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Prologue
◆
From the final report of Iret, senior of the excavations at the Deep Mark. Fragment.
I am writing this on the last evening before the opening.
Nineteen thousand years separate us from those who stood on this hill. The number means nothing until you hold it in your mouth. Nineteen thousand. No language survives that long. No memory. Between them and us a whole world has worn away — twice ice, three times sea, countless generations that left not even bones. We are here, and they are here, and between us there is nothing but earth.
Forty years I have been digging this city. I know its streets better than my own. I know where they gathered, where they traded, where they slept and where they buried their dead. I have written nine volumes about them, and from those volumes the world learned what it knows today: that they were a simple people, lived briefly, believed many things and understood few. That they worshipped abundance. That they painted the faces of their gods on walls in colors we cannot mix, and that those gods promised them things no god can give.
I retract not one word. But that is not what I am writing about.
I am writing because many years ago we found something that is not a city.
Fourteen kilometers from the last house the ground rises in regular banks. Beneath them, stone set by hand. Beneath the stone, more stone. And on top of it all, cut with an effort I cannot measure, stand spikes: a field of spikes turned toward the sky, stretching as far as the eye can see. We calculated the labor. To build it, this people stopped doing everything else. They stopped building houses. They stopped eating well. An entire generation gave its life to this hill and received nothing in return.
People do not do that for nothing. People do that only for the sacred.
There are signs on the stones. They repeat. The same figures, cut again and again, hundreds of times, with an insistence that keeps me awake. Faces distorted by something. Hands raised with the palms outward. Figures drawing back. I have never met another people that marked its place with so much fear — and that is exactly what tells me what I have found. Fear is the first form of reverence. We too are afraid of what we love most.
The Council insisted that I record my rejection of the kinship thesis. I record it. Those before us were another kind — a shorter life, a smaller world, a poorer mind — and no find changes that. I know what is said in the workshops. I know that some of my students read my report and see in it things I did not write. Let them read. I am old and I do not fear whispers.
But I will record this too, because it is true, and truth is the only thing that distinguishes us from those before us:
This people knew that it was ending.
The layers say so. They built this hill at the end, not at the beginning. They raised it while their world was shrinking, and they put into it everything they had. People do not do that out of despair. The despairing do not build. They do it when there is something that must survive longer than they will — and when they know there will be no one left to guard it. That is why they hid it deep. That is why they marked it so that it can be seen from the sky. That is why they surrounded it with those faces.
They left it for us.
Not for us by name — they did not know that we would exist. They left it for whoever would come after them, whoever that might be. And the one who came turned out to be me.
Tomorrow at the fourth hour we open the entrance.
I think about them more than about my own kin. I think about how the last of them stood here, upon the closed door, knowing that he would never learn who would open it. And I want, if there is any way for someone to hear across nineteen thousand years of earth, for him to hear this:
I have come. I understood you. I came from farther away than any of you could have imagined, and I stand before what you left, and I know what it means.
Tomorrow we will go in and see the heart of a vanished world.
I do not remember ever being happier.
FIRST PART
◆
THE SURFACE
Chapter 1
◆
The wind on the plateau came from the east and carried a dust that Iret knew by taste.
She stood at the edge of trench number nine before the light was strong enough to work by, as she had every morning for eighteen years. Below, in the rectangular pit, the shadows still lay thick. The vertical walls showed their layers: a dark band, a pale band, then a long grey ribbon, smooth as if it had been pressed flat by hand. That grey ribbon was their city. Everything left of a million lives came to a thickness no greater than a human palm.
People were always surprised by that. Iret no longer was.
Below, Kel had already gone down and was clearing the western corner with a brush, kneeling, his back to her. He was twenty-three and worked with that diligence Iret recognized and did not like — the diligence of a man who already knows what he is going to find.
“You’re early,” she said.
“I couldn’t sleep.” He did not raise his head. “I keep thinking about the platform.”
“Don’t think about the platform. Think about your corner.” The sun lifted over the eastern rim and the plateau opened out — flat, brown, furrowed by their trenches like skin by scars. From here the whole grid was visible: trenches one through twelve, marker stakes, the awnings of the camp, and beyond them the nothing that went on to the horizon. Nobody lived within four hundred kilometers. The land was poor, the water deep, the wind constant.
But nineteen thousand years ago a city had lived here.
