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Prologue
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One hundred years after the fire that devoured the old city, the Council rebuilt the world in glass and silence.

They called it progress — towers scraping the clouds, machines breathing where hearts once dared.

But in the cracks between circuits and stone, the embers still whispered.

The formula was never destroyed.

It only learned to sleep.

Beneath the new wards, in a lab sealed from light, a heart began to stir — not human, not machine, but something between.

It remembered hands. Pain. Fire. A name spoken like a curse.
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Vain.
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And somewhere far above, as rain hissed against steel and wire, a newborn flame opened its eyes.
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Chapter 1
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Gaslight trembled along the high cornice and painted the ceiling with amber veins. The gallery had been dressed for spectacle—velvet drapes the color of embers, brass sconces polished to a surgical gleam, and a scatter of hydrangeas whose pale heads glowed like cooled ash. Between them hung the pictures everyone had come to see: portraits with arteries threaded in cochineal, figures whose capillaries spread across their skin like carefully inked maps. People stood before them with the hush that attends a chapel and a crime scene, murmuring as though afraid the painted bodies might overhear.

Clara kept to the edges, the way a shadow keeps to the frame of a lamp. Her dress was sober, dark blue, a concession to the evening’s fashion and to the fact that she was—by title if not by invitation—Metropolitan Constable Clara Merrow. She wore neither bonnet nor gloves. If anyone noticed her bare hands, they took her for an artist’s widow or a critic, a woman with grief or opinions enough to excuse the omission. The badge lay hidden in a linen pocket stitched beneath her stays; it pressed against her ribs with the steady reminder of duty.

She had not told Vine she was coming.

Vine would have talked her out of it—too public, too volatile, too near a name they had both promised not to pronounce after the trial. But the letter from the gallery’s proprietor had been impossible to ignore: You have seen fire do such things, have you not? The words had been underlined twice, the strokes neat as a surgeon’s. Beneath them a thin postscript, almost coy: Miss Ellington asked that you attend.

Miss Ellington—Mira to the newspapers, Mirabelle to her patrons—stood at the far end of the room with her back to Clara. She was smaller than her reputation, but reputations tend to be written for men. A corset of black satin cinched her narrow waist, the laces crossed like the ligatures in an anatomy plate. When she turned to the side the gaslight caught the sheen atop her cheekbone and made it a bright, precarious thing, as if each expression threatened to cut her.

Clara threaded between clusters of guests. Cigarette smoke drifted like gauze. A critic with whiskers spilling from his cheeks was declaiming to a ring of admirers: “...not vulgar vitality, no—sacred combustion. She has painted blood as if it were the world’s original ocean, red and lawless. See the little vessels near the wrists—how precise, how merciless...”

Clara stopped before the portrait closest to her. A girl of sixteen, perhaps, studying her own hand with a look of devotion and horror. The artist had followed the faintest webbing of veins up the fingers and across the back of the hand, then down the forearm in a crimson delta that disappeared beneath the sleeve. The paint had been thinned until it lay on the canvas like glass. Where the arterial tree branched, it trembled, a red so alive the eye believed it moved.

Clara’s throat tightened. She remembered another red—deeper, not painted—lacing a man’s skin like lightning struck from within. She had seen it in a laboratory that no longer existed, over a table that had gone to ash. She had watched a pair of eyes go still while the pattern spread. And she had heard Vine, in the timber he reserved for the unendurable, say only, “I’m sorry.”

“Miss Merrow?” A woman at Clara’s elbow, crisp as paper. “You received my note. I’m very grateful you came.”

The gallery’s proprietor, Mrs. Ainsworth, bobbed a quick curtsy that robbed the move of any grace. She had a ledger tucked beneath one arm like a hymnbook. “It is rare that art and medicine converse,” she went on, “and when they do it is too often in court. You know Miss Ellington studied drawing at the Royal Free. She made copies of Vesalius and of those modern French plates with the colored arteries—what is the term—chromolithography?” She fluttered a hand. “Forgive me, I am a heathen.”

“I’m not a priestess,” Clara said. “And I’m hardly a physician.”

“Ah, but you have seen... procedures,” Mrs. Ainsworth whispered. “Certain demonstrations. And you once testified—”

“I would prefer not to be mentioned in the same breath as that testimony,” Clara said, sharper than she intended. Mrs. Ainsworth lowered her eyes, chastened. Clara softened her voice. “You hinted at unease, ma’am. Has Miss Ellington received threats?”

Mrs. Ainsworth glanced over Clara’s shoulder. “Not threats. Invitations. The wrong sort. She has burned some of the letters. Others she returned, unopened.” She swallowed. “They were signed with a single initial.”

Clara’s mouth went dry. “Which initial?”

“F.”

The room seemed suddenly too warm. Somewhere a phonograph squeaked to life and coughed out a waltz, the wax worn so thin the melody sounded as though it had traveled a great distance under water. Clara spread her fingers against the cool railing of a small balcony overlooking the main hall. He is dead, she told herself. Whatever initials you see in the world are only coincidences. He is ash. And yet the thought would not settle into belief. Vine’s face had the same failing; at times she caught him looking past her shoulder as if expecting a shape to emerge from the dark.

Mira Ellington appeared below the balcony, gathering herself behind a velvet rope that separated the crowd from a small dais. Up close, Clara saw the fierce delicacy of the artist’s features—the mouth stubborn, the eyes too large for fashion and more honest than was safe. She held a glass of cordial but didn’t drink; the crimson liquid cast a small hellish moon onto her bodice.

“You didn’t say you knew police,” said a voice near Clara. An assistant, perhaps—the girl wore a plain dress and carried a tray of visiting cards.

