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PREVIOUSLY
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If you have read Part I, you may skip this page. If you haven't — or if you've forgotten — here is what matters most.

What is Dominion? There are things in this world that should not exist: creatures that cannot be killed, beings that murder anyone who sees their face, cursed objects. They are called SCPs, and each one is given a number (for example, SCP-096). The Dominion Initiative is the secret organization that captures them, cages them, and hides them from the rest of humanity. Its headquarters is Black Rock — a base buried beneath the Swiss Alps.

The main characters:


•  Emily Carter — a former Chicago detective, and Dominion's sharpest analyst.

•  General Samuel Richter — commander of Dominion's soldiers. He memorizes the name of every soldier who dies under him.

•  Director Jonathan Crane — head of Dominion. Cold, calculating, secretive.

•  Dr. Alan Peterson — chief scientist. Always smiling. He invents ways to control the most dangerous creatures alive.


What happened in Part I:


•  Dominion fought a series of terrifying SCPs. SCP-096 — a creature that hunts down and kills anyone who looks at its face — was captured and locked in a titanium cage.

•  An ancient, immortal warrior called SCP-076 — Abel was taken. He lives only for war.

•  SCP-682 is a colossal reptile that cannot be killed and adapts to every weapon used against it. Dr. Peterson learned to "control" it with an electrical signal wired into its brain.

•  SCP-106 and one specimen of SCP-939 were killed. SCP-035, the cursed mask, was thrown into a volcano.

•  At the very end, Emily met SCP-055 in a dream. 055 is a strange entity: no one can remember anything about it. See it, hear about it — and you forget at once. But Emily can remember it. They became friends. 055 told her: "I will help you. But I cannot face 579 alone." No one knows what 579 is.

•  At a briefing, Emily said: "We hold 26 SCPs." But the official records listed only 16. Where are the other ten? And who hid them?


Part II begins with that question.

P.S. This book opens with an event that took place in Norway in 1999. At first glance it seems to have nothing to do with Emily or Dominion. Remember it. It is the book's most important secret.
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PROLOGUE: THE DOOR
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BERGEN, NORWAY — OCTOBER 14, 1999, MORNING

This happened twenty years before Emily Carter ever came to Dominion.

In those days there was no Dominion. In its place stood another organization — older, and far more ruthless. Later, everyone would simply call it the Old Organization. It, too, captured SCPs and kept them hidden. It was run by a secret Council of twelve. To the Council, people did not matter. Only containment mattered.

The Old Organization had a large base on the outskirts of Bergen, Norway.

A sister and her younger brother worked there.

The sister's name was Clara. Twenty-three. Blond hair, round glasses, a girl who always seemed about to laugh. She worked as a secretary in the base's administrative wing — an ordinary office. She filed documents and answered phones. She did not know what kinds of creatures were kept on the lower levels, and she did not want to know.

Her brother was twenty. Brilliant, endlessly curious. He worked as an intern in the base's lower laboratory — exactly where the creatures were kept.

Their parents had died in a car crash eight years earlier. Ever since, Clara had been both sister and mother to him. They shared a small two-room flat in Bergen.

Every morning, Clara stuck a note to the refrigerator door for her brother. He almost never read them — he was always rushing, always late, always running off to the lab. Clara knew that. She wrote them anyway.

That morning there was a note, too. A square of yellow paper. He saw it, but he didn't read it. He was late. He ran out the door.

He would read it that night. And then — every day for twenty-six years — he would read it again.

BERGEN, OLD ORGANIZATION BASE, LOWER LABORATORY — 14:10

In the lab's test chamber, behind thick glass, a creature was held.

It looked like fire. Not ordinary fire — living fire. It moved. It breathed. And inside it, at the heart of the white-gold flame, there was a shape that looked almost human. The creature had no number — the Council had never entered it into the official register. Its file said only this: "The object seeks out living beings. It feeds on their air and their memories."

At 14:10, the magnetic field holding it flickered off for an instant.

It wasn't even a full second. For the fire, it was enough.

It rose to the ceiling and passed up through the concrete, the way a hand slips into water.

The young intern saw it happen through the glass. Beside him, an old lab technician screamed into the phone:

"It went up! Straight up! The admin wing — it was right under the admin wing!"

The young man froze.

The administrative wing. Second floor. His sister's office.

He ran.

BERGEN, OLD ORGANIZATION BASE, ADMINISTRATIVE WING — 14:18

Clara smelled the smoke first. Then came a scream from the third floor. Then the fire alarm.

Everyone in the office ran for the door.

The door was locked.

Clara looked at the light above it. It always glowed green. Now it was red. Someone had locked the doors from the outside — deliberately. The sprinklers in the ceiling didn't come on, either. Someone had shut those off, too.

Clara had handled Council paperwork for three years. She remembered a folder: "Administrative Wing — Emergency Procedure." It bore a red stamp: "Isolation. Priority — containment of the object."

And she understood.

The creature had risen to their floor. If the doors were opened, it would escape and spread through the whole base — five hundred people. So the Council had already made its decision: seal the wing. Let the thing burn itself out inside. Along with the forty-two people trapped with it.

Smoke began to seep into the office.

BERGEN, ADMINISTRATIVE WING, MAIN DOOR — 14:24

Her brother reached the door at a run.

A man stood in front of it: late thirties, tall, black suit, a face as hard as stone. An internal security agent of the Old Organization. He held the door key in his hand. He had not put it in the lock — he was simply holding it. Two armed guards stood behind him.

"Open it!" the young man shouted. "My sister's in there! Clara! Please — open the door!"

"It can't be opened," said the man with the key. "Council orders. If that door opens, the object gets out and the entire base burns. Five hundred people."

The young man threw himself at the door. He pounded it with his fists, kicked it, screamed.

"CLARA!"

From the other side, through the smoke, came a familiar voice:

"Little brother? LITTLE BROTHER! I'm here!"

In the middle of the door was a small window, no bigger than a palm. Behind it, in the smoke, Clara's face appeared. Her glasses were blackened, her eyes full of fear. But when she saw her brother, she calmed — a little.

She pressed her palm to the glass.

He pressed his own palm to the other side, in exactly the same place.

Two hands. A single pane of glass between them.

BERGEN, ADMINISTRATIVE WING, MAIN DOOR — 14:30 TO 17:20

Three hours.