That was what never stopped astonishing her. Not the tombs, not the finds, not the ornaments. The place. Ask any builder where to raise a city and he will tell you: by water, by a road, in shelter. Those before them had built theirs here, on a bare ridge, exposed to everything, far from the river — and had lived in it, many of them, for a long time, until their world ended.
So they had had a reason. Iret still did not know what it was. She went down the ladder, stepped onto the floor and crouched beside Kel.
Under his brush a line was emerging — thin, straight, mercilessly straight. Nature does not make lines like that.
“A street,” he said.
“A street,” she agreed.
They worked in silence. The straight line was the lower edge of something that had dissolved millennia ago — not stone, not wood. Not anything Iret could name. In eighteen years she had grown used to it: those before them had made materials that did not survive. They vanished and left forms behind them — voids in the soil in the exact shape of the object that is no longer there.
Like the print of a vanished animal’s foot.
Sometimes Iret woke at night with the same thought she never dared write in a report: that her whole science is a science of holes. That she is not studying a people but the shadow it cast.
“Senior Iret.”
Kel had stopped. He was holding in his palm a piece of glass, clouded by time but whole — a curved fragment with a thick rim.
“A vessel,” he said. “Small. For liquids.”
“Carry on.”
“Look at the rim. It’s too regular for handwork.” His voice lifted with that tone Iret had been hearing in him more and more lately. “They made them by the thousand at once. Identical. There’s no need for them to be identical unless…”
“Unless what?”
“Unless the object is important in itself. Unless it was ritual.” He turned the glass toward the light. “Thousands of identical vessels mean thousands of identical gestures. Which means a rite.”
Iret took the fragment from his hand, turned it over, and gave it back.
“Or it means there were a great many of them and they were all thirsty.”
Kel laughed, because he was young and because he had been taught that this was a joke. The textbooks he had studied from said the same thing her own nine volumes said: that those before them were a people of abundance and fear, that they produced senselessly and worshipped what they produced, that they thought with the short mind of creatures whose lives ended twice as early as their own. A lower kind. Not stupider — the Council insisted on precision — but simply lower: with a smaller world, a shorter memory, a lesser ability to look ahead.
Nobody disputed it. The proof was the ending itself. They had not survived.
Iret had written that conclusion with her own hand, in the third volume, on page eighty-four. She remembered the sentence. She also remembered the day she wrote it, and how easily it had come.
She straightened and brushed off her knees.
“You’re not working on the glass today. Bring me the aerial map.”
“Again?”
“Again.”
Kel brought the map to the camp and unrolled it on the table, weighting the corners with stones, because the wind had already turned serious. From above, the city could be seen whole — not as buildings, but as color. The grass grew differently where there were walls beneath it, and from the air, under the midday sun, a grid appeared: streets, crossings, districts, squares. A dead grid beneath the skin of the earth.
Iret ran a finger along it, as she did every time.
It was not laid out by the sun. It was not laid out by the stars. It was not laid out along any of the axes by which sensible people lay out their cities. The grid curved in the middle at a slight angle, following something that no longer existed, and then went on as if that curve were the most natural thing in the world.
Eighteen years, and she still did not know why.
“Here,” said Kel, tapping a finger on the southern edge of the map, beyond the last streets. “The commission is asking about this.”
“I know what the commission is asking.”
Beyond the city, fourteen kilometers out, four parallel rises crossed the map. Straight. Long. Too regular to be river terraces, and too useless to be defenses — they guarded nothing, enclosed nothing, faced no road. The geologists had declared them natural thirty years ago and since then nobody had looked at them.
“They’re natural,” said Kel.
“Probably.”
“You don’t sound convinced.”
Iret was silent for a long time. The wind was tugging the corner of the map out from under the stone.
“I am convinced,” she said at last. “I simply don’t like the word ’natural.’ We use it when we don’t need a thing.”
She wet a finger, folded the corner back, pressed the stone down.
“Get into the trench. And, Kel — don’t write ’ritual’ in the log. Write ’vessel.’ Write ritual when you know what the rite was.”
He nodded with that half-submission the young wear instead of agreement, and went. Iret stayed alone over the map.
The grid beneath the soil. The curve in the middle. The voids shaped like vanished objects. Thousands of identical glass vessels. A city built where no sensible person would build a city.
She had been studying this people for eighteen years and could describe how they lived to within a street.
She knew nothing about them.
