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The folder Benedetti placed on the table between them was thin. That was the first thing Donati noticed. In twenty-three years of working cases referred through Benedetti's office, the preliminary file had never been thin.

"It's a starting point," Benedetti said, "not a summary."

Outside the window of the small reading room Benedetti used for meetings he didn't want recorded in his diary, the late-morning light was doing something complicated with the courtyard garden. Donati watched it for a moment. He had slept badly and was on his second espresso and did not particularly want a new case. He also recognised that not particularly wanting things had never been a useful position.

The reading room was on the third floor of a building whose administrative function Donati had never formally established and did not intend to. It held four chairs, a narrow table, a window that overlooked the courtyard, and a single painting — a Flemish landscape, mountains, a figure in the middle distance carrying something — that had been in the same position since the first time Donati had been brought here, which was the autumn of 2001, four months after his laicisation was finalised. He had looked at the painting then because he had not known where else to look. He looked at it now occasionally, out of habit, and noted each time that the figure in the middle distance was carrying something but was too small and too far from the painter's interest to reveal what it was.

The espresso was from the machine in the corridor outside. Benedetti made it himself, which was one of the things about Benedetti that people who did not know him found surprising. A Monsignor of his standing, they expected, would have someone for the coffee. Benedetti had someone for everything else and made the coffee himself. Donati had asked him once, early in their working relationship, whether there was a reason for this. Benedetti had looked at him with mild amusement and said: a meeting conducted with coffee I have made begins differently from a meeting conducted with coffee someone else has made. Donati had filed this and thought about it periodically and continued, after eleven years, to find it true.

"The Galicia material," Benedetti said. "You found a pattern in the ecclesiastical records — the language around the 1490 contract. A specific formulation."

"Twice in the Salamanca archive and once in a footnote reference to a case in Kraków." Donati had included this in his report. It was a minor detail. "Fourteenth century. Different enough to be coincidence."

"Perhaps." Benedetti turned his espresso cup a quarter-rotation on the saucer. A habit Donati had observed for two decades. It meant he was about to say something he had already decided to say before the meeting began. "There is a diocesan archive in Kraków. Medieval, substantially intact. The relevant section is not widely catalogued."

Donati looked at the thin folder.

"The Polish Church has been sitting on a referral for some months," Benedetti continued. "Environmental disturbances near Wawel Hill. Escalating. They referred it through the standard channels and it has been waiting for someone with the right background." A brief pause. "The Galicia work gives you the right background."

"What kind of disturbances?"

"The folder." Benedetti gestured at it with two fingers — not pointing, offering. A distinction Donati recognised and did not remark on.

He opened it. Three pages. A letter from the diocesan office in Kraków, dated four months ago, describing a pattern of reported experiences near the cathedral district: disturbed sleep, a particular quality of unease that several witnesses had independently described using the same phrase, which the diocesan secretary had underlined in red. Poczucie obserwacji. The sensation of being watched.

Below the letter: a single photograph. The entrance to a cave system cut into the limestone of Wawel Hill. A tourist site. Donati had been there.

He looked at the photograph for a moment, then closed the folder.

"The archive connection to the Salamanca formulation," he said. "Is that documented or inferred?"

"Inferred," Benedetti said. "By me. Which is why I'm not filing it as a referral. I'm mentioning it to you."

The difference between filing a referral and mentioning something was, in Benedetti's operating language, the difference between an assignment and a suggestion. Donati was free to decline a suggestion. They both knew he would not decline this one because the Salamanca formulation in a fourteenth-century Kraków footnote was, in fact, interesting, and Benedetti had known it would be interesting before he opened his mouth.

Donati drank the last of his espresso. It had gone slightly cold during the conversation. He had not noticed this until now, which was a reliable indicator that the conversation had his full attention, which was also a reliable indicator that Benedetti had designed it correctly.

"When does the Polish Church need an answer?"

"They've waited four months," Benedetti said. "Another week won't trouble them."

Donati picked up the folder and put it in his coat pocket. Benedetti watched him do this with an expression of mild satisfaction he almost managed to conceal.

"How is your Latin?" Benedetti asked.

"Adequate."

"The archive uses medieval ecclesiastical Polish for the annotations." A small smile. "Father Czajka will help. He's the diocesan archivist. Seventy years of patience and very good coffee. You'll like him."

Donati noted that Benedetti already knew the archivist's name. He filed this and said nothing. The folder was thin. The case, he was already certain, was not.

He left Benedetti in the reading room and walked back through the corridor that connected the private offices to the main building.

The corridor was cool and smelled of old stone and — faintly, always — of candle wax, though there were no candles here. Donati had never identified the source of that smell. He had stopped trying in the second year of working from this building, on the grounds that some features of an environment were worth noting and some were simply features. The smell had proved consistent across all his visits, in all seasons, regardless of the weather or the time of day. He had logged this observation in the way he logged things he did not yet have a framework for: without classification, with a mental marker indicating that the classification might eventually become available.

