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To my wife, my best friend, who has stood beside me and allowed me to stand beside her since we were young. I will always trust your judgment, your heart, and your touch. Without you, I am an empty vessel adrift in this long and tiring journey, but with you, it has been a journey with no regrets.

You are my strength, my confidence, and my entire existence. Thank you for being there, always.
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Cast of Characters 
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(in order of appearance)


	
Roberto Marchesi
Italian archaeologist and former soldier. Haunted by his wartime experiences in the Italo-Turkish campaign, cautious but loyal. Drawn into the dig by his friend despite deep misgivings.
[Loyal yet haunted archaeologist, drawn unwillingly into danger.]


	
Marco Salvati
Charismatic and curious archaeologist, also a veteran of the Italo-Turkish campaign. Fascinated by myth and the unknown, driven to uncover secrets even at great personal risk. Childhood stories from his grandmother fuel his belief in ancient watchers.
[Charming seeker of forbidden truths.]


	
Evelyn (mentioned)
An acquaintance or past associate of Roberto and Marco. Once remarked on Marco’s tendency to burn brightest before destroying something, a comment that stayed with Roberto.
[Observer of Marco’s self-destructive streak.]


	
Marco’s Grandmother (mentioned)
The source of Marco’s early beliefs about “watchers” in the desert. Told him stories of ancient eyes that see intruders in forbidden places.
[Teller of desert watcher legends.]


	
Roberto’s Mother (voice heard in the pit)
Appears only as a phantom voice in Roberto’s hallucination or supernatural encounter near the Well of Silence.
[A haunting voice from the pit.]


	
Captain Gabriel Pearson
Canadian military officer and former Balkan front soldier. Calm, disciplined, and quietly observant, but burdened by deep war trauma. Assigned to protect and monitor an archaeological team bound for the Eridu Basin.
[Haunted Canadian officer protecting the dig.]


	
Pierre Tremblay
French Canadian sergeant-major and intelligence operative. Known for his sharp eyes, sardonic humor, and refusal to soften his rural Québec accent. Holds deep mistrust for bureaucracy and harbors superstitions rooted in his grandmother’s warnings.
[Cynical, sharp-eyed intelligence man.]


	
Lieutenant Alton
British liaison officer with a strict demeanor. Wears a monocle and delivers orders without humor. Briefs Gabriel and Pierre on the missing Italian dig team and strange phenomena at the Well of Silence.
[Stern British officer, humorless and formal.]


	
Barrett
Soldier in the Baghdad outpost mess quarters. Known for telling a story about a door that opened to the wrong location, heightening the camp’s unease.
[Storyteller of unsettling military lore.]


	
Private Keenan
Young soldier in the convoy to the Eridu Basin. Easily unsettled and prone to nervous speculation about the site.
[Anxious young soldier.]


	
Corporal Mills
Veteran soldier with a grounded manner. Keeps his father’s pocket watch as a ritual and is wary of the land’s unnatural stillness.
[Grounded veteran with a personal ritual.]


	
Private Ellison
Claims to have seen a double of himself watching the camp from the dunes. Deeply shaken by the encounter.
[Witness to a living double.]


	
Private Loman
Wiry soldier from Halifax. Finds a strip of blood-stained linen embroidered with the letter “R” in the camp.
[Finder of the bloodied linen.]


	
Ahmad
Local guide from the Eridu Basin region. Deeply superstitious, refuses to approach the pit. Believes it to be Bir Al La Ism, the Well Without Name.
[Superstitious local guide.]


	
Dr. Claremont
British archaeologist from Cambridge. Analytical and skeptical, yet unsettled by the spiral carving. Admits the symbol is unlike anything in Mesopotamian records.
[Skeptical scholar disturbed by the spiral.]


	
Dr. Selim
Egyptian linguist from Cairo, precise and spiritually cautious. Identifies the spiral glyphs as pre-linguistic “pressure” rather than language. Warns that the writing seeks obedience, not translation.
[Linguist who senses danger in the glyphs.]