Chapter 2
◆
The Great Building stood two kilometers from the last street and resembled nothing else in the city.
Iret walked toward it at midday, when the light is worst for working and best for looking. Between the city and the building stretched an expanse that troubled the senses with its size — flat, hard, covered with a substance that in nineteen thousand years had turned into something between stone and soil, but still refused to let grass through. Across it, cleared the previous year, ran rows of parallel lines, once painted white. Thousands of them. Regular as a sheet of music.
Kel caught up with her, out of breath.
“You’re going to stand in the sun for two hours again.”
“I am.”
They called it the Approach Square. Iret had chosen the name fourteen years ago and was still not certain it had been honest. The only thing they knew for sure was that an open space larger than the building itself led to it, ruled out with a precision those before them had rarely shown — and that nobody had lived on it. An empty place, kept empty. In all human history an empty space has meant the same thing: this is where people gather in order to go somewhere together.
“A procession,” said Kel, as he said every time.
“Perhaps.”
“The lines are guiding markers. They set the order. Who walks where, who goes in front.” He pointed. “Do you see how they narrow toward the entrance? The crowd was being directed.”
Iret did not answer. The lines did narrow toward the entrance.
The building itself confused her more than anything in the city. It was enormous — it covered an area equal to sixty ordinary dwellings — and it had not a single window. Not one. Those before them loved light; every house of theirs was pierced with openings, some so wide that an entire wall stood open to the sky. And yet the largest structure they had raised was closed like a fist.
It was entered at four places. Four. For a building that had held thousands.
“A closed rite,” said Kel behind her. “Controlled access. Something happened inside that was not for all eyes.”
“Or they didn’t want dust getting in.”
“Senior Iret.”
“Write down both, Kel. Write down everything, even when it’s foolish. Others will decide which it was.”
They went in through the northern entrance, along the boards laid the previous season.
The interior had been half cleared and even so it took her breath away every time. A single space, enormous, with a floor of smooth tiles in a pattern — a square within a square, repeating to infinity. On both sides of the central axis ran small rooms, open toward it, each three or four paces wide. Cells. Hundreds of them. Set in rows like teeth.
And in the center, a round pit lined with stone, with channels leading outward.
Water. The building without windows had water at its heart, brought in by pipes from a distance Iret had calculated and then checked three times, because she did not believe it: eighteen kilometers. Eighteen kilometers of pipe, so that there would be water in a place where nobody had lived.
In her third volume she had written that this was a sacred spring, artificially transported — that the people had brought the water to the god instead of taking the god to the water. The sentence had been quoted eight hundred times. Sometimes it seemed to her a good one.
“Cell forty-two,” someone called from the right. “Senior, come.”
A young woman from the second shift had cleared the floor of one of the rooms and was standing aside to make space for her. Iret knelt.
On the tiles lay a thin layer of rust-red matter — the residue of something decayed — and in it, like grains in bread, small metal discs. Twenty or so. Iret lifted one on the tip of her spatula. A circle, heavy for its size, with raised signs on both faces and a milled edge.
They knew them. They found them all over the city, more in the cells than in the houses.
“Offerings,” said the young woman.
“Why offerings?”
“Because they have no value.” She grew flustered, because she had said it too quickly, like something learned. “The metal is common. They are not ornaments — there is no hole for a cord. They are not tools. But they are made with enormous care, all identical, with images on them. An object made carefully and stripped of use is an object for the gods.”
It was flawless. Iret had formulated it herself, almost word for word, twelve years ago.
“And they are in the cells,” Kel added from the doorway. “Not in the houses. People carried them here and left them.”
“Left them?”
“Well, they’re here.”
“There are twenty here,” said Iret. “In cell twenty-seven last year we found two thousand three hundred, gathered in one place, in a narrow vessel.” She turned the disc between her fingers. “If these are offerings, who was collecting them? And why was he keeping them locked away?”
Silence. The wind howled somewhere high, above the open wall.
“The priest,” said the young woman at last. “The priest was collecting them.”
“Yes,” said Iret. “Probably.”
She stood and went out onto the central axis.
From here the whole length of the building was visible, all the way to the far end, where the floor rose in broad steps. She thought — as she thought every time — that if this was a temple, it was the strangest temple ever raised by human hands. There was no altar. There was no center. Every cell was full of different remains: in some, traces of fibers; in others, of leather; in others, mineral powders; in others, charred grains. Different substances, different gestures, different… gods? Eight hundred separate cults under one roof, each in its own niche, all equal in size.