He pushed through the outer door and stood for a moment in the afternoon light.

Rome in October. The city moved around him at its usual indifferent pace — a delivery truck blocking the narrow street, two women with shopping bags navigating around it, a priest on a bicycle who appeared to be running late. He had lived here most of his adult life and still found it occasionally surprising that the city simply continued regardless. Regardless of what had happened in whatever room he had just come from. Regardless of the files in his coat pocket. Regardless of the thing he had found in a Spanish archive three weeks ago and had included in his report as a minor anomaly because the classification system required him to designate it as something.

Cf. the Kraków proceedings of 1348, wherein a similar condition of contractual attachment was addressed by different means.

He had read this in the Salamanca archive at twenty past two on a Tuesday afternoon, in a room whose window was too high for a cross-breeze and whose air had the particular quality of air that had been in close contact with fourteenth-century vellum for a very long time. He had read it, transcribed it in his notebook, and moved on to the next document because that was what the work required. The transcription was in his report. Benedetti had read the report.

Different means. Not different outcome. Not different resolution. The Salamanca intervention and the Kraków proceeding were two solutions to the same problem, one chosen over the other for reasons the archivist hadn't seen fit to record. Donati had noted this in his field journal and then set it aside, because the Salamanca case was not the Kraków case, and the Kraków case, whatever it was, was not his case.

Until twenty minutes ago.

He took out his phone and called Giulia Testa.

She answered on the third ring. "You're going somewhere," she said, without greeting. Twenty-three months of intermittent professional contact had given her a reliable sense of his rhythms.

"Kraków."

A pause. "I'll check flights."

"It's not that kind of case yet."

"It's never that kind of case yet," she said. "And then it is. I'll check flights."

He almost said this one is different and stopped himself, because he had said that before and it had never been true in the way he meant it when he said it. What he meant, when he said it, was that he wanted it to be different. He wanted a case that stayed contained, that didn't require Testa to put her career in proximity to things she couldn't formally report. She had never once indicated that this concerned her. He found that more unsettling than if she had.

"I'll let you know when I've looked at the archive material," he said.

"You'll call me from the airport," she said. "You always call me from the airport."

She ended the call. He stood with the phone in his hand for a moment, then put it away.

He had been in Kraków before. January, three years ago — a referral from the Polish diocesan office. A parishioner in the Podgórze district. Symptoms consistent with a Category Two incursion, localised, resolved with the standard rite. He had filed the case as contained and taken the train to Vienna and then the flight home.

He had not thought about that case since he filed it.

He thought about it now.

He took the long way back to his apartment. Not a decision — he simply didn't take the turn that would have shortened the walk, and by the time he registered this he was already on the longer street and there was no useful reason to correct it.

The route took him along the Via della Lungara, where the plane trees were losing their leaves in the October wind with the particular reluctant violence of trees that had not wanted to cooperate with the season. The river was visible at intervals between buildings, the Tiber in autumn, darker and slower than its summer self. A woman was reading on a bench near the embankment wall. A man walked past him going the other direction, talking on his phone in a language Donati couldn't place. Three pigeons disputed something near the base of a lamp post with what seemed like an excessive level of commitment.

He was thinking about the word clarification.

Benedetti had said: there is a diocesan archive in Kraków where you might find clarification for the structural anomalies you found in Galicia. Clarification was a precise word. It implied that Donati already had the information and lacked only the frame for it. It did not imply discovery. It did not imply investigation. It implied that the answer was already present and required only correct placement to become legible.

He filed this without knowing yet what to do with it.

The Kraków referral from three years ago had come through the same channels as every referral came through. Diocesan office to Rome, Rome to the department whose name had changed three times in twenty-three years without altering its function, the department to Benedetti, Benedetti to Donati. The standard routing. A thin file, a name, an address in the Podgórze district, a priest's description of a parishioner whose condition required assessment. He had gone. He had assessed. He had administered the standard rite and the parishioner had improved and he had filed the case and closed the drawer.

The drawer that his hand had gone to without instruction, two hours ago in his apartment, when he reached for the filing cabinet. He did not reach for many things without instruction. He reached for this.

His apartment was on the fourth floor of a building that had been constructed in 1887 and renovated badly in 1973 and not touched since. The lift worked on alternate days according to a logic no resident had successfully identified. He took the stairs. The landing outside his door smelled of his neighbour's cooking — something with garlic and something with wine — and he stood for a moment with his key in the lock before going in.

The apartment was four rooms. He used three of them consistently; the fourth held boxes from his time at the Gregorian that he had moved here after his laicisation with the intention of organising and had not organised. He knew what was in the boxes. He did not need to open them to access what was in them. The intention to organise had been, in retrospect, a form of keeping them available without the additional labour of knowing why.