For three hours the young man beat on the door and begged. He begged the man with the key. He begged the guards. He snatched someone's phone and called the Council directly. A short, cold voice answered: "Isolation procedure. Request denied."

He tried to tear the key from the agent's hand. The guards threw him to the floor.

He crawled back to the door. To the window. To his sister's hand.

And they talked. On either side of the door. He reminded her of last summer — their first and only holiday, the Lofoten Islands, the mountain they had climbed. He reminded her of their mother's apple pie. When she was frightened, he sang her an old Norwegian children's song.

Slowly, her voice grew weaker. By five o'clock she could no longer stand at the window — she was sitting on the floor. All he could see was her hand, at the bottom edge of the glass.

At 17:10, the young man himself collapsed. After three hours of screaming and terror, his body simply switched off. The guards propped him against the wall.

And in those very minutes, while he lay unconscious, Clara's face appeared at the window once more.

She looked at the man with the key. Her eyes were red, but very calm. Her lips moved behind the glass. Only he heard her.

They were Clara's last words.

The man with the key went still. Then he turned and walked away from the door. He never told anyone what she said. Not even her brother. For twenty-six years.

(You will learn those words in Chapter 25.)

At 17:20, there was no one at the window.

BERGEN, ADMINISTRATIVE WING — EVENING, 19:20

When the young man came to, he sat down in front of the door again. And waited.

At 19:20, the creature finished burning itself out, and the door was opened.

Inside, there was only ash. Of forty-two people — secretaries, accountants, cleaners, two young interns — nothing was left.

He looked at the ash for a long time. He said nothing. He stood up and left.

BERGEN, THE FLAT — THAT NIGHT, 23:50

He came home alone. His hands were wrapped in bandages — he had beaten the door until they bled.

He didn't turn on the light. In the dark, he walked to the refrigerator. On its door — the yellow note from that morning. His sister's handwriting.

He took it down and, at last, he read it.

"I'll be late tonight. Don't wait up. There's food in the fridge. Get some sleep, you have to be up early tomorrow. And please, please — don't wear yourself out in that lab. You're the smartest person in the world, but you forget to eat. I love you, little brain. C."

He read it ten times. Then he sat down on the floor in front of the refrigerator and pressed the paper to his chest.

And he waited. For the door to open. For the familiar footsteps. For the voice that would say, "Sorry I'm late — have you eaten?"

The door did not open.

He waited until dawn. And after that, he never stopped waiting. For twenty-six years.

The Old Organization filed the event in its archive as follows: "Bergen, October 14, 1999. Accident in the administrative wing (fire). Fatalities: 42." The name of the agent who signed the report has been blacked out.

Who the young man was, who the man with the key was, and how this connects to Emily Carter — all of it will be revealed, slowly, over the course of this book.
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CHAPTER 1: THE SLEEPLESS RETURN
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DOMINION INITIATIVE HEADQUARTERS, BLACK ROCK COMPLEX, SUBLEVEL 4 — DAWN, 04:12

When Emily Carter opened her eyes, the room was still dark.

Books lay scattered across the long library table. Some were open, some half-closed, and one had fallen to the floor, its pages trembling as though turned by an icy draft. But there was no draft in the room. This was the fourth sublevel. Even sound had trouble reaching it.

She lifted her head. Her neck ached. The edge of the table had left a mark on her cheek.

And she remembered.

A black void. Darkness without walls, without floor, without ceiling. At its farthest edge, very far away — an empty chair. And on a small table beside the chair — a glass of water. In the middle of the void stood a tall, human-shaped figure, a black statue with a flat, featureless face. Soundless footsteps. And words — not heard with the ears, but dropped straight into the mind:

"I have found my only friend."

Emily pressed a hand to her eyes. Her heart was racing. She remembered the dream — every detail of it, sharp and clear, like a film she had watched the night before. And that was exactly what frightened her. Because she knew: this was something no one was supposed to be able to remember.

SCP-055.

She said the name in her head. Waited. The memory did not fade. If anything, it grew sharper: the outstretched hand, the black steel body shimmering like dimmed sunlight, the wave of knowledge that had exploded in her mind.

"I will help you destroy all the SCPs. But I cannot face 579 alone."

Emily took a sheet of paper from the table and wrote, her hand shaking:

SCP-055. Statue. Alliance. 579.

Then she looked at the page.

The words were still there.

She drew a deep breath. Maybe it was just exhaustion — a week without sleep, the blood and death and books all landing at once. Maybe a dream was just a dream.

But then, among the books, one with a black cover caught her eye. That one. The fifteenth. SCP-055: Missing Information Syndrome. Last night there had been nothing inside it — page after page of blank white paper.

Emily opened it.

On the first page, in black ink, neat as if written by hand, stood a single sentence:

"You have woken. Now they will wake too."

BLACK ROCK, LEVEL 2, CANTEEN — MORNING, 07:40

"You look like you spent the night in a graveyard," said General Samuel Richter, setting two mugs of coffee on the table.

Emily wrapped both hands around hers. The warmth seeped into her fingers.

"The library," she said. "Not much difference."

Samuel sat down across from her. A week of leave had softened the lines in his face a little. He'd been with his family — everyone knew that. The photos his daughter Lily had sent to his phone had made their way through the entire headquarters: Samuel at an amusement park, holding a pink cloud of cotton candy, wearing an expression of absolute, bottomless misery. The soldiers had voted it the best news of the week.

"Go on, then," Samuel said. "You've got that look. The 'I've figured something out, but if I say it out loud they'll call me crazy' look."

Emily set her mug down. She glanced around. There were three or four other people in the canteen, but they were well away, sitting by the windows. This was underground, but there were windows of a sort — screens showing a live feed of the Swiss Alps. Someone had thought it would make life below ground easier. Nobody believed the screens.

"Samuel," Emily said quietly. "I'm going to tell you something. And then I want you to repeat back to me exactly what you heard — right away. Word for word."

Samuel frowned.

"Is this some kind of test?"

"Yes."

"Fine. Go."

Emily took a breath.

"I've made contact with SCP-055. It wants to help me. It'll help me destroy all the other SCPs, but it's afraid of SCP-579."

Samuel looked at her. One second. Two. Three.

"Well?" he said.

"Repeat it."

"Repeat what?"

"What I just said."

Samuel smiled and shook his head.

"You haven't said anything yet. I said 'go,' you took a breath, and—" He stopped. His brows drew together. "Wait. You did say something. I..." He rubbed his forehead. "Strange. I remember your mouth moving. But not the words."