	
Private Lanford
Dies suddenly of cardiac arrest during a nightmare, whispering a voice that was not his own.
[Soldier who dies in his sleep.]


	
Private Rourke
Experiences nightmares involving his brother that turn into visions of something watching him.
[Nightmare-plagued young soldier.]


	
Corporal Finch
Found in a trance near the stone seal, speaking an unrecognized dialect while scratching a spiral into the stone until his nails bled.
[Spiral-entranced soldier.]


	
Private O’Hara
Haunted by visions of his deceased sister, whispering that he has “forgotten his name.”
[Soldier losing himself to visions.]


	
Yusuf
Ahmad’s younger cousin. Usually reserved, but shares old Bedouin lore about Chryseia and the spiral’s origins.
[Quiet keeper of Bedouin legends.]


	
Chryseia (mythic figure)
Ancient guardian from Bedouin lore, called “the golden whisperer.” Said to protect the act of forgetting itself.
[The golden whisperer, guardian of forgetting.]


	
Private Tanner
Dies suddenly during the day. His body vanishes overnight, leaving his uniform neatly folded on the spiral slab.
[Vanished soldier, leaving only his uniform.]


	
Soldier Rucker
Attempts to gouge out his ears, screaming that “it’s humming inside me.”
[Driven mad by an inner hum.]


	
Evelyn Pearson (mentioned)
Gabriel’s younger sister, deceased in a house fire. Appears in the spiral to accuse him of leaving her to die.
[Ghost of Gabriel’s sister.]


	
Elizabeth Rowe’s Mother (mentioned)
Deceased mother of Dr. Rowe. Appears in hallucinations within the spiral, mocking her daughter.
[Cruel maternal specter.]


	
Sergeant Collingwood
Canadian soldier killed in the descent. Appears looping through his death until erased by a Nightcrawler.
[Endlessly dying soldier, erased from time.]


	
Theron
Gabriel’s son, born during a storm and marked as the next keeper of the Spiral. Appears in visions speaking layered voices.
[Gabriel’s marked child, future Spiral keeper.]


	
The Ram-headed Protector
Colossal, godlike being with spiraled horns and burning eyes. Tests Gabriel’s worthiness and warns of the Eye’s pursuit of Theron.
[Ancient, merciless guardian of the lock.]


	
Malchior
Otherworldly observer existing outside time. Watches events without intervening.
[Timeless watcher of Spiral and Eye bloodlines.]
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ACT I: The First Fall
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The Sand Gave Way

(Eridu, Southern Mesopotamia – August 1910)

The sun over southern Mesopotamia burned like a white coin hammered flat against the vault of the sky, casting no warmth, only judgment. Even at dawn, the heat clung to the earth like a wet shroud, and by midmorning it coated the skin in a film of grit and sweat. Roberto Marchesi wiped his brow with a handkerchief already stiff with salt and squinted across the desert basin. The ruins of Eridu stood distant behind them, half-swallowed by centuries of dust and neglect. Ahead, a low, unnaturally symmetrical mound broke the otherwise flat horizon, crusted with salt and the bleached bones of wind-split shrubs.

They’d set camp with aching backs and trembling hands. They hadn’t worked side by side like this in years, not since the Italo-Turkish campaign in Tripolitania. In the dunes outside Misrata, they’d huddled together under canvas as artillery turned the desert to smoke. Marco had cracked grim jokes in Latin while Roberto scribbled coordinates under fire.

After their desert campaign in Tripolitania, during the first push for Italian control, they’d returned to Italy together—both changed, both haunted, though Marco had buried his nightmares under curiosity and charm, while Roberto had folded his into silence. What remained was a bond forged in blood and mud, a friendship that had outlasted bullets, hunger, and the stink of gas.

This dig, like so many of their ventures, was Marco’s idea. He’d talked Roberto into it over wine and maps, convincing him it would be different this time. Simpler. Quieter.