The filing cabinet in the second room was a two-drawer grey steel unit that had come with the apartment and that he had never replaced because replacing it would have required deciding what to replace it with. The bottom drawer held closed cases. Twenty-three years of them, organised by year, then by location, then by a classification system that existed only in his own handwriting on the tabs.

He found the Kraków file without looking for it. His hand went to the right year, the right location, the right position in the sequence before he had consciously directed it. That happened sometimes with cases he had worked in proximity to something active. The body remembered before the mind caught up. He had noted this as a phenomenon in his professional journal several years ago and had not yet found the right framework for it, and had continued noting it and continuing without the framework, which was the condition under which most of the work happened.

The file was thin. Thinner than Benedetti's folder, which had itself been thin. Three pages: the initial referral letter from the Polish diocesan office, his own field notes written in the cramped shorthand he used when he was cold and working quickly, and the case summary he had dictated into his phone on the train to Vienna and transcribed when he returned to Rome.

He read the summary first.

Kraków, Podgórze district. Referral: Fr. Andrzej Malik, parish of St. Joseph. Parishioner: male, 34, presenting symptoms consistent with Category Two localised incursion — elevated disturbance, sleep disruption, reported episodes of acute environmental awareness. No evidence of secondary transmission. No physical manifestations. Standard rite administered 14 January. Symptoms resolved. Case assessed: contained. Referral closed.

He read it again. Then he set it down and read his field notes.

His field notes were less clean. They were what he actually observed as opposed to what the classification system had language for. The parishioner's name was Bartosz. He had been a quiet man, sitting very still in the chair across from Donati in the priest's small office, with the specific quality of stillness that came not from calm but from the effort of suppressing agitation. He had described the sensation in terms that Donati had noted and then classified as consistent with Category Two, because the classification covered acute environmental awareness and that was the closest available fit.

What Bartosz had actually said was this: I feel as though something very far away has noticed me. Not watching. Noticed. As though I have come into a range I was not previously within.

Donati had written this in his notes. He had not included it in the summary because it did not fit the classification cleanly and the classification was what the case record required.

He sat with that for a moment.

As though I have come into a range I was not previously within.

He had resolved the symptom. He had administered the rite and Bartosz's presenting condition had improved and he had classified the case as contained and left. He had not asked what had changed in the eighteen months prior that had brought Bartosz into that range. He had not asked whether anything else in the Podgórze district had produced similar referrals. He had not looked at the geography of the parish relative to Wawel Hill, two streets north, which he had passed on his walk back from the site and had noted as a landmark and not thought about further.

The case summary said: contained.

He picked up his pen and wrote in the margin, in his current handwriting which was slightly different from the handwriting of three years ago: Review against site history.

He put the file on top of the cabinet rather than back in the drawer. Then he went to the kitchen and stood for a moment looking at the espresso machine before deciding against a third coffee and filling a glass of water instead.

The Benedetti folder in his coat pocket held three pages. The Kraków case file on top of the cabinet held three pages. An equal weight of documentation on two things that were, he was already becoming certain, the same thing at different points in a sequence he had not previously known was a sequence.

He drank the water standing at the kitchen window. The window looked onto the light well at the building's centre, which held a bicycle no one had moved in three years and a pot plant that had been dead since the summer before last. He had noticed both of these things before without finding them interesting. He noticed them again now and did not find them interesting now, because he was thinking about what Benedetti had known in September.

The archivist's name. Father Czajka. A seventy-year-old diocesan archivist in Kraków was not a name Benedetti assembled in an afternoon. That was the name of someone on a list, a list compiled for a purpose, the purpose being to have access to a specific body of material. Benedetti had that name before Donati filed his Salamanca report. Before the footnote reference was in front of Benedetti's eyes. Before Donati had found the thread that, in the meeting this morning, Benedetti had characterised as the thing that pointed him toward Kraków.

The thread was not the beginning of this.

Donati stood at the kitchen window and established, methodically, what he actually knew. He knew that Benedetti had a contact in Kraków with access to medieval ecclesiastical records. He knew that Benedetti had waited for the Salamanca case to close before placing the Kraków referral. He knew that the thin folder was not an opening — it was a door that had already been located, for which Donati was now being given the key. He knew that the word Benedetti had used was clarification, not investigation, not assessment.

He knew that the Bartosz case, which he had filed as contained, had produced a second referral from the same district three months after he left. He did not know this from the Kraków file. He knew it because the referral had come through his office on its way to the department and he had seen it on his desk and had opened it and had read Podgórze district and had felt something shift in his chest in the way things shifted when he had been wrong in a way he hadn't yet been able to articulate.

He had forwarded the second referral to a colleague in Warsaw who had more availability. He had not gone back to Kraków. He had told himself this was because the original case was closed and the second referral was from a different address and was almost certainly unrelated.

He put the water glass in the sink and went to find his bag.

