

see what they had protected. The Mariana Trench zone’s lights—

bioluminescent, tended by the Tideborn population who had been 

conducting their own preparations for this event in their own way 

for the past month—shifted in the specific pattern that Chen had 

come to associate with occasions that the Tideborn civilization 

marked as significant. 

The child that emerged from the first cracked shell was 

small and quiet and perfect. Bilateral structure. Gill slits 

along the neck, functional. Lungs also present and functional—the 

genetic analysis had predicted dual respiratory capacity, and the 

first breath, taken approximately thirty seconds after emergence, 

confirmed it. Venned fingers. Eyes that opened immediately, wide, 

and found Chen’s face without apparent difficulty. Scaled surface 

mixed with skin in the pattern the hybrid biology produced: not 

uniform, not covering, but distributed in a way that was neither 

fully Tideborn nor fully human and was its own design. 

It made a sound. A small sound, between a human infant’s cry 

and the high bioluminescent harmonic of Tideborn communication, a 

sound that occupied both registers simultaneously, and Chen held 

it against her chest and said: hello, little one. She said: 
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welcome to the world. She said: it is complicated here, but you 

are not alone in it. 

Three hundred and forty-six other eggs were cracking around 

her. The Tideborn adults moved through the chamber with the 

careful attentiveness of a community that had been waiting for 

this. Dr. Martinez was beside Chen, holding his own child, who 

had been the fourth to hatch, and he was not speaking because 

there was nothing adequate to say. 

From the surface, from the monitoring vessel anchored above 

the zone, Sarah Martinez watched the telemetry feed and the audio 

transmission and sat with what she was watching. She had fought 

for this vote in a room of thirty people three months ago and she 

had believed it was right then and she believed it now and 

believing it now was a more complex thing than it had been then, 

because then it had been a principle and now it was three hundred 

and forty-seven children. 

The hatching took four hours. At the end of it, Section 

Seven contained three hundred and forty-seven new lives in the 

Mariana Trench, in a zone that the Circle maintained at the edge 

of what the Circle had been built for, at the edge of what anyone 

had ever built anything for. 

In the operations center, Harrow watched the feed and said 

nothing for a while. Then he said to the room: log it. He said: 

complete documentation. He said: Dr. Chen’s transmissions from 

today forward are classified primary research and go to 

Morrison’s desk, the medical division’s desk, and mine 

simultaneously. He said: we are going to need to understand what 
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is happening in those zones, and we are going to need to 

understand it carefully and honestly, and we are not going to 

have the luxury of deciding in advance what we hope to find. 

Outside the operations center, in the early March night, the 

Recorder’s light held steady at its coordinates. Its probability 

calculations were running. The variable had done something 

unexpected again. It had chosen, seventeen to thirteen, to 

protect something it did not fully understand, out of a principle 

about consciousness that it had articulated under pressure in a 

room of thirty people. The calculation was still running because 

the data was still accumulating and the Recorder had learned, in 

its long history of documenting cosmic events, that the most 

surprising outcomes were usually the ones that produced the most 

significant data. 

The children slept in the trench below. Three hundred and 

forty-seven new people, at the bottom of the ocean, beginning. 

 

* * * 
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Chapter Seven 

“The Growing Up” 

 

Twelve years is not a long time measured against the scales 

the Circle had been working with since 1933: not long against the 

fifty-million-year imprisonment of the Drowned King, not long 

against the First Architects’ civilization, not long against the 

hibernation of the Abyssal Sovereigns. By those measures, twelve 

years was barely the pause between one thought and the next. By 

human measures, twelve years was a generation. By the hybrid 

children’s measures, twelve years was an entire life. 

They had matured in approximately two-thirds the time that 

pure human biology required, which was one of the characteristics 

that Morrison had predicted from the genetic analysis and that 

had proven accurate. The metabolic acceleration of the hybrid 

biology produced adult cognition and adult physiology at twelve 

years rather than eighteen, and the three hundred and forty-seven 

children who had hatched in the Mariana Trench in March 1959 
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were, in 1971, adults in all the senses that mattered for what 

was about to happen. 