It wasn’t. Not even close. The canvas tents had arrived by mule, folded into cracked crates, and the British-issue stove sparked to life only after Roberto whispered a curse in Neapolitan. Marco unpacked his satchel with reverence, laying out brushes, trowels, and a worn leather notebook filled with cryptic symbols he’d copied from museum basements and half-translated tablets.

They built a fire pit out of scavenged stone and cooked lentils over the hiss of the kettle. Marco had mentioned, almost offhand, that a curator from the British Museum had slipped him a letter of interest before they left Europe—sealed and unsigned. It simply read: “If the gate is real, do not go alone.” Marco claimed it was a joke. Roberto wasn’t so sure.

Marco talked incessantly about the rumors—about the pre-Sumerian goddess whose name had been stricken from all tablets, about a sealed doorway the ancients had tried to forget. Roberto nodded, half-listening, rubbing his aching knees. He didn’t believe in curses, but he did believe in grief, and something about the way Marco spoke felt like a man inviting grief back in.

Roberto looked away, jaw clenched. He hadn't wanted to come. He hadn't wanted to see Marco’s eyes shine like that again, manic with myth. Evelyn used to say Marco burned brightest just before he destroyed something. She hadn’t meant it cruelly. But Roberto had never forgotten it.

That night, the wind did not shift. It blew straight out of the south, dry as ash, and carried no sound but their own rustling breath. The fire hissed low, spitting occasionally like it disliked their presence. Marco stirred the embers with the end of a spoon, his eyes glassy, distant.

"When I was a boy," he said softly, "my grandmother used to talk about watchers. Not angels. Not devils either. Just... things. Things older than our stories. She said the desert has its own kind of eyes. You don't see them, but they see you. Especially when you're where you're not meant to be."

Roberto said nothing. The hair on his arms had risen without breeze.

"I had a dream last night," Marco continued. "I was standing here, but the sand was wet. Like clay. And someone was whispering under it. Not in a language I know. But I understood it anyway. It asked me if I would open the door."

"You and your stories," Roberto muttered, but his voice lacked any real bite.

They sat in silence for a while longer. Behind them, the mound seemed taller in the starlight, its curves more deliberate. Roberto couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched—not from the ridge or the horizon, but from beneath. As though the earth itself was waiting for something.

Marco Salvati drove the first post into the dirt with a grin that hadn’t left his face since they left Baghdad.

“Three days from civilization,” he said, sweat glistening in his beard, “and we’re standing on myth. Tell me that doesn’t excite you.”

There it was again—that maddening spark. Marco had once convinced a general not to execute them in Tripolitania using nothing but a quote from Virgil and half a bottle of date wine. His grin hadn’t changed. But his eyes? They had. Roberto saw something behind them now. Something older than charm.

Roberto tightened the rope on the second tent. “It would excite me more if we had any idea what we were looking for.”

Marco chuckled, wiping dust from his spectacles. “That’s the point, my friend. The locals speak of a forgotten well, a pit with no mouth, a silence that swallows sound. They called it Hafir al-Sumoot.”

“The Well of Silence,” Roberto said it flatly, not because it didn’t chill him, but because it did. “Sounds more like a warning than a legend.”

“And yet here we are.”

By twilight, their modest camp stood. Two tents. A crate of tools. A folded map marked with rumors. And thirty meters away, the mound. It had no name, no structure visible on its surface, but the lines of it were wrong. Too smooth. Too perfect. It wasn’t natural.

That night, Roberto dreamed.

He was walking alone through a field of cracked stone, the stars above whirling in spirals that bled across the sky like oil on water. Between constellations, black holes blinked open, shaped like vertical slits in eyes. One watched him, unmoving. The longer he stared, the more he realized it wasn’t a star at all, but a symbol: an eye with a single slash down its center, watching from inside his mind.

In the center of the dream stood the mound, but it was taller now, shaped like a coiled serpent, its body made of stone and bone. All around its base, the ground shimmered with spiral glyphs, some shifting in the sand as though breathing.