“I don’t,” Mira said without turning. Her voice had that exhausted brightness artists use when the money is watching. “I know a woman who will tell me the truth even when I ask for praise.”

The assistant’s gaze flicked up and found Clara on the balcony. She hesitated, then approached the edge and tilted her head toward Clara in a small salute, as if acknowledging a co-conspirator.

“Miss Ellington,” Clara called softly down. “Your paintings are... precise.”

“Too precise?” Mira lifted her face, searching for the speaker. When she found Clara, something like relief crossed her. “Do not answer that,” she said with a faint smile. “There is no correct answer.” She stepped closer, lowering her voice. “When you look at them, do you feel heat?”

“Heat,” Clara repeated.

“In the veins,” Mira said. “As if the vessels remember they were made to carry fire.”

Clara did not lie easily. “Sometimes,” she said.

“Good.” Mira’s smile disappeared as quickly as it had come. Up close, the rouge on her cheeks could not conceal the pallor beneath. “My hands have not been steady tonight. The crowd presses forward as if the air has more oxygen near the canvases. I asked for more lamps and then asked them to be turned down again; neither helped.”

“Have you eaten?”

“Only a little. Bread makes the hand dull. Coffee makes it tremble.” She looked past Clara at her own painting, as though consulting a mirror. “I should speak. They expect confessions from a woman. Men are allowed to offer theories; we must offer ourselves.”

Clara rested her palms on the rail. “If you are unwell, postpone it.”

Mira’s laugh was brief and sharp. “I am alive in a room of patrons. That is the only wellness a gallery recognizes.” She checked the clasp of her necklace—an inexpensive silver drop she had polished brighter than it wished to be—and drew a slow breath that lifted her narrow chest. “May I ask a small, cowardly favor of the Constabulary?”

Clara nodded once.

“If I falter,” Mira said, “do not let them say it was opium or women’s nerves. Say I worked too hard at the truth. Say I mistook flame for light.”

Clara leaned forward. “Who sent the letters, Mira?”

The artist’s eyes shifted, dark as the varnish on her canvases. “Someone who thinks himself a teacher,” she whispered. “Someone who says art is a knife and we have been using it like a spoon.”

The assistant tapped Mira’s arm. “They’re ready,” she breathed.

A hush moved through the room like the shadow of an immense bird. The phonograph needle lifted; the final note shrank into a squeal. Patrons turned their bodies as one toward the little dais. A gentleman bowed, offered his hand to help the artist ascend, and looked disappointed when she did not take it. Mira mounted the two steps alone. The crimson cordial left a sweating ring upon the velvet rope where her glass brushed it. Her shoulders squared. She set the glass upon the dais.

From below, Clara watched the pulse beat at the base of the artist’s throat—a small, unwavering metronome. Behind Mira, the largest canvas in the room hung in a gilt frame: a man’s torso rendered in cool blues and green-grey, veins like vermilion ivy, a hint of a face half-turned away. In the shadowed cheek there was a mark, a smudge of darker pigment as if the flesh had once been too near a flame.

Clara’s breath hitched. The pattern of those capillaries—branching, returning, the herringbone at the wrists—spoke a language she wished to forget. She could feel Vine standing at her shoulder in memory, murmuring about laminar flow, about tinctures that taught blood to shine like lantern oil. She had heard him call that language beautiful before he remembered to call it dangerous.

Mira stepped to the lectern. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she began, and a tremor raced faintly across the skin of her throat. “Thank you for coming to watch me try and fail to make sense of what lives beneath our faces.”

Clara gripped the rail. Somewhere a door opened behind the galleries; a faint draught shivered the lamps. The flame in each glass chimney dipped and recovered, and for a heartbeat the painted veins on the surrounding canvases appeared to glow of their own accord.

Mira lifted one hand to her collarbone, not in modesty but as if testing a stitch. “I will be brief,” she said, smiling the brave smile of a woman steeling herself to walk through smoke. “A man wrote to me to say that truth must burn to be believed. He invited me to meet his teacher, who has discovered how to light the blood itself.”

A murmur crawled across the room. Clara could taste metal.

Mira’s eyes met hers, just for an instant—pleading, apologizing, warning. “I declined,” she said. “I am not a student.”

She lowered her hand. Gaslight climbed the column of her throat.

And somewhere, far back in the crowd, a lone pair of hands—gloved—came together in a single, deliberate clap.

The solitary clap echoed—sharp, mocking—then died in the silence it created. Mira’s expression flickered, puzzled, and she shifted her weight as though the floorboards beneath the dais had turned uneven. Clara leaned forward instinctively, a hand already drifting toward the hidden pocket where her badge—and the authority it granted—waited like a promise.

“The body,” Mira continued, one hand pressed lightly over her sternum, “is a lantern of secrets. We paint only what we can endure seeing.” She paused, drawing in a breath that failed to steady her. “But beneath—”

Her voice thinned. The fingertips on her chest curled as though clutching something unseen.

Gaslight from the chandeliers glinted brighter on her skin. Sweat—or was it oil?—began to gather at her temple. She blinked, rapidly, as if the world had gone suddenly too bright.

Clara’s pulse quickened.

Mira swallowed hard. “I—please... forgive me.” Her other hand flew to her throat. The audience stirred, whispers blooming like mold. A gentleman laughed under his breath, assuming actorly excess. A woman hushed him, sensing something was wrong—terribly wrong.

The artist’s breath hitched.

Then her skin began to redden.

It started where her heart beat—beneath the satin corset—spreading up her neck in branching streaks like crimson rivers seeking daylight. The veins beneath her skin lit as though filled with embers, glowing through flesh that had no right to glow.