The world they had grown up in was the zones: the underwater 

settlement of the Mariana Trench, the crystalline gardens of the 

Sahara, the transformed canopy of the Amazon interior, the six 

other locations where the controlled manifestation zones had been 

maintained and monitored for thirteen years. They had been raised 

in these environments by transformed parents who were themselves 

navigating existence between human identity and something older, 

educated by Dr. Chen and Dr. Martinez and the teachers the Circle 

had sent and by the Tideborn elders whose bioluminescent 

tradition Chen had been documenting since 2058. They had never 

known the world before the zones. They had no nostalgia for it. 

What they had instead was a clear-eyed assessment of their 

situation, which was this: they were a new population, numbering 

approximately three thousand five hundred across all seven zones 

when the transformed-adult population was counted alongside the 

twelve-year-old children, and they were monitored, studied, 

supported, protected, and governed by an organization whose 

mandate had been built around pure human interests before any of 

them existed. The Circle had voted to protect them. The Circle 

had provided for them. The Circle had done everything it had 

committed to do. 

They wanted more than that. They wanted to be the ones doing 

it. 

* * * 
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David had been Chen’s adopted son since he was three years 

old, which was the age at which his individual personality had 

become sufficiently distinct from the general developmental 

profile that Chen had thought of him as specifically her child 

rather than as one of three hundred and forty-seven children she 

was responsible for. He was, at twelve, the equivalent of a human 

eighteen: fully formed in his opinions, fully capable in his 

reasoning, fully aware of what he wanted and why, and possessed 

of the specific energy of someone who has been waiting to be 

taken seriously and has prepared for the conversation with the 

thoroughness that serious people demand. 

The manifesto was 247 pages. Sarah Martinez, who received it 

on behalf of Director Tanaka, read it in one sitting and then 

spent an hour sitting with it before she brought it to Yuki’s 

office. She said: they’ve been preparing this for years. She 

said: the governance structures are real governance structures. 

The constitutional framework is workable. The economic models are 

based on actual resource accounting. She said: this is not a 

protest document. This is a founding document. She said: they 

want nation status and they have done the work that nation status 

requires. 

David’s introduction to the manifesto said: we are not 

asking for the right to be different. We already have that right; 

we exercise it in every breath we take. We are asking for the 

right to be responsible for ourselves. To govern ourselves. To 

manage the Abyssal Sovereigns in our zones not as the Circle’s 

wards but as the entities’ neighbors, which is what we have been 
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since we were born and which we are, by lived experience and 

inherited biology, better suited for than any pure human team the 

Circle has ever deployed. He said: we are not your enemies. We 

are not your experiment. We are not your responsibility. He said: 

we are the next generation of guardians. Let us guard. 

Sarah put the manifesto on Yuki’s desk and said: what do you 

want to do. 

* * * 

Yuki Tanaka had been Director of the Wychmere Circle for one 

year. She had been thirty-three when Harrow retired in 1970, 

which was the youngest Director in the Circle’s history by eleven 

years, and she had taken the position with the kind of readiness 

that was not confidence in the absence of fear but competence 

alongside the fear. She was afraid most of the time now. She was 

also, she had told Sarah in one of the frank conversations that 

their working relationship required, very good at her job. 

Harrow had died in his sleep in October 1970. He was 

seventy-two. Anna had found him in the morning; he had been 

peaceful, which was the word she used in the Circle’s record and 

which was also genuinely true. He had retired two years earlier, 

at seventy, and had spent those two years doing what people who 

have spent their lives in service to something urgent do when 

they are relieved of the urgency: he had walked, and read, and 

sat with Anna in the evenings, and occasionally called Yuki at 

the operations center to ask how the monitoring readings looked. 