He heard Marco's voice—but it came from under the ground, muffled, slow, speaking backward. The words twisted inside his ears, thick as smoke. He bent down to listen.

From the earth, fingers reached upward—thin, wrong, almost insectoid. They brushed his chin.

Roberto jolted awake in a sweat, throat dry, mouth full of dust. The camp was silent. Not silent as in sleeping, but dead. The air refused to move. Even the kettle, long gone cold, seemed frozen in time.

A sound broke the stillness: the soft crunch of a boot outside his tent.

He grabbed the knife beside his cot and crept to the flap—but when he looked out, there was no one.

He stepped outside. The journal he’d left inside his tent now sat atop the supply crate, open. A fresh spiral had been drawn on the last page. He didn’t remember doing it. Eventually, Roberto returned to sleep.

The next morning, Marco was already on the mound before Roberto opened his eyes.

“You have to see this!” Marco called, voice distorted by the wind. “There’s something under the sand!”

Roberto climbed the slope, boots crunching over brittle earth. Marco was crouched near the summit, brushing away dust with delicate hands. A curved structure was emerging, slick and black, like obsidian but colder to the touch.

“Is it basalt?” Roberto asked.

“No,” Marco said. “Too smooth. Look at the curve. It’s forming an arch. Like a ring.”

And it was. Half-buried, the arc emerged from the ground like the edge of a doorway forced downward into the earth. Intricate spiral carvings lined its surface, each one impossibly sharp, untouched by erosion. They shimmered slightly when viewed from the corner of the eye, as if the light bent around them.

Marco tapped it with a brush handle.

The sound echoed, deep and hollow.

Then the sand shifted.

At first, just a slump. Then a violent lurch. The surface rippled like water skinning over a deep breath. Marco’s eyes widened. His mouth opened—to call out, to laugh, Roberto would never know—but then the earth sucked downward.

Marco’s scream came out twisted. Not just fear. Something else. A pain deeper than the throat. His hands clawed at the rim as the sand pulled his legs into the void. Then he jerked—violently—his shoulders snapping forward as if hooked from beneath. His fingers left red gouges in the black stone.

Roberto leapt forward, shouting his name, but Marco was already halfway gone. His head snapped back at an impossible angle. Blood poured from his mouth. He began to whisper as the sand consumed him, his final breath hissing out through gritted teeth like a prayer, or a curse.

His last scream wasn’t human. And it didn’t end. It was cut.

The spiral carvings pulsed.

Roberto dropped to his knees, hands scraping over the newly formed rim. He threw down a rope, shouting, but the pit below swallowed sound as surely as it had swallowed Marco.

A moment later, a voice rose. Not Marco’s, not quite.

"...Ro... don't... listen..."

Then silence.

Roberto remained at the edge of the pit, staring into its impossible stillness. The rope hung slack. His knuckles were white, gripping the rim, his nails catching on the spiral etchings, drawing blood.

His instincts screamed to report it, to catalog it, to retreat with coordinates and wait for others. But war had burned the discipline out of him. All that remained was dread and duty, and neither made sense here. This wasn’t a battlefield. This was a mouth.

He leaned over further. Just a little. Just enough.

The darkness below blinked.

He nearly fell back. His heart stuttered. There had been no movement, no wind, but he was certain the void had changed. It had shifted as if aware of his gaze. He lowered himself partway over the edge, feet braced on the slick arch, straining to listen.

Voices.

Multiple now. Faint. Some laughing, others crying. His own name, said in different accents. A child’s voice. Marco’s voice. His mother’s voice.

Something brushed his ankle.

He screamed and scrambled backward, dirt and sweat streaking his face. He looked down. Nothing. Just sand.

But the sun had changed position.

It had been morning when Marco fell. It was now dusk.

He’d lost hours at the edge of the pit, and didn’t even know how.