He had learned not to pack too much. Everything he needed for a case fit in a single bag he could carry on the train: a change of clothes, his breviary, the small vial he kept in the inner pocket, the rosary with the missing bead he had not replaced in eleven years and would not replace now. His laptop. His phone charger. The document pouch for field notes and case materials.

He put Benedetti's thin folder in the document pouch. He put his own Kraków file next to it.

He packed methodically, moving between wardrobe and bag with the economy of someone who had reduced this activity to its functional minimum over many years. He did not make lists. He did not check things twice. What he forgot was generally minor and available in Kraków; what he could not replace he kept in the inner pocket and did not forget.

His breviary went in last. He held it for a moment before putting it in the bag — not prayer, not sentiment, simply the pause he made when picking up something that had been in contact with many of the cases he had worked, as though the weight of it had changed through that contact, which was not something he would have said aloud. He put it in the bag.

Then he sat on the edge of the bed with his shoes still on and did not think about anything specific for several minutes. This was not meditation and not rest. It was the space he allowed before a case became a case — before the thing that had been abstract became the thing he was standing inside.

Bartosz had been fine. The rite had worked. The symptoms had resolved and Fr. Malik had sent a follow-up letter two months later saying the parishioner was well and the parish was grateful and Donati had filed the letter with the case and closed the drawer.

The second referral had come from a different address. He had told himself this was significant.

He sat with the precise discomfort of that fact until it settled into something he could carry. Then he reached for his phone and booked a train to the airport, and after that he sat for a moment longer with the phone in his hand and did one more thing.

He opened the email application and searched for the Warsaw colleague's name. Kowalski. He had sent the forwarded referral in April, three years ago. He found the thread and read the reply he had received six weeks later: case reviewed, standard rite administered, symptoms reported improved, case filed.

He read it twice. Symptoms reported improved. Not resolved. Not contained. Reported improved.

He put the phone down on the bed beside him.

In twenty-three years he had learned to hear the difference between the language used when a case was closed and the language used when a case had been closed because the work required moving on. Symptoms reported improved was the language of a case that had produced results consistent with classification and had been filed as the classification required. It was accurate language. It left out the same things his own summary left out — what the symptom was a symptom of, why the same district had produced two referrals in three months, what had brought two separate residents into the range they had not previously been within.

The range was still there. Whatever the range was.

He picked up the phone and booked a train to the airport, because he had not done this yet — he had intended to do it and had instead read an email from three years ago and sat with what it told him, and the train required booking, and Kraków required getting to.

The train was at six-fifteen in the morning. He had five hours.

He did not sleep. He made one more espresso — the fourth, which was one more than he normally allowed himself, but the night ahead was long and the work ahead was longer — and sat at his desk and read through the Bartosz file a third time, and then the Benedetti folder a fourth time, and then he made a single page of notes in his field notebook: what he knew, what he inferred, what Benedetti had said and what Benedetti had not said, and the gap between the two, which was the only place the truth was ever actually located.

At the top of the page he wrote: Sequence: Benedetti has been building toward Kraków for longer than the Salamanca case. Duration of preparation unknown. Reason for timing: unclear. The footnote I found may have been the condition he was waiting for, or it may have been the occasion he required. The distinction matters.

Below this, after a space: Bartosz said: as though I have come into a range I was not previously within. This is not the language of a Category Two incursion. This is the language of a structural condition. Something in the Podgórze district has a range. Something within that range notices.

Below this, after another space, he wrote the question he would need the Kraków archive to answer: What is the condition the 1348 record describes, and what did the fourteenth-century proceeding do about it, and what does different means tell us about what they chose not to do?

He put the cap on his pen. He put the notebook in the document pouch.

Outside, Rome continued in the way Rome continued. He could hear the city from his window, its overnight iteration — the quieter traffic, a distant siren, the sounds of a neighbourhood that did not stop but shifted register after midnight in the way all old cities shifted. He had lived in this apartment for fourteen years and could distinguish, most nights, the sounds of the street below his window from the sounds of the parallel street that occasionally carried over when the wind was in the right direction. Tonight the wind was wrong, or right, and he could hear both.

He washed his face and changed his shirt and sat again at his desk until it was time to leave.

The Kraków file stayed on top of the filing cabinet. He had not put it back in the drawer, because putting it back would have constituted a decision about what it was, and he had not made that decision yet. The case was three years old and filed as closed. The case was also sitting on top of the cabinet with a margin note in his own handwriting that said review against site history, and the margin note was from today, which meant the case was not closed in any sense that currently mattered.

He left it there and picked up his bag and turned off the desk lamp and let himself out of the apartment.

The landing smelled, still, of garlic and wine from his neighbour's cooking, though the hour was past two and the cooking had long since been eaten. Smells stayed longer than their occasions. He had found this reliable.

He took the stairs. The lift was working — he could see the indicator light above the door — but he took the stairs anyway, because the stairs were what his body wanted, and his body, in his experience, was more trustworthy than his decisions in the small hours of the morning before a case began.