She missed those calls with a specificity that surprised her, 

because she had not known until they stopped how much they had 
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been organizing her sense that someone who understood was 

watching. 

Her father was dying. Kenji Tanaka was sixty-three years old 

and the cancer had been progressing since the previous spring and 

the doctors had stopped using the word treatment in July. She 

visited him in Vermont on alternate weekends and in between she 

ran the Circle, and the two things existed in the same life and 

she was learning to carry them simultaneously rather than in 

turns. 

She read the manifesto over two evenings. She read it 

carefully, which meant reading it as a Director rather than as 

someone who had been watching the hybrid children grow up since 

she was twenty-two, because both things were true and both had to 

be present in how she read it, and keeping them both present was 

work. She wrote notes. She went to sleep. She came back to the 

notes in the morning. 

She called Sarah and said: convene the leadership. She said: 

I want every senior person at the table. She said: I want the 

hybrid representatives at the same table. She said: bring David. 

* * * 

They sat across from each other in the conference room: 

Circle leadership on one side, hybrid representatives on the 

other, and the manifesto in the center of the table between them 

like a shared object that both parties had contributed to and 

neither entirely owned. 

David presented for thirty minutes. He was direct and 

organized and he had the quality of someone making a case they 
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have made many times in rehearsal and have finally been permitted 

to make for real. He said: seven zones. Seven populations. Seven 

new forms of human life. Each with its own culture, its own 

relationship to the Abyssal Sovereign in its territory, its own 

governance structure that has been developing organically for 

twelve years. He said: we are more capable of managing our zones 

than a rotating Circle monitoring team that changes personnel 

every six months. He said: we have relationships with the 

entities in our zones that no pure human operative can develop in 

six months or in six years. He said: we are asking for what any 

competent people ask for when they have demonstrated competence 

over time. He said: authority commensurate with capability. 

Morrison, at sixty-four still the Circle’s chief scientist 

and still the sharpest technical mind in any room she was in, 

said: the governance documents are sophisticated. She said: I 

reviewed them. She said: they are workable. She said: this is not 

an adolescent demand. It is a considered proposal. 

Anna, present as elder advisor, said nothing during the 

meeting itself. She watched. She had been watching since 1927 and 

watching had taught her that most meetings contained their 

outcome before the arguments began and that her role in this one 

was to be present rather than to speak. 

Yuki asked David: what happens if you fail. If a zone’s 

governance collapses, if containment of an Abyssal Sovereign 

requires capabilities you don’t have. What is your plan. 

He said: we call the Circle. We are not asking for 

isolation. We are asking for sovereignty. They are not the same 
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thing. He said: we will maintain diplomatic relations. We will 

accept assistance when we request it. We will not accept 

governance we have not consented to. 

She dismissed the hybrid representatives for the private 

discussion. Seven Circle senior staff remained. 

Morrison said: grant it. She said it without preamble. 

Sarah said: the documents are ready. They have prepared. 

They deserve this. 

Anna spoke for the first time. She said: Yuki. Your father 

taught you the generational temple model because he understood 

that each generation had to accept the responsibility of the 

knowledge and then pass it forward. He said: the passing is the 

point. Not the holding. She said: these children are ready to 

hold what they have been given. 

Yuki said: I am terrified. She said it plainly, without 

apology. She said: my father is dying and Nathaniel is gone and I 

am thirty-four years old and I am being asked to make a decision 

that will shape the next century of human and hybrid relations. 

Sarah said: yes. She said: that is what it looks like. She 

said: do it anyway. 

* * * 

She brought the hybrid representatives back in. She stood. 

She said: the Wychmere Circle accepts your proposal, with 

conditions. She said: seven nations, one for each zone. Each with 

democratic self-governance and full responsibility for the 

Abyssal Sovereign in its territory. Each maintaining diplomatic 

relations with the Circle and with human governments. We provide 
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transition support for five years. After that, you are sovereign. 