Clara’s blood froze.

Mira warned me. Heat in the veins.

Mira staggered against the lectern. Her mouth opened but no sound emerged—only a wet gasp that crackled in the air like kindling catching fire. Smoke—thin, white—issued from her parted lips.

“No,” Clara exhaled. But the word drowned in the sudden rush of panic.

Someone screamed. Someone else insisted hysterically, “Performance! It must be a performance!”

Mira’s eye whites showed, bright and terrified. She clawed at her own chest, fingers imprinting bruises even as the light within her pulsed hotter. Beneath her jaw, the branching vessels glowed so fiercely they seemed painted with liquid flame.

Gaslight flickered wildly—struggling to compete with the radiance of her suffering.

Clara pushed through the crowd. “Make room!”

Mira’s knees buckled.

She collapsed forward—first onto her hands, then onto her side as her legs gave out entirely. The glass she had set down toppled and rolled, the cordial pouring like a thin red tide toward the stairs. Her fingers scrabbled at the floorboards, nails scraping with desperate animal sound.

Clara dropped to her knees beside her. “Mira. Mira! Look at me.” But the artist’s gaze was lost somewhere far inside the fire.

From the audience, gasps and sobs. The whispers morphed into accusations—Arsonist! Witchcraft! Help her!

Clara reached for Mira’s wrist—but jerked back just as quickly. The skin was blistering hot.

The assistant pushed toward them, tears streaking her cheeks. “She said—it was getting worse—she said—”

“Water!” Clara ordered. “Cloth—anything, hurry!”

But then Mira’s back arched violently.

With a sound like tearing fabric, the skin along her shoulder blades blackened—rapid, brutal. Veins that only seconds ago glowed with terrible life now seared into charred lines. The pattern spread outward—the map of a body burning from the inside out.

Still she breathed—ragged, defiant.

Clara tried again, this time using her gloves—leather, thick—and grasped Mira’s shaking hand. “Stay with me,” she urged. “Help is coming.”

Mira’s eyes met hers. For a heartbeat, she saw Clara. Truly saw her. Recognition and torment fused in a single pleading look.

And then—through smoke-damaged lungs—her voice broke free:

“He—awakened me... the fire... is truth...”

Her body convulsed. The floor beneath her hissed where drops of sweat—or blood—fell hot enough to scorch.

“No, no, stay with me—” Clara begged.

Mira’s final exhale escaped in a burst of steam. The glow in her veins guttered like a candle meeting wind. Her head fell back against the floor. The light went out.

A moment of impossible silence swallowed the room.

Then—

A distant crack.

Clara looked down. The burned patterns across Mira’s back and shoulders—where flesh had collapsed in blistered fissures—had formed a darkened outline. A silhouette.

A face.

A man’s profile—strong-boned, half-turned—its cheek marred by a scorch mark.

An awful familiarity stabbed Clara’s chest.

The same burn pattern... the same mark... as the surviving student in Vine’s case.

The one who had sworn their experiment had “failed”...

The one who had vanished into smoke when the laboratory burned.

A tremor passed through the attendees—a shared realization that they had witnessed not art, not madness—but a violation of nature.

“For God’s sake!” someone shouted. “Call the constables!”

Clara stood slowly. Her breath shook. Below the skin of her arms, gooseflesh lifted in cold waves.

Mira Ellington lay dead in a gallery devoted to fire—her body leaving a message scorched into itself:

He is alive.

Gaslight fluttered, guttering again.

Clara forced her voice to rise above the chaos:

“No one leaves.”

Her command cracked like a whip.

“Seal the doors,” she ordered the gallery guards, who hesitated until she flashed the corner of her badge. “Now.”

She drew in a steadying breath.

Somewhere in the crowd, a figure had been watching. A lone observer who had clapped once and only once.

Clara turned her head sharply—

—but the gloved hands were gone.

Only the echo of that single clap remained, hanging in the air like a threat.

A signature.

A summons.

Clara rose from her knees, her gloves still faintly smoking. Panic throbbed through the gallery like a second heartbeat—shouts clashed with sobs, skirts brushed against overturned chairs, boots scraped in desperate motion.

“Everyone remain where you are!” she called again, voice sharp as the snap of a stretcher latch. She wiped her glove across her mouth, smearing the acrid scent of scorched flesh. Her eyes scanned the crowd—faces blurred by fear and candle smoke.

Blue-uniformed constables finally forced their way through the entrance, batons half-drawn. Clara intercepted them with a curt nod.

“Close the blinds. Lock every exit,” she commanded. “No one leaves until I give my word.”

The nearest constable opened his mouth—to protest rank, perhaps—but Clara’s glare cut him off. She tugged the hem of her jacket aside, just enough to reveal her badge and revolver.

“That woman didn’t simply die,” Clara said quietly. “She was made to burn.”

That was enough. Doors slammed shut. Keys turned in locks. The gallery—once a temple of art—now became a sealed crucible.

The audience pressed themselves into corners, clutching opera coats and handkerchiefs as if fabric could shield them from terror. Whispered accusations fluttered:

“It’s witchcraft...”

“No ordinary fever does that—”

“Did you see her veins—God preserve us—”

Clara ignored them all and returned to Mira’s body.

The heat had diminished, leaving the flesh stiffening into its final, awful pose. Clara crouched again, examining the scorched outline along the back and shoulder, tracing the burnt silhouette with her gaze.

A man’s profile. A cheek violently blackened.

Just like the boy.

The survivor.

Clara swallowed, pulse hammering.

Footsteps drew near. The gallery’s curator—a nervous fellow with ink-stained fingers—hovered over her shoulder.