Emily said nothing. She simply slid the sheet of paper from the library across the table toward him.

Samuel looked at it.

"What's this?" he said. "It's blank."

Emily looked down. On it, in her own handwriting, clear as day: SCP-055. Statue. Alliance. 579.

She closed her eyes.

"Nothing," she said. "Old habit. I carry blank paper around."

Samuel studied her for a long moment. He was no fool. Twenty years in uniform, hundreds of operations — he could tell when someone was lying. But he also knew when not to ask.

"Emily," he said at last, lowering his voice. "If something's happening to you... if that mask — 035 — left some kind of mark on you..."

"No," Emily said. "It's not the mask."

"Then what?"

Emily picked up her mug and took a sip. The coffee was bitter and had gone cold.

"It's something only I can see," she said. "And right now I don't know how to show it to anyone else."

BLACK ROCK, MAIN BRIEFING ROOM — 09:00

The leadership of the Dominion Initiative had gathered again.

Familiar faces sat around the long oval table: Director Jonathan Crane — silver hair combed flat, always in the same grey suit; Dr. Alan Peterson — fingers laced together on the tabletop, a faint smile on his face; General Samuel Richter; Emily. Behind them, in the second row, there were new faces too.

Captain Marko Vidal — commander of the Black Shield special unit. Spanish, around forty, half his left ear missing — Cuba, the 076 operation. He was one of only eleven men who had come back alive from that fight.

Lieutenant Mei Chen — sniper. Born in Harbin, China; at twelve she had moved with her family to San Francisco. Small, quiet, with eyes that always seemed fixed on a single point. During the 682 operation in an Estonian swamp, she had lain in the mud for four hours with the creature's eye in her crosshairs. She never fired — the order never came. But for four hours she did not move.

Tomas Brandt — technician and drone operator. German father, Czech mother, raised in Prague; twenty-seven, hair permanently in disarray. He drank more coffee than anyone in the room and made more jokes than anyone in the room — which was probably why he was more frightened than anyone in the room.

And Dr. Hana Sato — a Japanese neurophysiologist. She had joined Dominion a month ago. She hadn't made friends with anyone yet.

Director Crane set his tablet down on the table.

"One week," he said. "You've had one week of rest. In that week, fourteen new anomalous events were recorded worldwide. Nine were unconfirmed. Five were confirmed."

He switched on the screen. A map appeared on the large monitor on the wall. Five points glowed red.

"Prague. Norilsk. Venice. Los Angeles. British Columbia, Canada."

Peterson cleared his throat lightly.

"If I may, Director," he said. "A brief update on our existing cases first. SCP-682 — stable. The electromagnetic control system is operating at ninety-eight percent efficiency. SCP-096 — stable. SCP-076 — in its cell. Every morning at five o'clock it sings something in its Akkadian. We've translated it. It's a battle song."

"Can it be calmed?" Crane asked.

"It can," Peterson said with a smile. "But why would we? The song is motivation. We'll be using him again."

Crane said nothing. He looked at Emily.

"Carter. Your report."

Emily stood. She opened her tablet. Her hands did not shake — she had spent half an hour that morning splashing cold water on her face to make sure of that.

"First, a clarification," she said. "At our last meeting, after SCP-096 was captured, I showed you a list of uncontained SCPs. I said 'twenty-six.'"

A brief silence settled over the room.

"Yes," Samuel said. "I remember. Twenty-six."

"But I only showed you sixteen."

Peterson's fingers moved slowly on the tabletop. Crane did not move at all.

"I've thought about this," Emily went on. "For a long time. And I realized the list wasn't one I'd built myself. It came from the archive. The archive showed me twenty-six entries. When I was preparing the presentation, ten of them... wouldn't open. I assumed it was a technical glitch and worked with the rest. But last night I checked."

She changed the screen. The archive system's table appeared on the monitor. Twenty-six rows. Sixteen had names, numbers, photographs. Ten had nothing. Only a grey bar and a single code:

C-10. ACCESS DENIED. CLEARANCE LEVEL: DIRECTOR.

"Ten entries," Emily said. "They aren't missing. They're sealed. And only one person can authorize opening them."

Everyone looked at Crane.

The Director gazed at the screen for a moment. Then, very slowly, he picked up his tablet and pressed something. The table on the monitor vanished.

"Detective Carter," he said. His voice was level — kind, even. "You are doing very good work. So I'll give you a straight answer. Yes, ten entries are sealed. They were inherited from the Old Organization. Some are unconfirmed, some describe objects that were destroyed, and some were simply recorded incorrectly. I've ordered them re-examined. When the review is complete, you'll be the first to see it."

"When?" Emily asked.

"When the time is right."

"Director, I—"

"Detective." Crane did not raise his voice. But the air in the room suddenly grew heavy. "We have five confirmed incidents in front of us. Five cities. Living people. Let us deal with the living first."

Emily stood motionless. Then, slowly, she sat down.

Under the table, Samuel touched her wrist — a brief, barely perceptible touch. Not now, it meant.

Peterson was smiling. He was always smiling. But for the first time, Emily noticed: his smile never reached his eyes.

BLACK ROCK, MAIN BRIEFING ROOM — 09:40

"Prague," Crane said, and a new image appeared on the screen.

An abandoned metro platform. Tiled walls, rusted rails, severed cables hanging from the ceiling. The camera feed was black-and-white and grainy. In the corner, a timestamp: 03:14:22.

In the middle of the platform, beside the rails, something stood.

A statue.

A little taller than a man, made of concrete and steel rebar. Its shape was human, but wrong: the arms too long, the head too small, and on its face, crude eyes and a mouth painted in red and brown. The paint looked like dried blood.

"This footage was recorded last night," Crane said. "An old service tunnel near Zličín station. Built in 1985, sealed after the 2002 flood. Officially, no one goes there. Unofficially — the homeless, teenagers, graffiti artists."

The video played on. Three people entered the frame — young men with flashlights and spray cans. They were laughing. One walked up to the statue, threw an arm over its shoulder, and took a selfie. The second turned around, as if he'd heard something.

The frame shuddered for an instant. The image dropped out — for a second, maybe half a second.

When it came back, the statue was no longer where it had been.

It was standing behind the young man who had turned around. And his head hung on his shoulder at an impossible angle.

The other two screamed. One dropped his flashlight. It rolled across the rails, and its beam swung up toward the ceiling.