You are independent. You are responsible for yourselves. 

She said: we will maintain a presence at each zone boundary, 

not inside the zones, available if requested. She said: we will 

not interfere. She said: we trust you. 

David stared at her. He had prepared for negotiation. He had 

not prepared for yes. 

He said: you’re granting it. Just like that. 

Yuki said: it is not just like that. She said: twelve years 

of preparation and three years of the Circle learning what you 

are and forty-five years of this organization learning what it 

means to protect humanity in all its forms. She said: that is 

what just like that contains. 

She extended her hand. He looked at it for a moment with the 

expression of someone who has been braced for a wall and has 

found a door. He took her hand. He said: we won’t disappoint you. 

She said: I know. She said: and if you do, we will help you 

recover. That is what partners are for. 

Marina, beside David, was crying. Marcus, beside Marina, was 

not crying but his expression contained the quality of someone 

who has worked toward something for a long time and is now in the 

moment of its arrival and is discovering that arrival feels 

different from anticipation. They were twelve years old. They 

were adults. They were people who had been born at the bottom of 

the ocean and had spent their entire lives preparing to take care 

of it. They were ready. 

* * * 
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She drove to Vermont that weekend. Kenji was in the room she 

had grown up understanding as the room where her father worked 

when he was not at the Circle: bookshelves covering three walls, 

a window looking out at the hills, the quality of accumulated 

decades that rooms acquire when someone has been thinking in them 

for a long time. 

He was weaker than the last visit. The cancer had reached a 

stage that required her to accept what it meant rather than 

planning around it, which was the adjustment that the doctors had 

told her would be the hardest and that had in fact been exactly 

as hard as described. He was present and clear and himself, which 

was the most important thing, and she sat beside his bed and told 

him what had happened in the conference room. 

He said: you granted the independence. 

She said: yes. 

He said: without being convinced that it was safe. 

She said: I was convinced it was right. She said: I’m not 

sure those are always the same thing. 

He was quiet for a moment. “That is leadership,” he said. “I 

am proud of you—not because you made the decision I would have 

made. I don’t know what I would have done at thirty-four, 

carrying everything you carry.” He drew a slow breath, gathering 

it. “I am proud because the decision was yours, and you made it 

clearly. That is all leadership is, at the end. Your decision, 

made clearly, carried fully.” 
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She said: I’m afraid of what I don’t know yet. She said: the 

hybrid nations might fail. The zones might destabilize. I might 

have set in motion something that can’t be undone. 

He said: yes. He said: everything important works that way. 

He said: your mother’s death was something that couldn’t be 

undone. Fighting the convergence was something that couldn’t be 

undone if it went wrong. Every significant choice is a thing you 

cannot take back. That is not a reason to hesitate. He said: it 

is the nature of choices that matter. 

He held her hand. She stayed until he was asleep, which he 

was within an hour, and she sat beside him in the quiet room with 

the hills outside and the work she had chosen and the generation 

she was passing things to, and she let herself be both things at 

once: the director of the Wychmere Circle, and her father’s 

daughter, sitting with him in the diminishing time. 

He died six weeks later, in November 1971, at sixty-three. 

Cancer, as the record stated. Peacefully, as the people who were 

present stated, and this was also true. He had lived the life the 

Circle had required of him and had given it what it gave to 

everyone who committed fully to it, and in exchange it had given 

him purpose across forty years and a daughter who was doing, at 

thirty-four, what he had trained her to do since she was twelve. 

* * * 

Six months after the conference room, the Trench 

Federation’s founding ceremony took place in the underwater 

settlement that the Mariana Trench zone’s population had been 

building since the zones were established. The settlement had 
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grown over thirteen years into something that the word city was 

technically inaccurate for and practically necessary: organized 

space, permanent structures, a population that identified with 

the location rather than treating it as a research outpost. The 

architecture was hybrid in the literal sense, applying principles 

that human engineering and Tideborn construction had developed 

together over a decade into something that neither would have 

produced independently. 