“She said she felt unwell,” he whispered. “But Miss Ellington insisted the show must go on, that art demanded sacrifice. I thought she meant—” His throat clicked shut.

Clara stood, letting the curator’s panic wilt on its own. She motioned toward the corpse’s neck.

“Do you see these marks?”

Fine blisters curled across Mira’s throat—not random burns, but streaks... brushstrokes. Thin and deliberate, like the glide of sable bristles dipped in flame.

Not fire’s chaos.

Fire’s design.

The curator blinked. “My God... Why would anyone—”

“A signature,” Clara murmured. “Someone showing us their hand.”

Then her gloved fingers brushed something on Mira’s collarbone. A thin strip of charred cloth, fused into the skin. She pulled gently—revealing the corner of an envelope, blackened but intact. The wax seal had melted into a red tear.

Clara carefully extracted it. Handwriting scrawled across the front, letters sharp and aggressive:

TO THE STUDENT OF ASHES

Clara’s stomach tightened. “This is for Vine,” she breathed.

A constable approached, holding his cap to his chest.

“Ma’am, we’ve secured the doors. Should we start questioning—”

Clara’s pocket suddenly vibrated.

She froze.

Her hand slipped inside—closing around the cold metal of her portable telegraph receiver, no bigger than a cigarette case. She hadn’t wound it. She hadn’t activated it. Yet the tiny cylinder strained with a faint electrical pulse.

A single message tapped into the metal through hidden coils.

She lifted the receiver to her ear.

Static hissed—then a voice.

A man’s whisper, burnt at the edges:

“He lives. You know this.”

Clara’s blood iced.

She swallowed hard. “Who is this?”

But silence was all that answered her. The line severed with a soft click, leaving dread ringing just as loudly.

He lives.

Her mind plunged back—last winter—snow hissing into flame:

Dr. Fairbrook, the brilliant anatomist with a madness for resurrecting flesh.

The laboratory detonation that should have killed him.

The apprentice who emerged with a burned cheek—claiming his teacher was gone.

And Vine—the only one who refused to believe it.

Clara clenched her jaw. “Not now,” she whispered to the memory of the voice.

The curator trembled beside her. “What—what did it say?”

She slipped the receiver into her coat. “Nothing helpful.”

But her eyes betrayed the truth.

Mira Ellington had not been the first.

Nor would she be the last.

Clara stepped back and addressed the crowd, voice steel-hard:

“No one touches the body. No one leaves this room. We are dealing with an orchestrated murder.” Her gaze swept over them, calculating. “And the killer is very likely still among us.”

A horrified murmur rippled through velvet collars and pearl necklaces.

Clara lifted the envelope slightly. “This message will be given to Doctor Vine—he will lead the forensic examination once he arrives.”

“Vine?” a constable asked. “But isn’t he—”

“Retired?” Clara’s lips tightened.

“He has no choice now.”

She lowered her hand to the corpse’s shoulder—just long enough to murmur a promise:

“I’ll find who did this to you.”

Then, turning to the constables:

“Begin interviews. Witness lists. And send a runner immediately.”

“To Doctor Vine?” the constable said.

“To whoever can bring him,” Clara corrected.

“Because his old nightmare has returned.”

The candles sputtered—shadows writhing along the walls like black veins.

And from somewhere deeper inside the gallery...

came the faintest sound of applause.

Soft.

Mocking.

One clap.

Then nothing.

Clara drew her revolver.

“Fan out,” she ordered. “He hasn’t left.”

The hunt had begun.

Clara gestured the constables outward with a sharp flick of her hand, sending them to sweep the far corners of the gallery. The crowd continued to ripple uneasily, a flock trapped with a falcon. Paintings glimmered in the dimming lamplight—portraits of burning veins that now felt like taunts rather than art.

“Control the guests,” Clara told the sergeant. “No one moves alone. No one touches anything.”

She adjusted her grip on the envelope addressed to Vine. Her fingers tingled, as though it radiated a faint heat of its own.

Then—she felt eyes on her.

Clara turned.

Among the cluster of stunned spectators, one figure stood oddly still. A man draped in a dark hooded coat—not elegant evening attire like the others. His chin was lowered, face half-hidden in the shadow of the hood. But his posture... too straight. His focus... too direct.

He was staring at her. Not at Mira. Not at the commotion.

Directly. At. Her.

The gaslight behind him flickered—and for a heartbeat, she thought she glimpsed...

A scar?

No—burnt flesh. The gleam of damaged skin just below his right eye.

Her breath caught.

“Hey!” Clara barked, stepping toward him.

But the man tilted his head slightly—as if amused—and then began backing away through the frightened crowd. Before the constables noticed her movement, he slipped behind a heavy velvet curtain near the rear hall.

Clara shoved her way after him, elbowing through startled guests. The curtain swayed as she pushed past it—revealing only a bare corridor and cold stone wall. A door at the end hung slightly ajar, letting in a ribbon of fog from outside.

Clara sprinted, boots pounding the floor. She shoved the door open—

Nothing.

The alley beyond lay silent. Gas lamps buzzed. Mist curled over cobblestones like pale fingers. A lone carriage clattered somewhere distant.

But the hooded man... was gone.

“How did he—” she murmured, chest rising with frustration.

Then she noticed the faint glow at her feet.

A small rectangle of paper lay on the ground, still warm, edges lightly singed. Clara bent and picked it up delicately.

A single phrase had been inked in hurried, slashing handwriting:

“Art is Truth only when it burns.”

— F.

Her lips parted.

F.

His initial.

“No...” Clara whispered.

“He can’t be alive.”

But she could still hear the whispered telegraph message ringing in her skull:

He lives. You know this.