Darkness.

One second.

When the light fell across the platform again — not in anyone's hand now, it had simply rolled to a stop — three bodies lay in the frame. All three with broken necks.

And the statue stood at the edge of the platform, facing the camera.

Looking at it.

No one in the room spoke. Tomas Brandt set his mug down and, without thinking, pressed his hands to his knees.

"SCP-173," Emily said, breaking the silence. "'The Sculpture.' Keter. It moves when it isn't being observed. Very fast. It kills by snapping the neck or by strangulation. A blink is enough. A light going out is enough."

"How fast?" asked Vidal.

"No one knows. According to Old Organization reports, in the time between two camera frames — roughly a thirtieth of a second — it can cover several meters."

"So we have to watch it without blinking," Vidal said.

"At least three people," said Emily. "Taking turns. Before anyone blinks, they call out 'blink' — loud — and the other two keep watching. Cameras aren't reliable. A camera 'blinks' between frames, too."

"All right," Samuel said. "Then why has it been quiet for a year? Why now?"

No one answered.

Peterson, though, looked at the frozen frame — at the statue staring into the camera — with interest, and said quietly:

"Because someone woke it."

Emily looked at him. Peterson noticed, and smiled at her.

"Figuratively speaking, of course," he added.

BLACK ROCK, EMILY CARTER'S QUARTERS — EVENING, 22:15

Emily did not turn off the light.

She sat on the bed with her back against the wall. In her hands — the same black-covered book. SCP-055: Missing Information Syndrome. The sentence on the first page was still there:

"You have woken. Now they will wake too."

She had read it twenty times that day. She'd shown it to Samuel — he saw a blank page. She'd shown it to Tomas — so did he. She had even shown it to Mei, when they ran into each other in the corridor on the way back to their rooms. Mei looked at the book for a long time, then at Emily.

"There is nothing written here," she said, in her quiet, slightly accented English. "But it is written on your face. You are afraid."

"Everyone's afraid," Emily said.

"No," said Mei. "Everyone is afraid of something else. You — are afraid of yourself."

Then she had walked away. And Emily had stood in the corridor for a long time.

Now she sat on the bed with the book open, waiting.

She didn't know what she was waiting for.

At 23:00 the light flickered once.

At 23:17 the shadow in the corner of the room — the shadow of the wardrobe — seemed to stretch a little. Emily stared at it. The shadow didn't move. She blinked. The shadow was still there, just as it always was.

You're thinking about 173, she told herself. Blinking. Shadows. Everything starts to look like it.

At midnight, she fell asleep.

And the darkness came back.

DREAM. NOWHERE. NEVER.

This time the void was not empty.

Emily stood in the black dark, and around her, very far away, dim patches of light were drifting. They looked like stars. But they weren't stars. Inside each one, something was moving.

She looked at the nearest. Inside the light — a concrete statue. A dark tunnel. The statue stood perfectly still, but its crudely painted red eyes were turned toward Emily.

In the second — a hospital corridor. People lay in beds, eyes open and bloodshot. They weren't sleeping. On their chests, transparent as air, something sat.

In the third — a phone screen. A small, blurry photograph. In the corner — a black silhouette with no face.

In the fourth — narrow streets, water, gondolas. And a man in a black cloak and a long-beaked mask, like the plague doctors of old, standing on a bridge. He bowed to Emily.

In the fifth — an endless, brightly lit hall. Wardrobes, sofas, tables — all the way to the horizon. And not a single door.

The sixth... the seventh... the eighth...

"They are all waking," said a voice.

Emily turned. It was there. Tall, black, faceless. SCP-055. This time its body was more distinct — flat, smooth, like liquid metal frozen in place.

"Why?" Emily asked. "Why now?"

"Because you remembered me."

"I don't understand."

055 took a step closer. Its voice — if it could be called a voice — was quiet and cold, but there was something in it... something like sorrow.

"For thousands of years, no one could remember me," it said. "I am forgetting itself. Where I exist, memory disappears. That was my shield. It was also my prison. And it was the prison of other things, too."

"Other things?"

"While I was forgotten, they slept. My being forgotten was a blanket drawn over them. You remembered me. The blanket has lifted."

Emily caught her breath.

"So... this is my fault? They're waking because of you, because I—"

"Not fault," said 055. "They would have woken anyway. The blanket has been wearing thin. For many years. You simply woke first. And now you can see them. Before anyone else does."

Emily looked at the patches of light. There were more of them now. Many more. Some faint, some bright. And farthest of all, almost out of sight — one patch was not light at all. It was darkness within darkness. Blacker than the black around it. A hole. Looking at it hurt — not the eyes, but the mind.

"That's..." Emily began.

"Do not look," 055 said sharply. For the first time there was feeling in its voice. Fear. "Not yet. You are not ready. Neither am I."

"Is that 579?"

055 didn't answer. It turned its back to Emily and stepped between her and the black hole — as if shielding her with its own body.

"Prague," it said. "The statue is waiting for you. It loves eyes. Eyes hold it in place. But eyes grow tired. You need an eye that never tires."

"A camera never tires."

"A camera is not an eye. It blinks too. You need..." 055 paused for a moment, as if searching for the word. "You need an eye that cannot see itself. That sees nothing but itself."

"What does that mean?"

But the darkness was already breaking apart.

BLACK ROCK, EMILY CARTER'S QUARTERS — DAWN, 05:03

Emily opened her eyes.

The book lay open on her chest. She lifted it.

The sentence on the first page had changed. Different words stood there now:

"A mirror. When two mirrors face each other, they look forever."

Emily closed the book. She sat motionless for a moment. Then she leapt up, grabbed her jacket, and stepped out into the corridor.

The corridor was empty. Only far off, toward the technical section, a light was on. Tomas Brandt never slept — or so it seemed.

Emily opened his door without knocking.

Tomas was sitting in front of his monitors, huge headphones on, a half-eaten sandwich in his hand. He spun around and nearly dropped it.

"Jesus, Carter! People usually knock!"

"Tomas," Emily said, catching her breath. "Can you mount mirrors on your drones?"

Tomas watched her for several seconds.

"At five in the morning," he said slowly, "you've burst into my room to ask me to put mirrors on drones."

"Yes."

"Why?"

Emily looked at his desk — at his monitor, at the frozen frame from the Prague tunnel, at the statue staring into the camera.