Sometime later, dusk wrapped the horizon in ash, and Roberto stirred, mouth full of sand and blood. The camp was still standing, untouched. But footprints circled the tents, dozens of them, small and wide, bare and booted. None were his.

The journal entries he scrawled that night were incoherent, with spirals between words, lines repeating. “He called from beneath,” one said. “But the voice wasn't his.” Another read only: “The spiral watches.”

Days later, in a moment of trembling defiance, Roberto opened Marco’s satchel. Inside, wrapped in linen, lay the old notebook—still intact, but warped by heat and sweat. One page near the middle had been folded twice, as if meant to be hidden.

On it, drawn in charcoal darker than any pencil Roberto had packed, was the spiral. Beneath it, faint and barely visible without angling the page, was another symbol: the eye with the vertical slash. Marco had scrawled a single note beside it.

“It watches the gate.”

Roberto snapped the book shut with a shudder. He never opened it again.

He told no one the truth. The lie he offered was tidy: a misstep, an unstable shaft, no time to recover the body. But the lie frayed at the edges. Roberto stopped shaving. He stopped speaking in full sentences. He left one letter unanswered, then two, then burned the rest unopened.

He quit the university before the winter term. He wandered the alleys of Trastevere in the rain, muttering to himself, coat unbuttoned and streaked with mud. Once, in a café, he tore the menu into spirals and tried to eat them. He was escorted out.

At night, he locked his doors and drew the same glyph again and again—on paper, on wood, on plaster. When he ran out of space, he used his skin. Small at first. Then deeper. Lines etched in blood. Spirals that bled for days. He laughed when the pain stopped. The police came when neighbors smelled rot.

The police broke down his door when the stench became unbearable. The air inside was thick with iron and mildew. Pages of his notebook had been nailed to the walls—each one displaying the same spiral drawn in red, black, and what looked like dried rust.

On the far wall, behind his desk, another symbol had been carved directly into the plaster: an enormous eye, jagged and raw, with a single vertical slash down the pupil. The gouges were fresh. The eye bled dark resin down the wall.

Roberto was found hanging by a belt from his study ceiling. His face was bloated. His mouth had been sewn shut with black twine, each knot precise, surgical. His eyes were wide open, irises faded to a pale, almost glassy hue.

Carved into his chest, arms, and stomach were glyphs no one could translate—jagged slashes, tight spirals, runes that wrapped around his ribs and into the soft tissue beneath. Some were shallow. Others gouged to the bone. His fingertips were worn to the quick, nails cracked and bloodied as if he’d tried to keep writing with the meat of his hands.

One officer vomited. Another left the force within the month. The coroner’s notes were later redacted by British Intelligence.

His last message, written in blood across the desk:

"He remembered me."

Scrawled faintly on the underside of the desk, almost missed by investigators, was a second line—shaky, half-obscured by dried resin and blood.

“He didn’t forget me. He left me here.”
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The Forgotten Report 

(Baghdad and the Eridu Basin, Summer 1911)

The heat in Baghdad did not relent, not even in the morning. It clung to every surface and settled into the stones like an unwelcome spirit. The walls of the outpost sweated salt, paint bubbled on wooden beams, and even the paper on the bulletin board curled at the edges as if recoiling. Men moved slowly, conserving energy as if rationing breath. Water ran warm from the taps, and the scent of rot mingled with the sourness of fatigue. The city itself seemed to shimmer under the pressure, its alleys dreamlike and wavering, as if the heat blurred time itself. It came not as presence, not as waves, but as pressure, a thick membrane of discomfort pressing from above and below.

Crates groaned as they were dragged across the cracked courtyard. Leather boots scraped and skidded. The buzz of flies had grown loud enough to mask voices. It was the kind of heat that made shadows curl and men lose tempers.

Inside the colonial outpost’s intelligence station, fans turned lazily overhead, doing more to circulate the discomfort than alleviate it.