The street was quiet. A taxi moved past without stopping. The plane trees on the Via della Lungara were making the sound that plane trees made in night wind, which was different from the sound they made in day wind in a way he had never been able to precisely describe. He walked to the corner, turned, and did not look back at the building.

He was thinking about different means.

The Salamanca proceeding had used a contract. A binding, entered into with the specific terms of a binding — the Velarde bloodline, the conditions of continuation, the instrument of resolution that had required a living signatory from the damaged lineage to participate in its own undoing. Five centuries of consequence because someone in 1492 had chosen the method they had chosen. It had worked. The thing was resolved. The bloodline was free.

The 1348 Kraków proceeding had resolved something comparable by different means. Not a contract. Something else. The record existed in the medieval archive and Donati had not read it yet and would not know until he had read it what different means described.

But the condition in the Podgórze district was still present. Three years after his intervention, and three years after the second referral to Warsaw, something in that district still had a range, and people within the range still came into it without knowing what they were coming into.

Which meant the 1348 proceeding — whatever it was, whatever the different means — had not resolved the thing. It had addressed it by some other method. And the method was no longer functioning as it had been designed to function, or had never been designed to function permanently, or had been structurally altered at some point in the seven hundred years since it was established.

The taxi rank at the corner had one car. He got in and told the driver the station. The driver nodded and pulled out without speaking, which was the appropriate response at two-fifteen in the morning, and Donati sat in the back with his bag on the seat beside him and the document pouch across his knees and watched Rome go past the window in the way Rome went past windows at night: enormous, indifferent, lit from inside by the accumulated weight of its own significance.

He had been in this city most of his adult life. He did not think of it as home exactly. He thought of it as the place the work lived, and where the work lived, he lived, and this had been true long enough that the distinction between the two had ceased to be practically relevant.

The train station arrived.

He paid. He got out. He went inside.

In the document pouch, next to the Benedetti folder and the Bartosz case, was the field notebook with its single page of observations and the question he had written at the bottom: what did the fourteenth-century proceeding do, and what does different means tell us about what they chose not to do?

He would know the answer to this in approximately eighteen hours, assuming the archive held what Benedetti said it held, and assuming Benedetti's information was accurate, which he had no reason to doubt except for the growing catalogue of things Benedetti had known before he should have known them, which was not reason to doubt the information's accuracy. It was reason to consider whose information it originally was.

He found his platform. He sat down on a bench and put his bag on the floor between his feet and watched the board until his train appeared on it.

Then he picked up his bag and walked toward it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO
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He was on the landing outside his apartment with his bag when Signora Gaddi's door opened.

She had a sixth sense for the early morning that Donati had come to regard as something between a gift and a surveillance operation. In fourteen years in this building he had left for trains and flights at hours that should have ensured privacy — before six, occasionally before five — and she had been there, on the landing, engaged in some task that required her to be outside her door at the precise moment he stepped outside his. The task was always credible. She was not a woman who manufactured excuses for her curiosity. She simply managed her household in ways that happened, structurally, to bring her into contact with the corridor at the relevant times.

This morning she was carrying a bag of rubbish to the chute at the end of the landing, which was a task that could reasonably have waited until after nine but that she had chosen to perform at ten minutes past seven, two minutes after he had stepped out of his apartment and put his bag down to check that the door was locked.

"You're travelling," she said. Not a question. She said this every time, with the same mild satisfaction, as though she were confirming a known appointment.

"A few days."

"Kraków." She said it with the certainty of someone who had guessed correctly and was not surprised by this. He had not mentioned Kraków to Signora Gaddi. She was seventy-two and had lived in the building since 1986 and had, he had gathered over the years, an extensive and completely unauthorised awareness of her neighbours' movements.

"Yes," he said, because he saw no reason to deny it.

She adjusted the bag under her arm. She was a small woman, thick-waisted, with white hair that she kept short in the practical style of someone who had long since stopped caring about it in the way she once had. She looked at him with the particular attention she reserved for his departures, which was different from the attention she gave other moments — more measuring, as though she was checking something against a private assessment.

"My husband went to Kraków in 1981," she said. "For the university. He said it was a beautiful city and a cold one and that the two things were connected."

"He was right," Donati said, because he had been to Kraków and he thought this was probably accurate.

She looked at him for a moment longer, then nodded, in the way she nodded when a conversation had concluded to her satisfaction. "Safe travels, Father."

He had not been Father for twenty-two years. She had called him this for the entire fourteen years of their acquaintance. He had corrected her four times, in the early years, and the correction had not taken, and he had eventually understood that she was not using the title in error. She was using it because she had decided it was accurate in a way that ecclesiastical records did not cover, and because Signora Gaddi's decisions, once made, were not reversed.

"Thank you," he said, because this was what you said to her, and because it was a blessing of a kind, and because he was going to Kraków and he had learned over twenty-three years to be less particular than he had once been about which blessings he accepted and from whom.