No people has ever believed in that way. Gods are not set in rows like teeth.
And yet something about the building was obvious, so obvious that Iret did not even try to dispute it: the whole city had come here. The wear on the tiles said it more clearly than any inscription. The stone threshold of the northern entrance was worn four centimeters down. Four centimeters of stone, eaten away by soles.
So many people, so many times, so many years.
Whatever they did inside, this had been the center of their lives. Not the cemetery. Not the council hall. Not the place where they taught their children. This — a building without windows, full of cells and one water brought from eighteen kilometers away.
“Senior,” said Kel. He had come to stand beside her and was looking in the same direction. “May I say something that will sound naive to you?”
“Try.”
“Every time I come in here, I think about how poor they were.”
Iret looked at him.
“They had everything,” he went on. “We can see it. They produced objects in quantities we cannot manage. Glass, metal, substances we still have not worked out. And even so they built their largest building in order to… in order to carry something into it and leave lighter. Thousands of people, every day, all their lives.” He shook his head. “This is not the building of a satisfied people. This is the building of a people that still has not got what it wants.”
Iret was silent for a long time.
“Have you read the third volume?” she asked at last.
“Of course. At school.”
“What does it say there about this building?”
Kel flushed slightly, because he knew the answer by heart, and because he knew that she knew he knew it.
“That it is a temple of abundance. That this people deified what it produced and worshipped its own things. That the cult of abundance was their true religion and that it destroyed them.”
“Exactly so,” said Iret.
She turned and walked back toward the northern entrance, stepping over the worn threshold.
The sentence was hers. She remembered the night she wrote it — late, tired, pleased with how it sounded. Since then it had entered the textbooks, the speeches, even the songs. An entire world explained a dead city with four of her words.
And walking out, into the blinding light of the Approach Square, Iret asked herself for the first time in years the question that would keep her awake for many nights to come:
Had she discovered the cult of abundance?
Or had she invented it, and then everyone had begun to find it?
Chapter 3
◆
The letter arrived on Wednesday and Nora read it twice before she understood that it was not a joke.
It was on official letterhead, with a crest she did not recognize at once, and in that impersonal language institutions use when they invite people: Dear Dr. Lenard, we are writing to you regarding the formation of an expert commission of specialized composition… Three paragraphs down it said what the subject of the work would be, and it was exactly there that the sentence stopped sounding like an office.
She reread the line:
…development of a marking system whose communicative function must be preserved for a period of not less than ten thousand years.
Nora put the letter down on the table. Through the window she could see the faculty car park, three cars, wet asphalt, the usual Thursday rain arriving a day early. She was forty-one years old and for fourteen of those years she had studied how meaning falls apart — how words, signs and gestures wear down, shift, turn inside out. She had written about inscriptions that had changed their sense in two hundred years. About a gesture that in one town means come here and across a border go away. About a village where the cross at the crossroads had stood for four hundred years and nobody remembered why any more.
Ten thousand years.
She picked up the letter and read it a third time, to see whether she had miscounted the zeros.
The commission met three weeks later, in a room with an overly long table and an air conditioner running two degrees colder than necessary. Eleven people. Nora counted the professions on the name cards: two geologists, a structural engineer, a materials scientist, an anthropologist, two from the agency, a lawyer, a psychologist, a man whose card said only “consultant,” and herself.
The man at the head of the table was called Henrik and had been running the project for four years. He had the look of someone long accustomed to explaining the same thing.
“I’ll start with the geography,” he said, “because most people decide they understand the task before they have heard it.”
He showed them a map. Then an aerial photograph: a plain, scrub, a fence, a few low buildings, a dirt road. Nothing. The place Nora had seen in the photograph was the least interesting view of her life.
“Six hundred and eighty meters below this point there is a salt bed that has not moved in two hundred and fifty million years,” said Henrik. “We have carved chambers into it. Into the chambers we are putting material that will remain dangerous for longer than everything we call history has existed. In twelve years the chambers are sealed. The salt will close around them by itself; that is its advantage. After that, the place will have no need of us.”
“Then why are we here?” asked the lawyer.
“Because the law requires us to mark it.” Henrik paused. “And because if we don’t mark it, somebody will dig.”