The night’s chill seeped into her bones.

A constable rushed out behind her. “Officer Hayes—what did you see?”

She folded the note closed and pocketed it. “We have a suspect.”

Her voice didn’t shake—but her pulse did.

The constable frowned at the fog. “Where did he go?”

Clara stared down that empty alley as though it were the throat of some enormous creature that had just swallowed its prey.

“He wanted us to see him,” she answered softly.

“And then he wanted to vanish.”

She turned back inside.

The gallery door clanged shut behind her, locking the world’s madness inside instead of out. The thick air, heavy with perfume and soot, clung to her lungs.

Clara walked back toward the center of the room. People shrank from her path, as though she were carrying the flame itself.

The curator approached again, wringing his hands. “Officer... what do we do now?”

Clara paused beside Mira’s body—now covered with a white sheet. Her voice dropped to a whisper only she could hear.

We call him.

Because if the signature on the note was real—

If Fairbrook had returned—

There was only one person who would see the patterns fast enough to stop him.

Doctor Emerson Vine.

She took one last scan of the gallery—the twisted art, the velvet shadows, the trembling crowd—and her gaze landed on a nearby painting:

A portrait of a man with burning veins.

But unlike the others... the figure faced away—

toward the shadowed corner where the hooded man had stood.

Clara fought the instinct to shiver.

“Tell the sergeant to assemble statements,” she ordered. “And send a horse immediately.”

“For headquarters?” the curator asked.

“No.”

Her jaw tightened, voice like iron dragged over stone.

“For Dr. Vine.”

She brushed past him, her coat swirling behind like a black flame.

“Tonight,” she vowed under her breath,

“the hunt begins.”

But as she passed beneath Mira’s painting, the canvas flickered—just once—as though a tiny spark lived behind it.

A spark waiting

to ignite.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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The sea had spent the night hitting the rocks, and by morning the tide left a collar of wrack around the base of the cliff like a dark bruise. Vine’s house clung to the edge the way a hand clings to a wound—whitewashed stone, narrow windows, smoke already a thin question mark above the chimney. Inside, the air was cut with the amber sweetness of shellac and the metallic scent of spirits. A blue flame trembled beneath a glass alembic. Brass instruments kept their old soldier’s shine: calipers, compasses, the microscope whose eyepiece wore the polish of his cheekbone.

He had slept badly, if at all. The roaring in his head was a leftover tide; every time he closed his eyes he heard gallery applause morphing into the hiss of fire, though he had not been there. It didn’t matter. He knew that sound. In another city, another year, it had been louder, closer, a hurricane built of one man’s genius and one boy’s trust. Firebrook. The name existed on the room’s far side, not spoken, but present the way heat is present in iron after the flame has gone.

On his worktable lay a wooden tray with eight glass slides. He moved among them in his shirtsleeves, cufflinks discarded, hair tied back to keep it from the lamp. Under the lens a river-braid of tiny vessels crossed a human cheek—capillaries turned to threads of soot. He had sketched the pattern by memory at dawn, his hand working without orders while his mind circled the rumor that had woken him before the sun: an artist dead at her own exhibition. Veins that seemed to glow.

He breathed in, steadied the tremor, and drew a new line.

A knock broke through the roar of the sea.

It sounded once, sharply, against the oak, then again as if the messenger’s knuckles were cooling. Vine didn’t look up at once; he finished the line, capped his pen, slid the paper aside. He crossed the room past shelves of bound casebooks and bottles labeled in his precise hand—benzoin, ether, picric acid—past a plaster model of the human thorax whose sternum he had carved with too much care, as if it had once belonged to someone he owed.

He opened the door.

A boy in a postman’s cap stood on the stoop, wind-flushed, clutching a telegram-case to his chest. “From the City, sir,” the boy said, touching the brim as if addressing a magistrate. Vine took the envelope and recognized the angular economy of Clara’s script before he had broken the seal.

MORGUE REQUESTS YOUR OPINION.

PUBLIC DEATH AT VERNISSAGE—ARTIST MIRA ELLINGTON.

VEINS LUMINESCENT. NO EXTERNAL SOURCE OF FLAME.

COME. — CLARA

The letters were spare enough to be merciful. They hit him like a draught of cold.

“Wait,” Vine said, but the boy already knew his trade; he lingered, eyeing the coins in a dish by the door. Vine paid him more than the distance required.

When he closed the door, the house felt smaller, the ceiling lower over his breath. He stood in the center of the room with the telegram in his hand and heard, as he always did at such moments, the phantom-syllable of a teacher’s voice: Observe, do not want. Wanting blinds the eye. Firebrook had spoken softly, as if discovery were a sacrament and the body the chalice, and Vine, being young, had believed that gentleness and goodness were cousins. He lifted his left hand and turned it palm-up; faint ridges stained the wrist where glass had once burst beneath pressure. The scars were old. The lesson was older.

He moved again, because motion was the only counterspell he trusted. The lamp’s flame snapped when he fed it a little more air. He wound the microscope’s focus and studied the soot-web with the interrogative patience that had made his name valuable to courts, to hospitals, and—for a season—to the Council that had first paid Firebrook to “advance the methods of anatomical knowledge.” The Council that had then denied, loudly and with prayer-book faces, what their gold had purchased.

Vine slid the last sketch onto a board and pinned it there. He kept his pencils in a long case lined with velvet. At the bottom of that case was a different object entirely: a letter in a heavy cream envelope, unposted, addressed in his own hand, To C. He didn’t take it out. He only felt its presence the way he felt an ache in the weather: something approaching.