Three thousand five hundred hybrid zone residents. Human 

observers from the Circle: Yuki, Sarah, Anna, Morrison, Brennan, 

Chen’s own children watching their older sibling step into 

history. Human ambassadors from the three governmental partners 

who had been briefed and had chosen to witness. Tideborn elders 

from the zone’s indigenous population, present in their own right 

as representatives of the civilization that had shared this 

space. 

David stood before the assembly and said: today we establish 

seven nations. Not human nations and not Tideborn nations but 

something for which there is not yet a word that fits, which is 

appropriate, because what we are does not yet have the vocabulary 

it requires. He said: we are the Trench Federation, the 

Crystalline Compact of the Sahara, the Green Communion of the 

Amazon, the Ice Council of Greenland, the Himalayan Sangha, the 

Oceanic Compact, and the Antarctic Accord. He said: we are seven 

peoples who live alongside seven Abyssal Sovereigns, managing 

coexistence in the only ways that are available—through 

relationship rather than through force, through understanding 
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rather than through exclusion. He said: we did not ask to be born 

into this responsibility. We were born into it and we have chosen 

to accept it as the thing that defines us. 

He said: we are grateful to the Wychmere Circle for 

protecting us when we could not protect ourselves. For voting, 

seventeen to thirteen, to let us live. For the five years of 

transition support they are providing. For Director Tanaka’s 

willingness to grant what was asked rather than what was 

comfortable. He said: we will not waste this. He said: we intend 

to be the proof that transformation is not the end of humanity 

but a form of it. 

The assembly cheered as underwater assemblies cheer: 

bioluminescent pattern cascading through the settlement’s 

population, the Tideborn elders adding their harmonic to the 

human voices, a sound and a light that had no precedent in human 

ceremonial history and that Yuki, watching from the observation 

position, would remember for the rest of her life. 

Anna, beside her, said nothing. She had been present at the 

Circle’s first meeting in 1927, in a different building in 

Blackwater, when Harrow laid out the evidence of the Drowned 

King’s existence to a room of six people, and she was present 

here, forty-four years later, watching the consequence of that 

meeting ripple forward into something none of them had 

anticipated from inside that room. She was seventy-one and still 

watching, and what she understood, watching, was that the watch 

did not end because the watching accumulated—each generation’s 

built on the last and handed to the next, the thing being watched 
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changing as the watching changed it. That was not failure. That 

was the work itself, doing what the work does. 

* * * 

In 1972, a year after the founding ceremonies, Yuki reviewed 

the seven hybrid nations’ first annual reports. All seven 

governments functioning. Democratic processes operating. Disputes 

between nations being resolved through the diplomatic channels 

that the constitutions had established. The Abyssal Sovereigns in 

each zone contained and stable, managed by populations who 

understood their territories as living in a place for your entire 

life produces understanding. 

No catastrophes. No collapses. Problems—economic tensions, 

internal political disagreements, two border disputes that were 

taking longer to resolve than anyone had hoped—but problems of 

the kind that new nations had when they were finding their way, 

not problems of the kind that suggested the experiment had been a 

mistake. 

The Recorder’s stellar position had shifted slightly 

eastward in the previous six months, which Vasquez’s notes 

described as a repositioning consistent with enhanced observation 

of the diplomatic exchanges between the hybrid nations and the 

human governments they were negotiating recognition with. The 

probability calculations were still running. The variable kept 

producing unexpected data. 

On Yuki’s desk, folded in the way of something that had been 

folded and unfolded many times in the three months since she had 
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found it in her father’s effects, was the note he had left for 

her. 

It said, in his handwriting: Yuki. By the time you read this 

I will be gone and you will be leading. You gave the hybrids 

freedom when I would have maintained control. That is growth. 