He picked up his bag. He went down the stairs.

He had not planned to go to the Gregorian. The plan had been: station, train, airport, Kraków. The plan did not include Trastevere, which was in the wrong direction, and did not include the forty-minute detour that a visit to Orsini would constitute, and did not include arriving at Kraków Balice later than he had intended and taking a taxi rather than the shuttle because the next shuttle didn't run until the following morning.

He had not planned to go to the Gregorian. He went to the Gregorian.

This was the sort of decision his body made without consulting him, in the way it had taken his hand to the Bartosz file in the filing cabinet. Something in the accumulated material of the case — the thin folder, the Benedetti note with its knowledge of the archive's internal geography, the question he had not yet been able to precisely formulate — had produced a destination before he had a reason to articulate one. He was six minutes from his apartment, on a street that pointed toward the station, when he turned left instead of right.

The Pontifical Gregorian University on the Piazza della Pilotta was a building that had been managing the weight of its own significance for three centuries and had learned not to advertise it. The facade was understated in the specific way that very old institutions with very high opinions of themselves occasionally chose to be understated — everything in proportion, nothing decorative, the restraint itself a form of statement. Donati had spent four years here in his thirties, before the Jesuit formation that had led to his ordination and the subsequent decade of work that had led, eventually, to the office in the Via del Mascherino where Benedetti kept his meetings that were not for the record.

He had not been back in eleven years.

The guard at the entrance recognised him, or recognised the type of him — a man of a certain age and bearing who knew where he was going and was not interested in the visitor protocol — and waved him through with the minimal engagement of someone who made a hundred of these assessments daily and had learned to make them quickly.

The corridor inside was cool and quiet and smelled of the institution itself: old wood, old paper, the specific mineral quality of floors that had been cleaned with the same product for decades. Donati walked through it at his usual pace, which was the pace of someone who had walked these corridors before and retained them in the body's memory the way corridors learned in youth were always retained. The turns were not decisions. The turns were retrieval.

Father Bernardo Orsini's office was in the archive wing, on the second floor, at the end of a corridor that the institution had apparently decided did not need to be lit to the same standard as the corridors where students went. Donati had asked about this once, twenty years ago, and Orsini had said: researchers who need better light can bring better light, and researchers who need the dark to think can have the dark, and I have never had occasion to prefer the light for thinking, so here we are. Donati had accepted this and adapted accordingly, and now navigated the corridor's insufficient lighting without difficulty.

The office door was open.

Orsini was at his desk, as he was always at his desk. Seventy-eight years old, officially retired for the past three, still present every morning by nine, which was a fact that the institution had stopped contesting because contesting it had produced no result. He was slight in the way that certain men became slight in old age — the weight drawn inward, the frame clarifying itself, the unnecessary diminished — and he wore, as he always wore, a black Jesuit habit that had been cleaned so many times it had softened to a shade somewhere between black and dark charcoal. His desk was organised in a system that appeared chaotic to anyone who hadn't worked near it and that Orsini could navigate to the centimetre in the dark.

He looked up.

"Luca," he said. Not Father, not Donati, not the formal address that a man of his age and standing might have used with a former student. Luca. He had used the name for twenty-two years, from the first meeting after the laicisation, when Donati had come to the archive with a referral and a research question and the slightly dangerous blankness of a man who had recently had his entire professional identity removed and had not yet established what to replace it with. Orsini had looked at him across the desk and said: sit down, Luca, the coffee is bad but it's hot. Donati had sat down. The case had been resolved. They had continued to work together, intermittently but reliably, for two decades since.

"I'm going to Kraków," Donati said, stopping in the doorway.

"I know." Orsini took off his reading glasses and set them on the desk. "Sit down. The coffee is bad but it's hot."

He made it on a small machine that sat on the shelf behind his desk, the kind of machine that produced coffee that was technically correct and unremarkable in every other sense. Orsini had been making coffee on this machine for eleven years and had never, as far as Donati could determine, noticed that it was bad. He drank what he was given and did not remark on it.

"Benedetti placed you toward it," Orsini said. He was not asking. He said it the way he said things he already knew and was stating aloud in order to establish a shared foundation.

"He mentioned the diocesan referral and the archive connection. The Salamanca footnote was mine — the connection to the 1348 record."

"Was it," Orsini said. The inflection was careful. Not disbelieving. Precise about the difference between finding something and being positioned to find it.

Donati let this sit.

Orsini wrapped both hands around his cup. He had arthritis in the right hand that had progressed over the past several years from an inconvenience to a constraint. He did not discuss it. It was visible in the way he held things, carefully, distributing the weight across both hands when he could. He looked at Donati over the cup.

"How much has he told you about the 1348 record?" he said.

"Almost nothing. He told me to read the annotations rather than the liturgical text. He told me the language in the annotations was technical rather than devotional."

Orsini was quiet for a moment. He set the cup down. "Did he tell you why the condition they were addressing in 1348 was not addressable by contract?"