On the mantel, a clock coughed a sober chime. He counted it. Nine. The morgue would already be awake. He looked at the house as a man might look at a lover whose patience he abuses and then forgive himself with a promise: I’ll be back before dark.

He shrugged into his coat, the dark wool with the cuffs he had mended himself. He knotted a black tie that made his face paler in the mirror, and for a blink he saw another face superimposed—Firebrook’s, all light and calm, the burn-scar like a comet-trace along his jaw. Where the flame touches flesh, truth distills, the man had written in a notebook whose pages Vine had not destroyed even when law and sleep both told him to. He kept it hidden. He kept it because it was evidence, and because it was beautiful, and because a part of him—an unforgivable, unkillable part—could not quite regret the years when the world seemed to open before them like a book.

The wind hit him as he stepped outside, briny and earnest. He locked the door, testing the latch twice, and set off down the cliff path. The sea slapped the stone steps with impatient hands. He took the footbridge and the lane to the station, where steam made a new sky above the roof and porters shouted like men in a dream of war. In 1890 a city could be reached faster than grief; the morning train would take him in before the coroner’s coffee cooled.

On the platform, he found a paper seller combing the crowd: “Gallery Fatality! Artist dies before her adoring public—mystery flames from within!” The woodcut showed a woman with a halo of fire, her arms flung in ecstasy, the crowd beneath a forest of hats. Vine’s mouth went bitter. He bought the paper and folded it crisp so the ink wouldn’t smear his gloves. He scanned the account for the things that matter—temperature, timeline, names—and found instead adjectives: unnatural, ghastly, divine. When the train’s whistle bellowed, he stepped aboard with relief, as if the carriage were a lab and the noise outside only weather.

Gears engaged like teeth. The world began to run backwards outside the window—gray fences, salt grass, the thin bony fingers of winter trees. He let the rhythm settle into his bones and opened Clara’s telegram again, noting the economy of her words, the absence of ornament. The last time he had seen her, she had not been wearing a badge. Now she was Officer Clara West, and he did not know what that meant for the shape of her anger. He suspected it meant she had disciplined it into a weapon.

He folded the telegram and rested his head against the window’s chill. The city rose out of the mist in stages: the black thorns of chimneys, the hesitant glitter of river ice, the noble bruise of smoke. Gas lamps were still lit in the third- and fourth-storey hallways, amber coins in the throat of morning. He felt himself begin to match the city’s tempo, heart syncing to its piston.

At the terminus, he took a cab rather than walk. The driver’s cap was frayed, the mare’s shoes rang high against the cobbles. Vine gave the address of the hospital compound where the morgue crouched like a toad in winter—a low brick building with a lintel blackened by chimney soot and the moral certainty of men who measure death for a living. As they rolled along the river road he glanced once toward the art district and the pale rectangle of the gallery roof. He was not a superstitious man, as a rule. Still, he was aware of being watched.

When the cab set him down, the air tasted of snow that had forgotten how to fall. He paid, tipped, and descended the steps marked Pathology. Everything was clean in a way that refused to be friendly—boards scrubbed, lamps full, brass bright as a shout. He paused at the threshold and put his palm flat against the door, not because doors need warning, but because he did.

“Observe, do not want,” he said under his breath. “Observe.”

He pushed through.

The morgue keeper looked up from a ledger and registered him with precise fatigue. “Doctor Vine,” the man said, as if the name were a tool taken down from a peg. “Officer West asked for you. She’s below.”

Vine nodded and took the stair.

All the while he moved, the house by the cliff stayed with him—its lamp, its instruments, the letter unposted. He believed in leaving things orderly, in case the day refused to give him back. That belief was part superstition, part experience. He thought of the scar on Firebrook’s jaw again and of a second scar, subtler, on the cheek of a boy whose name he had not learned in time. The artist had died with her veins lit from within. If the pattern on his sketch proved true, she had not been the first. And if the telegram was right, there had been no visible flame.

That, more than the rest, pulled him forward into the cold light.

He did not know yet if he was walking toward justice or toward a repetition, but he knew this: the world would make a story of the woman, would call her beautiful for the way she burned. He would not. He would look closely. And he would not, this time, look away.

The stair deposited Vine into the white belly of the building—walls lime-washed to a chalky glare, floorboards planed until the grain looked like water frozen mid-wave. The cold was honest here, not the nervous chill of winter streets but the exacting temperature of preservation. Gas jets hissed in blue halos along the corridor, their light turning steel bright as teeth.

Clara waited at the far end outside a door stenciled POST-MORTEM 2. She hadn’t yet put on the morgue’s gray apron; she stood bare-headed, coat open, her badge a small dusk of brass at her lapel. The years since Vine had last seen her had pared unnecessary things from her face. The softness he remembered—something like unspent laughter—was gone. In its place: composure you could lean a scaffold on.

She did not offer her hand. “Doctor Vine.”

“Officer West.” He matched her neutrality and failed to match her steadiness. He could feel the train’s motion still moving through his bones, and below that, an older motion that had nothing to do with rail or sea.

Her gaze moved to the telegram in his fist, then to his eyes. “Thank you for coming.”

“You were brief,” he said, to keep from saying of course. “Luminescent veins.”

“We’ll see.” She pushed the door. “If you can bear it.”

“As ever,” he replied, and entered.

The room had been stripped of anything fanciful: a table of zinc with a guttered edge and a dark mouth of a drain; two glazed sinks; shelves lined with stoppered jars; a scale; a ledger. The air held a disciplined perfume of carbolic acid and formal spirits. On the table lay a woman under a linen sheet. Only her head and right shoulder were exposed, and even exposed, she looked partially concealed by the strange work death had done to the light touching her.