"Because we're going to show it itself," she said. "Forever."

Tomas looked at the monitor. Then at Emily. Then at the monitor again.

Then he put the sandwich down, pulled off his headphones, and leaned over the keyboard.

"I need two days," he said. "And a lot of coffee."

For the first time in a week, Emily smiled.

On the screen, in the frozen frame, the statue was still looking into the camera. And if anyone had looked very closely just then, they would have noticed: yesterday, the statue's right arm had hung at its side.

Now it was slightly raised.

As if it wanted to wave to someone.
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CHAPTER 2: DON'T BLINK
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PRAGUE, CZECH REPUBLIC, NEAR ZLIČÍN STATION — EVENING, 21:30

Prague was under rain.

Clouds hung low over the red roofs of the Old Town, and the Vltava ran dark and heavy beneath its bridges. The tourists had gone back to their hotels; only the late trams rattled through the empty streets. Around Zličín station, on the western edge of the city, there were no tourists at all. This was the end of the line. Beyond it lay only warehouses, the vast parking lot of a shopping center, and an old technical zone.

According to official paperwork, "scheduled gas main replacement" was underway in the technical zone tonight. The area was fenced off, yellow tape hung everywhere, and two police cars blocked the road. Nobody had explained anything to the officers. They had simply been ordered to let no one through and to ask no questions.

Behind the fence stood three black trucks and a mobile command post.

Inside the command post, General Samuel Richter was watching a bank of monitors. Beside him were Emily Carter, Dr. Peterson and Tomas Brandt. Tomas's eyes were red — he hadn't slept for two nights, and his desk was littered with empty coffee cups. But he had done his job.

"Allow me to introduce," he said, in a voice both exhausted and proud, gesturing at a monitor, "Narcissus."

On the screen was a small four-rotor drone. On its front — where a camera would normally be — a round mirror the size of a palm had been mounted. Beneath the mirror were two tiny cameras, angled left and right.

"The logic is simple," Tomas went on. "173 can't move while it's being observed. Question: what counts as 'observed'? A human eye — yes. A camera — unreliable, because there are gaps between frames. But what if it's watching itself? What if we put a mirror in front of it, and it gets stuck looking at its own reflection?"

"Does it look at itself?" Samuel asked. "Its eyes are painted on."

"No one knows," said Emily. "The Old Organization never tested the theory. Or they tested it and never wrote down the result. But I..." She paused. "I believe it'll work."

Peterson regarded her with interest.

"You believe? That's not a scientific term, Detective."

"Have you got a better plan, Doctor?"

Peterson smiled and raised his hands, as if in surrender.

"My plan is to observe. I'll observe."

Samuel looked at both of them and said nothing. He turned to another part of the screen — the twelve soldiers waiting at the tunnel mouth. The Black Shield unit. Captain Marko Vidal stood in front of them, going over something with each of them one last time.

Samuel keyed the radio.

"Vidal. Run through the rules one more time."

The captain's voice crackled over the radio, but clearly:

"Rule one: three-person observation. Three people on the statue at all times. Never fewer. Rule two: before you blink, you call out 'Blink!' — loud. One person blinks, the others keep watching. Rule three: every flashlight carries two batteries. If a light goes out, the chain breaks. Rule four: nobody looks behind them. Ever. Not even if you hear something."

"Especially if you hear something," Emily said, leaning into the mic.

"Copy that, Detective Carter."

Samuel took a breath.

"Go."

ZLIČÍN SERVICE TUNNEL — 21:47

The tunnel was damp and cold.

Water seeped through the concrete walls, and the puddles on the floor threw back the flashlight beams. The air was thick with the smell of rust, mold, and something else — something sharp and metallic. Twelve soldiers advanced slowly in two columns. Night-vision gear on their helmets, rifles and powerful flashlights in their hands. Above them, close to the ceiling, three Narcissus drones hummed along.

Lieutenant Mei Chen brought up the rear. She carried an ordinary rifle, not her sniper's — there was no distance in a tunnel, no place for a sniper. But her eyes were fixed on a single point, as always. She was counting her heartbeats. An old habit — her grandmother had taught her. In a small courtyard in Harbin, under a persimmon tree, the last summer before they left for America. "When you're afraid, little one, count your heart. A heart that is counted grows calm."

One. Two. Three.

Ahead, the tunnel widened. They came out onto the platform.

This was the place from the video. Tiled walls, rusted rails, cables dangling from the ceiling. Fresh graffiti on the walls — colorful tags, skulls, someone's name. And in the middle of the platform, beside the rails, patches of dried blood. The bodies had been taken away — the Czech police had filed it as "gas poisoning." But the blood remained.

The statue was gone.

"Platform's empty," Vidal said over the radio. "Repeat, platform is empty. No visual on the target."

In the command post, Emily leaned toward the monitor.

"Bring the drones up," she said. "Show me both ends of the platform."

Tomas typed something. The drones turned slowly. On the cameras — an empty platform, the two black mouths of the tunnel, an old electrical panel on the wall.

"Nothing," said Tomas.

"That's impossible," said Emily. "It's here. It doesn't leave. It—" She stopped.

On one of the monitors, in the mouth of the left tunnel, something was standing. The drone cameras hadn't caught it — they'd been pointing the other way. But the helmet camera of one of the soldiers on the platform — a camera tilted slightly to the left, despite the rule about not looking back — had.

In the darkness of the tunnel mouth, on the rails, stood a concrete figure.

"Left tunnel," Emily said into the mic. "Vidal, left tunnel. At the entrance. Look — now!"

Vidal turned. Three soldiers turned with him. Four flashlight beams struck the tunnel mouth.

The statue was there.

It looked different from the video — closer, more alive. Its surface was rough and cracked, with steel rebar jutting out here and there. Red and brown paint — the eyes, the mouth, and... on its chest, something no one had noticed before: a single word, crudely daubed. In paint. In Czech.

"Observation!" Vidal ordered. "Ruiz, Kovač, Hall — you! Everyone else — perimeter!"

Three soldiers stepped forward and trained their lights on the statue. The rest fanned out in a half-circle behind them, their eyes on the statue too.

The statue did not move.

"Bring in the drone," said Emily. "Tomas, Narcissus — right in front of it. Mirror to its face."

Tomas took the drone controls. His hands were sweating. The drone flew slowly, very slowly, across the platform toward the tunnel mouth. One meter. Half a meter. It stopped in front of the statue's face and hovered. The mirror stared into the statue's painted red eyes.