Captain Gabriel Pearson stood near a wide window with wooden slats, watching heat shimmer above the rooftops. He wore his khaki uniform loose at the collar, sleeves rolled high, his posture disciplined but weary. The faint scar above his brow, earned during a trench skirmish in the Balkans, caught a glint of sunlight. On the desk behind him sat an opened courier satchel, weatherworn and stained by something dark.

He counted the seconds between blinks, between thoughts. That was how he’d kept sane in the Balkans—routine as resistance. One breath, two seconds. One blink, two seconds. He still remembered the boy in Sarajevo whose body twitched after the mortar blast. The rhythm had held, even then.

Gabriel had known Pierre since their time in the trenches, long before either of them could speak of duty without bitterness. They’d been bloodied together, one dragging the other from an overturned cart under shellfire, the other taking a bayonet for a man he barely knew. It had started as survival, then trust, then something deeper than either of them could name. Gabriel knew the rhythm of Pierre's temper and the shape of his silences. Pierre knew the memories Gabriel refused to share and respected them with his own.

Since their time on the front, they found themselves unable to return to civilian life, drawn instead to assignments no one else wanted. Conflict had hollowed them both, but it had also carved out space for an unspoken loyalty. Intelligence work came easily to men who no longer flinched at strangeness. When this new contract called, they both signed without asking questions.

"Salvati and Marchesi," said Lieutenant Alton, the British liaison, adjusting his monocle and squinting over the reports. "Disappeared last August. Independent dig. Italian funded. No official backing. Still, someone pulled strings to have this delivered through diplomatic channels. The permit to re-excavate was granted in record time, under pressure from multiple agencies."

Gabriel said nothing. He picked up a sheet of parchment from the folder. It smelled faintly of mildew. The handwriting was erratic. Glyphs spiraled between words. Lines repeated obsessively. One note stood out: The spiral watches. Another: He called from beneath.

Pierre Tremblay, seated at the corner of the room in a rickety chair, lit a cigarette and blew smoke toward the ceiling. The French-Canadian sergeant-major had an easy swagger and sharp eyes that missed nothing. His accent curled around his English like a knife, thick with the clipped syllables of rural Québec.

He wore his disdain openly; a badge earned through years of being dismissed by polished officers with soft hands and Southern accents. He spoke English fluently but made no effort to smooth the Québec grit from his voice. Let them squint. Let them ask him twice.

"Les foutus bureaucrates," he muttered, tapping ash onto the floor. "Always take a year to approve what they don’t understand."

Gabriel raised an eyebrow. “That French for thank you?”

Tremblay snorted. “French for you're a tabarnak if you trust 'em.”

"You think they went mad out there?" Pierre asked. "Or maybe they found what they were looking for."

Gabriel laid the page down and crossed to the satchel. Inside were half-burned pages, an empty inkpot, a compass shattered along the rim, and a cracked leather notebook still damp around the spine.

"No bodies," Alton muttered. "No witnesses. A collapsed site and a series of local reports about dead animals and silence. The air there—they say it doesn't move."

Pierre grinned, but his voice held no humor. "Sounds cursed." Then, quieter, almost to himself, “Ma grand-mère disait que le désert avale les âmes qui demandent trop."

Gabriel glanced his way. “Your grandmother says that before or after mass?”

“Both,” Pierre said, and flicked the ash again.

Alton didn’t smile. "That's exactly what the locals call it. Hafir al-Sumoot."

Gabriel turned from the window. "The Well of Silence."

Alton nodded. "A pit with no echo. We dismissed it at first, but then a second field team vanished while surveying the area. No messenger returned, no trace of their caravan. Headquarters is officially interested now. You're to escort an excavation team. Three archaeologists from Cambridge, a linguist from Cairo, and a joint research captain from our own archives. You'll provide protection. Observation. If necessary, removal."

"From who?" Pierre asked.

"From whatever they find. Or what finds them."

A knock came at the door. A junior officer entered, handed Alton another slip of paper, and left. Alton scanned the document, frowned, and said, "One more thing."
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