“Mira Ellington,” Clara said, coming to stand at the table’s far side. That she didn’t stand next to him was a choice he felt like a temperature change.

Vine set his leather case down on the sideboard. He did not reach for the gloves in the drawer—he never had learned to like the new rubber, and he trusted the fluency of bare fingers. Clara’s eyes flicked once to his empty hands, an old argument passing between them without a word.

He leaned over the face.

She might have been forty, though fame and paint erode years in untrustworthy ways. Heat had not deformed the features. The mouth was slack in a way that still suggested eloquence. But the skin along the cheekbones and the temples was...not scorched, exactly. It had the faint dusky blush of someone who has run up too many stairs too fast, as if a tide of blood had risen and then forgotten to ebb.

He touched the cheek with the backs of his fingers. Cool. Yielding. The morgue’s lamplight carved delicate shadows under her lashes.

“Here,” Clara said, and pushed the sheet down two inches.

The flesh at the base of the neck trembled into view—the notch above the sternum like the hidden beginning of a road. And there, lipping the curve of the clavicle, was a mark. Not a brand, not a natural mole. A smear. Vine bent closer and squinted, then asked for the angle of the lamp to be changed. The assistant obeyed. The mark had the faint gloss of varnish when the light traveled across it.

“A residue,” he said. “Do you have a lens?”

Clara handed him a small folding loupe from the table’s array. He clicked it open with the easy thoughtlessness of habit and studied the smear. It was no larger than a fingernail, the color a low, dirty ember. Within it—so faint most men would miss it—were two parallel ridges, as if something bristled had kissed the skin and dragged away: the ghost of a brush.

“Do you see it?” he asked.

“I see enough to be angry,” Clara said. “What do you call it?”

“A signature of sorts.” His voice came out drier than he intended. He lifted the loupe away. “No instrument burned her from the outside.”

“The audience said her veins lit.”

“I expect they did.” He looked at her face another long moment, then—without asking—picked up a glass pipette and lanced a tiny vein at the wrist. A single, obliging bead of blood rose. It should have been a sensible cherry color. It was that...and something else. Under the gaslight a thread of it seemed to catch and keep the light, like sugar cooked to the hard crack stage.

Clara stared. “God save us.”

“He rarely does,” Vine said, and laid the drop on a slide. He moved to the microscope, tuned the fine focus until the crimson filled the circle like a planet, and exhaled through his teeth. The capillaries were intact; nothing had exploded. But the walls looked...altered. With a chemist’s vocabulary he could have named only the visible: a faint granular deposit along the inner lining, as if a precipitate had formed inside the smallest pipes of the body. He knew what that suggested. He could taste bile like copper.

He stepped back and forced his voice into the neutral gear of demonstration. “The pattern’s from within. The smallest vessels were the theater. Whatever the agent was, it sharpened the blood’s affinity for heat—no, for light—until the body itself...performed.”

Clara absorbed that quietly. Then, carefully: “Is it him?”

She didn’t say the name. She didn’t have to. It stood behind them like an uninvited patron at an exhibition, hands clasped in expensive gloves.

Vine thought of how easily his own hands moved ungloved over the instruments, and for a moment he hated the symmetry. He looked at the smear again. He thought about craft, about tendencies, about a man’s habit of finishing a scene one precise, obscene inch past the point of necessity.

“No,” Vine said at last. “It isn’t.”

Clara’s composure cracked by the width of a pulse. “You’re certain.”

“He taught few men to see,” Vine said. “The ones he taught to imitate learned only the obvious. Firebrook believed, above all, in clean lines—the kind that would pass a surgeon’s eye as ordinary physiologic stress. This—” He pointed toward the neck. “—this is theatrical. That brush-kiss. The Council’s pamphlets warned that ‘impostors will trade in spectacle.’ The impostors took notes.”

“Then what is he?” Clara asked. “A disciple?”

“An admirer. An enemy. A merchant. I don’t know yet.” He turned back to the microscope and forced himself through another pass of the slide, coaxing data out of revulsion. “But the hand is different. There’s impatience in it. A need to announce.”

Clara folded her arms to keep from fidgeting. “He wrote to the newspapers,” she said. “Anonymously. ‘Art is Truth only when it burns.’ Signed F.”

Vine’s throat tightened around the single letter. He swallowed it. “You’ll keep that out of the journals.”

“I’ll try. The editor I can manage. The editor’s owner dines with Councilmen.”

He made a sound that might have been a laugh or a cough. “Then perhaps we will give him indigestion.” He set the slide aside and faced the body again, shifting to the practical. “Her pupils?”

“Equal. Responsive before she...fell.” Clara’s mouth caught on the verb.

“And after?”

“Fixed.”

“Tongue?”

“Untouched. No biting.”

“Spine intact?”

“Yes.”

He nodded as if each answer were a rung on a ladder out of a shaft. “We’ll need a sample of the residue and the blood. I’ll prepare two tinctures—one with ether, one with spirit of wine—and wash the vessels for what they’ll give. If the deposit dissolves in one and not the other, we may get the beginning of a composition. Did she drink?”

“Champagne. The glasses have been collected.”

“Good.” He moved with automatic purpose, drawing off the thinnest scrape of the smear with a moistened cotton twist, then transferring it to two watch-glasses. The assistant labeled them in a neat municipal hand. Vine poured, measured, stoppered. He was aware, keenly, that he was performing a ritual he had first learned at a table not unlike this one under a man whose voice had made knowledge seem like mercy. He told his hands to forget the memory and remember only the method.

Clara watched the hands. “There’s more,” she said abruptly, as if the words were hot and had to be dropped. “A man in the crowd. Hooded. He left a note. Initial only.”