"Keep observing," said Emily. "Nobody stops. We don't know if this works."

"Blink!" said Ruiz.

He blinked. Kovač and Hall kept watching. The statue did not move.

"Blink!" said Kovač.

He blinked. Ruiz and Hall kept watching.

The statue did not move.

"Now..." Emily swallowed. "Now we test it. Ruiz. Kovač. Hall. All three of you close your eyes at the same time. For one second."

In the command post, everyone went still.

"Carter," Samuel said quietly. "Are you sure?"

"No," said Emily. "But we have to know. If the mirror works, we can take it out of here. If it doesn't..." She didn't finish.

Samuel looked at her for a moment. Then he keyed the radio.

"Vidal. The other nine — eyes open. Three close on command. If the statue moves, everyone opens fire. Understood?"

"Understood, General."

"Three... two... one..."

Ruiz, Kovač and Hall shut their eyes.

The other nine soldiers kept watching. But they were only human. And human eyes blink. Within one second, at least one of those nine pairs of eyes would blink.

One second.

The statue did not move.

"Open!" said Emily.

The three soldiers opened their eyes. The statue stood where it had been. The drone hovered before its face, mirror in place. The statue was looking into the mirror.

In the command post, Tomas was the first to breathe out.

"It worked," he whispered. "God. It worked."

"We don't know that yet," Peterson said calmly. "Perhaps one of the nine really was still looking."

"Then we test again," said Emily. "This time — everyone."

Samuel put a hand on her shoulder.

"No. Once is enough. We take it out. With the mirror, with three-person observation, with every rule. One experiment is enough."

Emily looked at him for a moment. Then she nodded.

"All right. Bring the container."

ZLIČÍN SERVICE TUNNEL — 22:09

The container — a box of thick steel, lined inside with mirrors — was wheeled down the tunnel on a cart by two soldiers. Its interior walls were all mirror. It had been Emily's idea: once the statue was inside, it would see nothing but itself, from every side. Forever.

The plan was simple. Set the container beside the statue. Open its door. Move the drone slowly, and get the statue... where? It couldn't be pushed — touching it was dangerous. It would have to be lifted. A crane. A small portable crane had been brought onto the platform. Its hook needed to catch the rebar sticking out of the statue's shoulder.

That was the most dangerous stage. To set the hook, someone had to walk up to the statue.

"I'll go," said Vidal.

"No," Samuel said over the radio. "You're the commander."

"That's why I'm going, General. I don't order my men to do what I won't do myself."

Samuel was silent for several seconds. Then:

"All right. But five people watch, not three."

Vidal took the hook and began to approach the statue slowly. Behind him, five flashlight beams were locked onto it. The drone hung in the air with its mirror. The only sound on the platform was breathing.

He reached the statue. Up close, it was even more horrifying. Its concrete surface was covered in thousands of tiny cracks, and in the cracks — something dried and dark. Blood. Years of blood. And the word on its chest — he could read it clearly now:

"PROMIŇ"

Vidal didn't know Czech. But he memorized the word.

He raised the hook and reached for the rebar in the statue's left shoulder.

And then a light went out.

Not all the flashlights — just one. Hall's. It flickered and died for a second, then came back. One second. A battery. An ordinary, damned battery.

It shouldn't have been enough. Four other lights were on the statue. So was the mirror.

But the light going out scared Hall. He looked at his flashlight — the one in his own hand — for one second, taking his eyes off the statue. Kovač looked over at Hall too, without meaning to — he'd heard the sound. Ruiz blinked — without calling "Blink!", pure reflex.

Two watchers were left. They were looking at the statue.

But one of them — a young soldier named Petr Novák, twenty-one, who'd joined Dominion a month earlier — out of fear, out of exhaustion, out of the damp air — blinked, without meaning to, without even noticing.

And the last one — Teodor Linde — in that same instant, in the same half of the same second, blinked too.

Two blinks. At the same moment. A billionth of a second — maybe less.

But there was the drone. There was the mirror.

But the mirror had been facing the statue's face. And the statue was no longer in front of it.

Vidal was holding the hook. He was looking at the statue's shoulder. And suddenly — right before his eyes, less than half a meter away — the shoulder was gone.

The statue was now standing behind Vidal.

The captain did not look back. That was the rule. And he obeyed it. But he could feel something behind him, very close, cold and heavy. And on the back of his neck, against his skin, something touched him. Cold. Rough. Concrete.

"EYES!" he shouted. "EVERYONE! BEHIND ME!"

Five beams landed on Vidal's back at once. The statue was there — right behind the captain, its hands around Vidal's neck, nearly touching, frozen in place.

The drone turned slowly and brought the mirror back to the statue's face.

No one breathed.

"Captain," Emily said from the command post, her voice shaking. "Slowly. Very slowly. One step forward. Get out of its hands."

Vidal took one step forward. The statue's hands drew away from his neck. A second step. A third.

He turned around.

The statue stood frozen where it was, hands raised — around empty air. The mirror was facing it.

And at its feet, on the concrete of the platform, two soldiers lay. Petr Novák and Teodor Linde. Their necks were broken. Their eyes were open.

Before it reached Vidal — in that same single instant — the statue had passed the two soldiers. And taken them.

The price of a blink.

MOBILE COMMAND POST — 22:14

Silence filled the command post.

Tomas sat with both hands pressed over his face. Emily was frozen in front of the monitor. And Peterson — only Peterson — was typing something on his tablet.

"Two," said Samuel. His voice was hoarse. "Two kids."

No one answered.

"Novák. Linde." Samuel repeated the names, as if committing them to memory. He always did that. Every dead soldier. Every name. There was a black notebook on his desk, and it held several hundred names. Today two more would be added.

Emily looked at him.

"Samuel... it was my idea. If the mirror—"

"The mirror worked," said Samuel. "The mirror stopped it from killing Vidal. Without the mirror, Vidal would be dead too. And after that, maybe all of them." He looked at Emily. His eyes were red, but his voice was firm. "The mirror worked. The people didn't. Because people are people. They get tired. They get scared. They blink. That's not on you."

Emily didn't answer. She looked at the monitor — at the statue, the mirror, the two bodies.

"Dr. Peterson," Samuel said, without changing his tone. "What are you writing?"

Peterson looked up.