That is the Circle evolving to meet a reality I did not fully 

anticipate. I am proud. I am grateful. I am at peace. Continue 

the watch. Honor those who came before. Prepare those who come 

after. That is the eternal covenant. The guardian’s burden. The 

watcher’s gift. Love always. Father. 

She folded it and placed it alongside the other things she 

kept in the desk’s secure drawer: Harrow’s operational file from 

1933, the photograph of Rodriguez that had been on his desk for 

forty years, the original Boreal Tablets translation that had 

started everything. The drawer contained the accumulated weight 

of what people gave to the work, and she was adding to it, as 

each generation added to it, as each generation would. 

She returned to the monitoring screens. Eight hundred 

operatives worldwide. Thirty-seven active sites. Seven hybrid 

nations. Seven zones. Seven Abyssal Sovereigns contained as 

containment now meant: not excluded from the world but held in 

bounded relationship with it, managed by the people best equipped 

to manage them, watched by the people who had built their lives 

around the watching. 

The Circle continued. Adapted. Grown from the six people who 

had descended to Nhal-Kor in 1933 to the institution that now 

spanned the globe and, in a real sense, reached below it—into the 
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zones, into the Oneiric Fields, into the dimensional spaces that 

Gardner’s forty years of work had mapped with the patience that 

long work required. 

 

* * * 

 

Anna Voss-Harrow, in the last pages of the memoir she 

completed in 1975 and that the Circle distributed internally 

under the title ‘The Watch: A Personal History,’ wrote the 

following: 

We began with six people and a submarine and the conviction 

that the world contained something terrible and that it was 

better to know about it than not. We ended—or rather, we did not 

end, which is the point—with eight hundred people and seven 

nations and a definition of what we were protecting that none of 

us would have recognized in 1927. 

Nathaniel died in his sleep, at peace, which is more than 

most people who do this work can expect. He spent his last two 

years walking and reading and calling Yuki from Vermont to ask 

about the monitoring readings, and I think those calls were his 

way of staying connected to the thing that had organized his life 

without asking anything more of him. He had given everything the 

work could reasonably ask. He got to rest. 

What we built was not victory. I want to be precise about 

this, because the word victory has been applied to what the 

Circle did and it does not fit. We did not defeat the Abyssal 

Sovereigns. We did not end the threat. We found a way to live 
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alongside what we had always been living alongside, more honestly 

and more carefully than before, with people in the zones who are 

learning things we could not have learned without them and 

children growing up in the deep ocean who will understand the 

universe in ways that pure human perception cannot access. That 

is not victory. It is something harder to name and more worth 

having. 

Kenji used to say: the generational temple maintains itself 

through the transmission of understanding, not information. You 

can give someone facts and they can carry facts without knowing 

what the facts are for. What you want to pass forward is the 

understanding of why the watch matters. Why the vigil is worth 

the cost. Why someone should dedicate a life to something that 

will not be finished in that life. 

I have been trying to write that answer for forty-eight 

years. The best I can do is this: the watch matters because 

everything that has ever been worth protecting has required 

someone to stand between it and what threatened it. Not because 

standing guarantees safety. It doesn’t. Not because the threat 

ends. It doesn’t. But because the alternative—looking away, 

calculating the odds and withdrawing, deciding that survival 

requires no one’s specific commitment—produces a world without 

guardians, and that world falls to the first thing patient enough 

to wait for the watching to stop. 

We didn’t stop. We evolved. We learned that what we were 

protecting was larger than we thought and that the threats were 

more complex than we thought and that the boundaries between what 
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we were protecting and what we were protecting it from were less 

fixed than we thought. And we kept watching anyway. Kept 

protecting anyway. Kept passing it forward. 

That’s the whole of it. That’s what I know. 

The watch continues. 

 

— Anna Voss-Harrow, 1975 

 

 

END OF BOOK III: THE RECKONING OF STARS 
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