"No."

"No." He looked at the desk surface. "The Salamanca case used a contract. A binding between parties — the bloodline, the demonic entity, the terms of continuation and resolution. A formal instrument. Medieval canon law had a framework for instruments of this kind. Imperfect, contested, but available." He looked up. "The Kraków problem was not a contracted condition. It was not between parties. There was no entity with which to contract."

Donati was still. He had learned, over many years, to receive information from Orsini at the pace Orsini chose to release it. The pace was deliberate. It was not performance. It was the pace of a man who had spent fifty years understanding that the order in which information was received determined how it was processed, and who had concluded that the order mattered more than the speed.

"What was it?" Donati said.

"The 1348 record describes it as a rima," Orsini said. "A crack. Not a presence. Not a contracted entity. A structural condition in the boundary between this world and whatever lies adjacent to it. The Black Death in Kraków was catastrophic — forty percent mortality in eighteen months. That volume of death, in a concentrated location, over a concentrated period, thinned the boundary past a sustainable point." He paused. "The Church's response was not exorcism. Exorcism addresses presences. There was no presence. The response was structural. A sealing."

"The anchor," Donati said.

Orsini looked at him. "Benedetti told you about the anchor."

"The 1348 record mentions it. He told me it was in the operational annotations." Donati paused. "He said it was described as origine incerta. Origin uncertain. The Church found it — didn't make it."

"Yes." Orsini was quiet again, longer this time. He picked up his cup and set it down without drinking from it. "The anchor is pre-Christian. Possibly pre-Roman. It was found in the limestone beneath Wawel Hill when the 1348 officiant went into the chamber." He looked at Donati steadily. "The sealing record specifies the condition of the officiant."

"Qui mortem expertus est et reversus."

"You've read it."

"In the report Benedetti gave me. The phrase was in his folder."

Orsini absorbed this without expression. Then he said: "Do you know why that condition was specified?"

"The record says the officiant must have crossed and come back. The Polish annotation: he must have stood where the anchor stands."

"Yes." Orsini set the cup down. "The anchor holds because of what the officiant has in common with what the anchor is anchoring. The 1348 sealing was not performed by someone chosen for seniority or sanctity. It was performed by someone who had experienced death and returned from it. The boundary the anchor engages — the crack between the living world and what lies beyond — is one that the officiant had already crossed. The anchor holds because the officiant has stood in the place the anchor is reaching into and come back. The mechanism is experiential, not liturgical."

The office was quiet. Somewhere in the building, a door opened and closed. Footsteps in the corridor, receding.

Donati looked at his coffee. He had not drunk any of it. "And the 1348 sealing is what held for seven hundred years," he said.

"Held, yes." Orsini's voice was careful. "The anchor held the seal. The seal held the condition from expanding. The people of Kraków stopped dying at the rate they had been dying. The Church recorded the outcome as a successful intervention and classified the record and continued." He was quiet for a moment. "The seal has not been intact since December 1940."

"The Ahnenerbe operation."

"Yes."

Donati looked at him. "You know about the Ahnenerbe operation."

"I know what the Vatican's records show," Orsini said. "Which is a different thing from knowing about the operation." He held Donati's gaze. "The anchor was received in Rome in January 1941. Transferred internally in March of that year. The receipt is in the Sezione P transfer log, which I was permitted to review in 1989, in a different context. The anchor's classification in that log is: origin disputed, pre-dates attribution."

The phrase landed with the weight of something that had been waiting to land.

Pre-dates attribution. Not pre-dates known history. Pre-dates the Church's capacity to assign the object to any tradition it recognised. The same object that the 1348 officiant had found in the limestone and used to seal a boundary between the living world and what lay adjacent to it was old enough that the Vatican's classification system, in 1941, could not place it within any category it had.

"They knew what it was," Donati said. "The Ahnenerbe. They knew what the sub-chamber held."

"The survey routes are very precise," Orsini said, with the mild tone of a man who had thought about this for some years. "Yes. Someone knew."

"And the Vatican received it."

"The Vatican received it, classified it, and transferred it to a section whose function is not publicly documented." He paused. "And the seal has been structurally incomplete since the day the anchor left the chamber."

Donati sat with this for a moment. The Bartosz referral. January three years ago. As though I have come into a range I was not previously within. And the second referral from Podgórze three months later. And the diocesan referral sitting for four months before Benedetti decided it was time to mention it.

"The 1947 inspection report," Donati said. "Benedetti indicated—"

"Yes," Orsini said, quietly. "The 1947 report found the anchor point empty. The inspector recommended restoration. The superior declined." He paused again. "The language was: further intervention deferred. The matter is being addressed through other channels."

"Which means the Vatican has known since 1947 that the seal is incomplete and has chosen not to restore it."

"Chosen not to restore it by the method available to them," Orsini said. "Which is a different thing from choosing not to address it."