The anthropologist laughed quietly.
“People always dig,” said Henrik, without laughing. “We are a people that digs. Every single thing we have buried, somebody has dug up. There is no exception.”
The lawyer handed out the document. Nora opened it at the page marked with a tab and read the requirement in its original formulation:
The marking system shall convey the message to anyone approaching the site for a period of ten thousand years.
“Where does the number come from?” she asked.
Everyone looked at her. It was her first sentence of the day.
“From a regulation,” said the lawyer.
“I’m asking why it’s ten thousand and not eight, or a hundred.”
“Because ten thousand sounds like the end of something,” said the consultant from the far end of the table. He was an old man with very calm hands. “It’s round. It’s soothing.”
“And the material?”
Henrik did not answer at once.
“The material is not interested in the regulation,” he said at last. “Part of it will be dangerous in a hundred thousand years. Part of it in two hundred thousand. Ten thousand is the number we can pretend to think about. Beyond it nobody has an honest answer, myself included.”
The air conditioner clicked and began a new cycle. Someone opened a bottle of water.
Nora was taking notes, but in fact she was doing something else — translating the number into things she could picture. Ten thousand years ago there were no cities on this continent. There was no writing, no metal, no wheel. The ice had withdrawn from the north less than three thousand years earlier, and the people who lived here were few, mobile, and had left nothing behind but flint and charcoal.
She tried to imagine writing a note to those people. Not a conversation — they are not here and they will not answer. A note left under a stone, in the hope that it will be found and understood after an entire glacial period.
Then she reversed the direction, which was worse, and imagined someone in ten thousand years finding her note, picking it up, and saying to the person beside them: I don’t know what this is.
“Dr. Lenard.” Henrik was looking at her. “You are here because nobody in this room is a specialist in the decay of meaning. I am going to ask you the question that will occupy us for the next several years, and I ask you not to answer it today.”
He laid his hands on the table.
“What should it say?”
Nora did not answer.
“I am not asking in what language,” Henrik went on. “We will discuss languages endlessly and get nowhere; I know that in advance. I am asking something simpler. If you had one utterance, only one, which will be read by someone about whom you know nothing — not their language, not their body, not what they hold sacred, not even whether they are human in the sense that we are — what do you say to them?”
The room was quiet. The psychologist was turning a pen between two fingers.
“I tell them to go away,” said Nora.
“Exactly.” Henrik nodded slowly. “The whole task is one sentence of two words: do not dig. In four years we have not managed to write it.“
“You haven’t managed to write it,” she repeated.
“We haven’t managed to write it so that it means that.”
He turned to the projector and changed the slide. A pyramid appeared on the screen — one of those photographs everyone has seen a thousand times.
“I’ll give you the only reliable result of four years of work,” said Henrik. “Everything a human being builds with great effort is read as important. Everything important is read as valuable. Everything valuable gets opened.” He pointed at the screen. “That structure carried an inscription which in practice said do not enter. You know how many times it has been respected.“
Nobody answered, because the answer was none.
“So the problem isn’t the language,” said Nora slowly. “The problem is our grammar itself. We have no form for important but worthless. We have never needed one. Every single thing we have marked in our entire history, we marked because it was either holy, or costly, or ours.“
“Yes,” said Henrik. “And now we have to invent that form and cut it into stone. Once. With no possibility of correction. With no possibility of finding out whether it worked.”
He switched off the projector.
“The commission meets once a month. Our first task is the formulation. The second, the medium. The third, and the hardest, is the decision whether to mark it at all, because there are serious people who argue that any sign is an invitation and that the safest thing is to leave nothing behind. We will get to that too.”
People began to stir, to gather papers, to look at their phones. The meeting ended like any other meeting.
Nora stayed seated a minute longer, while the room emptied.
In front of her, on her yellow notepad, one single thing was written that she had not looked at since writing it. It was not a note about the task. It was a question that had occurred to her at the very first slide with the plain, and had not gone away since.
Who are we writing to?
She looked at the question for a long time, then closed the notepad without crossing it out.
Chapter 4
◆
The wall came to light because another wall had fallen on top of it.
That was the only way for anything to survive in this city: to be crushed in time. Iret had known it for years and even so it seemed unfair to her every time — that we remember only what was buried by catastrophe, and that whole millennia of human life have run through our fingers simply because they passed quietly.