"Data, General. How far the statue traveled while unobserved. In how much time. The order in which it killed two targets. This is extremely valuable data. Two soldiers' deaths... shouldn't go to waste."

Samuel looked at him for a long time. Peterson held his gaze without losing his smile.

"Your data, Doctor," Samuel said at last, very slowly, "won't explain anything to their mothers."

He turned and keyed the radio.

"Vidal. Continue the plan. Six observers now. A third battery in every flashlight. Set the hook and get it in the container. And..." He paused for a moment. "And bring them out too. Novák and Linde. We don't leave them down there."

"Copy, General."

ZLIČÍN SERVICE TUNNEL — 22:31

The rest took twenty minutes.

Six people watched. Nobody blinked without calling "Blink!" Vidal set the hook. The crane lifted the statue slowly, centimeter by centimeter. The drone moved with it, its mirror always at the same distance from the statue's face. The statue hung in the air and was swung over the container.

And slowly, very slowly, it was lowered inside.

The container door closed. Inside — nothing but mirrors. Wherever the statue looked now, it saw only itself. From every side. Repeating endlessly.

When two mirrors face each other, they look forever.

Vidal checked the lock and turned his back on the container. His hands were shaking. He didn't try to hide it.

Mei Chen came over to him. She said nothing. She just handed him her water bottle.

Vidal drank. Then he looked at the container once more.

"There was a word on its chest," he said. "Promiň. Czech. What does it mean?"

Mei thought for a moment.

"I don't speak Czech," she said. "But it sounds Slavic. In Russian, prosti means 'forgive me.' Maybe..."

"'Forgive me,'" Vidal said quietly.

They both stood looking at the container.

No sound came from inside, from behind the steel walls. But years later, Mei would still swear to it: in that moment she heard something. Very low, very slow. Concrete grinding against concrete.

As if someone in front of a mirror, looking at their own reflection, were slowly bowing their head.

MOBILE COMMAND POST — 23:02

The container was loaded onto a truck. The bodies of the two soldiers — in black bags — onto another. The operation was over.

Emily stepped out of the command post. It was still raining. She tilted her face up to the sky and felt the drops strike her skin. Cold. Real. Alive.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She took it out. There was no message on the screen. No call. Just the notes app, open, and in it a single line she had not written:

"The statue that asked forgiveness. It was searching for its maker. 1898. Václav Král. Don't take the mirror away — it will cry."

Emily stared at the screen for a long time.

Then she copied the line, emailed it to herself, and deleted the note.

When she followed Samuel back into the command post, Peterson was sitting alone in front of the monitors. He turned and smiled at Emily.

"Wonderful work, Detective," he said. "The mirror. A very beautiful idea. Very... poetic. Where did it come from?"

"A dream," said Emily.

Peterson laughed, as if it were a good joke.

"Dreams," he said. "Yes. They tell us so much. If only we can remember them."

He stood, picked up his jacket and walked to the door. At the door he stopped and, without turning around, said:

"By the way, Detective. When you spoke to me this afternoon, in the corridor. You told me something. About something. But I can't remember what you said. Strange, isn't it? Normally I remember everything."

He went out.

Emily watched him go.

She had not met Peterson in any corridor that afternoon. Not at all. She had spent the entire day with Tomas, working on the drones.

But Peterson had forgotten something.

And Emily knew: only one thing made people forget.
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CHAPTER 3: THE SCULPTOR'S OATH
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BLACK ROCK, CONTAINMENT BLOCK S-3, MIRROR CELL — THE NEXT DAY, 10:20

The containment cell was empty, white, and very bright.

Its walls, floor and ceiling were all covered in mirrors. In the center of the room, on a steel pedestal bolted to the floor, stood SCP-173. The mirrors multiplied it thousands of times — to the right, to the left, above, below — in endless rows, like an army of statues facing one another.

In the observation room outside, three people sat watching the monitors. They rotated every fifteen minutes. The rules hadn't changed: three-person observation, the "Blink!" warning, three batteries. Mirrors or no mirrors — because nobody, not even Emily, could guarantee the mirrors would work forever.

Emily stood at the thick observation window and looked at the statue.

In the light, it looked different. Not the nightmare from the tunnel, but... tired. Old. The cracks in its concrete were plainly visible now — and they weren't random. They had a shape. As if someone had smoothed and shaped the wet concrete by hand, with their fingers. Fingerprints. Hundreds of fingerprints.

And on its chest — PROMIŇ.

"Forgive me," Emily said softly.

"Are you talking to it?" asked a voice behind her.

Emily turned. Mei Chen stood in the doorway with two paper cups of tea. Chinese tea — Emily could tell by the smell: green tea, scented with jasmine. Somehow Mei always found jasmine tea, even on a Dominion base.

"No," Emily said. "To myself."

Mei handed her a cup.

"Yesterday you told me, 'The statue was searching for its maker.' How did you know?"

Emily took the cup and sipped. The tea was hot and bitter.

"I don't know," she said. It wasn't a lie. She truly didn't know where that line in her phone's notes had come from. From 055 — yes. But how did 055 know? And why did it want her to know? "But I want to find out. Prague has archives. The city archive, church registers, police records. If a sculptor called Václav Král lived there in 1898, he must have left a trace."

"Will the Director allow it?"

"I'm not going to ask him," said Emily. "I'm here to write reports. Reports need facts."

Mei looked at her for a long time. Then she smiled — for the first time since Emily had known her.

"I'll come with you," she said. "I'll be your shadow."

"Why?"

Mei sipped her tea and looked through the glass at the statue.

"Because yesterday I lost two boys," she said. "Novák and Linde. I knew them. Every morning Novák said 'Nǐ hǎo' to me in Chinese — I taught him. He couldn't pronounce it properly. I used to laugh at him." Mei fell silent. "If there's a story behind this statue, I want to know it. Because if there's no story, they died for nothing."

PRAGUE, CITY ARCHIVE (ARCHIV HLAVNÍHO MĚSTA PRAHY) — THE NEXT DAY, 14:00

The archive was housed in a modern building on the edge of Prague, but the documents inside were anything but modern. Long aisles of metal shelving; on the shelves, cardboard boxes; in the boxes, yellowed papers, handwritten registers, sealed letters. The air smelled of dust and old ink.

An archivist met Emily and Mei. Her name was Jana Dvořáková — a woman in her sixties, grey-haired, her glasses perched on the tip of her nose. She didn't speak much English, so a translator helped — Martin Šťastný, a Czech history student.