The distinction was precise and Donati turned it over carefully. Not restoration. Something else. The anchor transferred to Sezione P, classified as pre-dates attribution, held in Rome for — how long? Still there? Or moved? The note in Benedetti's folder had said: the records have long memories. Benedetti always prepared his material before he came to a meeting. Benedetti had not included the current location of the anchor in the thin folder, and he had not mentioned it in the meeting, and the absence of that information had the shape of a deliberate omission rather than an unknown.

"Where is the anchor now?" Donati said.

Orsini looked at him. Then he looked at his desk.

On the desk, beside the cup and the glasses and the folders he had been working through when Donati arrived, was a grey folder. Not part of any visible sequence. Not labelled. The sort of folder that existed in archive environments in the spaces between things — material that was waiting to be placed, or that had been placed and then quietly removed from its placement, or that had never been placed at all.

Orsini did not look at the grey folder. He looked, carefully, at the middle distance.

"That question," he said, "is for a different visit."

Donati looked at the grey folder. He looked at Orsini. He did not ask again. He had known Bernardo Orsini for twenty-two years, across more than thirty cases in various states of resolution, and he had learned the texture of the withholding that came from not knowing versus the withholding that came from knowing and deciding not to release. This was the second kind. The folder on the desk was part of the reason for the decision. He would not ask, because asking would not produce the folder, and the folder was not for this visit, and Orsini had said this clearly in the way that Orsini said clear things — not as refusal, as positioning. The information existed. The time for it was not now.

He picked up his coffee and drank it. It was bad and it was cold. He drank it anyway, in its entirety, the way you completed something out of respect for the person who had made it.

"Tell me about the annotations," he said. "The 1348 record. What should I read them as?"

Orsini settled. This was the question he had been waiting for, or near enough that the adjustment was almost imperceptible. He folded his hands on the desk, accommodating the arthritis in the right.

"The liturgical text is what the Church required the record to look like," he said. "Psalm fragments. The standard invocations. The language of consecration and binding as the thirteenth century understood it. If you read only the liturgical text, you have a record of an ecclesiastical procedure. The procedure is comprehensible within the Church's existing categories. Exorcism, writ large. That is what the document appears to be."

"But the annotations are something else."

"The annotations were written by someone different from the person who wrote the liturgical record. Different hand, different formation, different century of Latin — the liturgical text is thirteenth-century ecclesiastical. The annotations are technical in a way that has a different origin. They describe what actually happened in the chamber. What the anchor looked like. The condition required in the officiant. The physical actions that were performed. The relationship between the officiant's contact with the limestone and the engagement of the anchor with the boundary." He paused. "If you read the annotations, you have something that looks less like a Church record and more like a set of instructions."

"Instructions for what?"

"For what to do if it ever needs to be done again," Orsini said.

The room was quiet.

"The language is very precise," Orsini continued. "The person who wrote those annotations was not recording a ceremony. They were recording a technique. The liturgical text surrounds the technique, contextualises it, makes it legible to the institutional record. But the technique itself is in the annotations, and the technique is not liturgical. It predates the liturgy. It predates the Church's involvement in the site by a very long time." He looked at Donati. "The language is not the thing. This is what Benedetti is trying to tell you. The ceremony is not the mechanism. The mechanism is in what the ceremony contains."

Donati was thinking about this in the specific way he thought about things that were reshaping a structure he had previously thought was fixed. It was not an uncomfortable process. It was the process that the work required, repeatedly, that you hold a framework until the framework needed adjustment, and then you adjusted it, and you did not mourn the previous shape.

"The officiant went into the chamber alone," he said. It was not a question. The record said this.

"Yes."

"And the anchor — the way it engaged with the boundary—" He paused, finding the language. "The record says the anchor holds because the officiant has stood where the anchor stands. Has experienced what the anchor is anchoring."

"Yes."

"Death," Donati said.

Orsini looked at him steadily. "The boundary between the living world and what lies adjacent to it," he said. "The anchor engages with that boundary. The officiant has crossed that boundary and returned. The mechanism is: the anchor holds the crack because the person who performed the sealing has been on both sides of it. The anchor is, in a sense, a record of that crossing. A physical memory of where the boundary was crossed and returned from."

He said this in the even tone of a man delivering technical information. It was technical information. It was also one of the most remarkable things Donati had heard in twenty-three years of fieldwork, and he sat with it in the way he sat with remarkable things: not reacting, processing, giving it the space it needed to settle into the place where it would eventually connect to something else.

"The Irish connection," he said. "You mentioned Ireland once, years ago. In a different context."

Orsini looked at him carefully. "What context?"

"A referral from Connemara. 2011. You told me the Irish monastic tradition had a different framework for certain kinds of boundary conditions. I filed it as an interesting distinction and moved on."

Orsini was quiet for a moment. "The Irish used anchors," he said, "as markers rather than weights. That is the distinction. Continental practice — Germanic, Roman
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