Trench seven was two meters below street level, in a room whose roof had come down all at once. Beneath it, pressed flat and sealed, lay a wall faced with glazed tiles.
And on the tiles there was a face.
“Don’t breathe on it,” said Iret.
“I’m not breathing,” Kel whispered.
The face was three times larger than a human one. A woman, young, her head turned away and her lips half open, looking up and to the left, at something outside the tile. The glaze had lost two colors and kept three. The hair broke apart into a dark mass, but the line of the cheekbone was whole, and the eye was whole, and in the eye there was a white point — deliberate, placed there by a craftsman who knew exactly what he was doing.
Iret crouched in front of it and said nothing for a long time.
She had seen fourteen such faces in eighteen years. She knew them by heart. And every time the same thing repeated itself — first the amazement at the skill, then the unease.
Because the face was impossible.
“It’s symmetrical,” said Kel, who had got there faster than his predecessors. “Perfectly symmetrical.”
“Go on.”
“There isn’t a single scar. Not one irregularity. The skin has no pores.” He leaned in. “And she is young. They are all young.”
“All of them?”
“All fourteen.”
Iret nodded. In a population of a million people who had lived here for hundreds of years, the images in stone showed only people between eighteen and thirty, with flawless skin, flawless symmetry and teeth that did not occur in a single grave they had ever opened. The graves told another story: twisted spines, bones broken and healed, teeth worn down to the nerve, the marks of hunger in childhood. Ordinary people who had lived an ordinary life inside a body.
And on the walls: this.
“So they aren’t portraits,” said Kel.
“They aren’t portraits.”
“Then they’re deities.”
“Or they’re wishes,” said Iret.
Kel looked at her for a moment, did not understand, and wrote down “deities.”
They worked until evening and cleared another four meters of the wall. Beneath the face, to the right, a field of even surface appeared, and on it a sign.
Iret recognized it at once. Everyone did. It was the most frequent sign in the city: a simple figure, four lines and a curve, so economical that it could be drawn in a single movement of the hand. They found it on vessels, on pieces of metal, on floors, on the remains of textiles, on the inner side of objects nobody would ever open. In the catalogue it had been given the number eight, but among themselves everyone simply called it the Mark.
“The Council’s report says it is the sign of a deity of abundance,” said Kel.
“The report says it is probably the sign of a deity of abundance,“ Iret corrected him. ”I wrote that report.“
“It says ’probably’?”
“It says ’probably’ in the first edition.”
She ran a finger a centimeter above the glaze without touching it.
There was one problem with the Mark, and Iret had been carrying it for twelve years like a pebble in her shoe. If it was a deity, it had to have a domain. Gods have domains — water, war, birth, the dead. Every god known in human history is a god of something.
And the Mark stood everywhere.
It stood on vessels for liquids. It stood on the remains of clothing. It stood on the body of a vehicle dug out of the northern slope. It stood in a child’s grave, it stood in a storehouse, it stood on a tool whose purpose they had still not worked out. If it was a god, it was a god of liquids, textiles, movement, children and labor at once — that is, a god of everything, that is, a single god.
But there were other signs in the city that behaved the same way.
Iret had counted two hundred and thirty. Two hundred and thirty single gods.
“Kel.”
“Yes?”
“If we vanished tomorrow and in nineteen thousand years somebody dug up our camp, how many signs would they find?”
Kel thought about it honestly, which she liked.
“The seal of the Council. The markings on the instruments. The seal of the institute.” He shrugged. “Four or five.”
“And they had two hundred and thirty.” Iret straightened and rubbed her knees. “Think about what that means.”
“That they were more devout than we are.”
“Or that their signs did not stand for a god.”
The sun had dropped to the rim of the trench and the glaze blazed for a minute — the three surviving colors turned suddenly bright, almost vulgar, and for the first time Iret saw the wall as it had been seen: not as a find, but as a surface made to strike you in the eye from a distance.
And then she noticed something she had not noticed in the previous thirteen.
“Kel, where was this wall in relation to the street?”
He looked in his notebook.
“Five meters from the eastern pavement. External facade.”
“At what height?”
“The lower edge of the tiles was two meters eighty above street level.”
Iret stood in the middle of the trench and raised her head, imagining the missing two meters eighty above her.
Too high to touch. Too high to leave an offering at its foot. Too high for kneeling, for kissing, for rubbing the
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