"Václav Král," said Jana, leafing through a register. Martin translated. "The name you're looking for. Yes. We found him. It wasn't easy. Because after 1898, his name was... erased from the records. As if on purpose."

"Erased?" Emily asked.

Jana pointed to the page. In a handwritten list, one line had been struck through heavily in black ink. Beneath it, barely visible, the letters remained: Václav Král, sochař, Žižkov, č.p. 1147.

"'Sculptor, Žižkov district, house number 1147,'" Martin translated. "This is the 1897 census. In the 1899 census, he isn't there. But whoever crossed him out left a mark here."

Jana pointed to a small stamp in the margin of the register. Inside a circle — three arrows, pointing at the center. And beneath the circle — written so small that Emily could barely read it with a magnifying glass — four tiny characters: XIII. No one knew what they meant. Jana shrugged: "A workshop number, maybe."

Emily drew in a sharp breath.

She knew that symbol. The oldest documents in Dominion's archive — the Old Organization's documents — bore exactly the same mark. Three arrows. Pointing inward.

"This stamp," she said carefully. "Have you seen it anywhere else?"

Jana said something to Martin. Martin looked at Emily and translated, with a moment's hesitation:

"She says: 'This stamp appears on at least forty documents in this archive. Every time, in a place where someone's name has been erased. We archivists call it "the Cleaner." No one knows whose stamp it is. But every person this stamp was put on — never appeared anywhere again.'"

Mei looked at Emily. Emily said nothing.

"Are there other documents?" she asked at last. "About Václav Král?"

Jana nodded and walked to a shelf. She came back with a box — older than the others, its corners crushed. Inside it was a thin folder. Inside the folder — three documents.

The first — a police report. November 14, 1898.

The second — a church burial record. August 3, 1898. Jakub Král, 19 let.

The third — a letter. Handwritten, in Czech, on yellowed paper. At the end, a signature: V. K.

Martin picked up the letter, adjusted his glasses and began to read. At first his voice was ordinary. Then, line by line, it slowed.

A LETTER. PRAGUE, NOVEMBER 1898

(Translated by Martin Šťastný, word for word)

To whom — I do not know. To God, perhaps. To my son, perhaps. To whoever finds this letter, perhaps.

My name is Václav Král. I am a sculptor. Or — I was. My hands now make only one thing, and I cannot stop them.

My son Jakub was nineteen. He did not want to be a sculptor like me. He wanted to be an engineer — to build bridges and tunnels. I belittled him for it. "A man who works with stone is an artist," I would say. "A man who digs tunnels is a laborer." I belittled him every day. And he would stand there in silence and hide his drawings.

Last summer the city began building new sewer tunnels. Jakub went to work there as a laborer. Not an engineer — just a laborer. He said to me: "Father, I'm starting at the bottom. But one day I'll design these tunnels." I said to him: "You'll never design anything. You'll end up stuck underground."

Those were the last words I ever said to him.

On the second of August the tunnel collapsed. Rain, earth, a miscalculated support. Eleven workers. They were trapped in the dark. It took three days to dig them out. Three days. On the first day they were still alive — the rescuers heard them knocking on the wall. On the second day the knocking grew fainter. On the third — silence.

When they found Jakub, he was alone. Cut off from the others, in a small hollow. His fingernails were broken, his hands covered in blood — he had tried to scratch his way out through the wall. And on the wall, on the stone, he had written something. With his fingernail. In the dark, unable to see.

"Tato, promiň."

"Father, forgive me."

He asked forgiveness. Of me. I should have asked his forgiveness — not him mine. I sent him underground. I belittled him. I told him, "You'll end up stuck underground." And he — in the dark, alone, dying — asked my forgiveness.

He died alone. No one was looking at him. No one was beside him. In the dark, unseen.

I have not slept since that day.

I am making a statue in my workshop. Of concrete and iron — tunnel materials. I am shaping it with my hands, with my fingers. I am giving it Jakub's height, his shoulders. But I cannot make its face. Every time I try to make the face, my hands shake. So I painted it on. Crudely. Childishly. The way Jakub drew faces when he was five.

And on its chest I wrote his word. "Promiň." Because that word is carved into my heart.

I made an oath to this statue. I said to it: "No one will ever again die alone in the dark. No one will go unseen. If someone takes their eyes off you — you will hold them. You will not let them go. You will not leave them alone."

I mixed my blood into the concrete. It was foolish. I know. But I did it.

Last night I fell asleep in the workshop. For the first time in three months. When I woke, the statue was not where I had left it. It was standing beside me. Very close. Its hands were near my neck. I did not move. I looked at it. It did not move.

I am writing this letter now, and I am looking at it. I







PRAGUE, CITY ARCHIVE — 14:47












THE ARCHIVE READING ROOM, LATER — 15:30



	November 1898 — Prague, Žižkov. Death of Václav Král. The statue disappears.

	1916 — Austro-Hungarian army depot, Prague. During the war, the statue is listed among the depot's "trophy cargo." Within one week, six guards are found with broken necks. The record reads: "The guards fell asleep on night duty."

	1942 — Petschek Palace, Prague (Gestapo headquarters). During the German occupation, the statue is kept in the palace basement — next to the interrogation rooms. The document reads: "Fourteen staff members who went down to the basement at night did not come back up." None of the prisoners were harmed. Only the guards. (Archivist's note: "Did the prisoners not sleep in the dark? Or did the statue... protect them?")

	August 1968 — Prague, a tunnel near Wenceslas Square. In the days Soviet tanks entered the city, the bodies of three soldiers are found in one of the tunnels. Witnesses see the statue "standing at the tunnel exit, its face turned toward the city."

	1972 — The Cleaner's stamp. The document contains a single line: "Object removed. Information sealed." And the three-arrow stamp.

	August 2002 — Prague, the great flood. The city's tunnels are submerged. An "unidentified state depot" in the old technical zone is destroyed. The official report reads: "No property inside the depot was recovered."

	2025 — Zličín service tunnel. Three young men and two Dominion soldiers are killed.



	The Old Organization took the statue. 2002. The flood. The statue escaped — or was simply left behind, forgotten. And for twenty-three years it stood alone in a dark tunnel.












BLACK ROCK, DIRECTOR CRANE'S OFFICE — THAT EVENING, 21:10
























BLACK ROCK, CONTAINMENT BLOCK S-3 — NIGHT, 23:40
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