“I heard.” He did not look up.

“I thought that if you saw—if you knew—that it might be...him.” Her voice thinned and flattened the way it did when she was trying not to show anger in front of uniformed men.

Vine placed the stoppered vials into a wooden rack. He did look up then. “Clara,” he said softly. “I know when a line is his. The line that made me. The line that...” He checked himself before the verb could turn honest. “This isn’t it.”

She held his gaze. It was a long, exhausting piece of honesty to hold. “Then why does it feel like him in the room?” she asked.

“Because he taught this city to read veins the way poets read weather,” Vine said. “Because once your eye knows the trick, every shadow looks like handwriting.”

She exhaled. Some tension left her shoulders, but not enough to forgive the past. “Will you come to the gallery after this? There are canvases. A studio in the back she called a workroom. If the mark is a brush, I want to know whose.”

“I’ll come.” He closed his case, then reopened it, suddenly remembering the paper he had folded on the train. He slid it across the table to her. “The illustrated. They’ll make a martyr of her by noon. Keep your men from talking. The fewer adjectives we allow, the closer we stay to fact.”

Clara took the paper without lowering her glance to it, as if to look would be to concede. “I’ll do what I can.”

He started to cover the body again but hesitated. Some impulse almost tender made him smooth the hair back from Mira Ellington’s brow. The dead are not helped by neatness, he knew; the living are. “I’m sorry,” he told the body. It was unscientific and true.

Clara watched him with an unreadable face. Then she gave a small nod toward the basin. “Wash. I told the attendant you prefer carbolic.”

He rinsed his hands in the biting red solution, the skin singing under it. He did not reach for a towel; the sting helped.

At the door, Clara paused with her hand on the latch. “Doctor Vine.”

“Yes.”

“If it isn’t him,” she said, “it still leads to him.”

Vine considered the vials, the smear, the almost beautiful map of soot that would soon ghost across Mira’s veins as they dissected. He considered the city above them and the Council dining room where accounts and excuses were balanced like ledgers.

“Yes,” he said. “It does.”

She opened the door. The corridor’s gaslights hissed a little brighter, as if someone had turned the valve of the morning. They stepped out together—not close, not quite apart—and the cold, clean air of the hallway felt like the first truthful thing to happen all day.

The hospital sat one street back from the embankment, a plain brick wedge with narrow windows like eyelids reluctant to open. Vine and Clara crossed the courtyard at a clipped pace, their footfalls sounding too loud among the laurel shrubs and the iron benches slick with thaw. Clara spoke to no one on the way in; her badge was enough to part the clerk’s lips and the corridor’s crowds. The orderly who led them upstairs had the brittle delicacy of a man who fears both sickness and the people who bring news about it.

“West ward,” he said, trotting ahead. “Boy’s mother is with him. The physician gave a draught for sleep.”

“Has it taken?” Clara asked.

“It didn’t,” the orderly said, and swallowed.

The door to the ward opened on a corridor washed with milk-glass light and the smell of boiled linen. Children’s fever made a finer, more private sound than adults’—smaller throats, smaller chests. Vine felt both hands want to fidget and put them into the pockets of his coat to hold them still.

They stopped at a single room near the end. The orderly knocked, then slipped away as if he had touched a hot plate. Clara went in first. Vine followed.

It was only a little room with a little window, where the winter sky looked like paper the color of dishwater. The bed had been lifted high on blocks to make it easier to tend the child. Sam lay propped against two pillows, the sheet tucked very straight along his sides in the manner of nurses who wish to make order visible. His hair had sweated into points along his forehead. His eyes were open and a little wild in that way children get when they’re not yet sick enough to surrender and not yet well enough to be reassured by adult lies.

He saw Clara and, after a beat, Vine. He went still in a different way, as if someone had told the orchestra to hush.

“Mr. Vine,” he said, careful as if it were a test. His voice was huskier than Vine remembered, and older. He had been older since the night in the theater beneath the city, though Vine tried not to think about age measured that way.

Vine came close but not too close. “Good afternoon, Sam.”

The boy’s mother rose from the chair by the bed. Her dress was plain and very clean, but the elbows had the shiny gloss of wear. She had slept as much as Sam had. “Doctor,” she said—not a title he insisted on in ordinary rooms, but she offered it like a talisman, so he let it stand. “He wouldn’t close his eyes. Says the dark is hot.”

“It is,” Sam said quickly, and swallowed. He lifted his left hand out from the sheet. The inside of the wrist had a faint webbing of dark under the skin, not a bruise and not dirt. In good light, it looked almost like a drawing done several pages too deep in a notebook—lines ghosting up from below. The nurse had bound a strip of cool, damp cloth there; the edges had already warmed and curled.

Clara stepped nearer the window and rolled the shade halfway to allow more daylight without admitting the glare of the sky. “He had a fright,” she said to Vine, keeping her voice smooth for the mother. “There was a disturbance near the river. A smoke cart overturned. He was there with a cousin.”

“I wasn’t afraid,” Sam said, very fast, which was a child’s way of telling you fear had been present and had paid in full.

“I believe you,” Vine said simply. He put a hand to the boy’s brow, then to his wrist, counting the beat with his thumb and the second hand of the small watch he wore pinned inside his coat. The pulse ran like a line of type set too tight in the press: all the letters were there but crowded enough to smear.

He lowered his voice. “Tell me what happens when you try to sleep.”

Sam looked at Clara, then at his mother, then back to Vine. The calculus of permission resolved itself with a small nod from the mother.

“I close my eyes,” Sam said, “and my insides remember the red place.” His free hand tightened in the sheet, making a neat row of mountain peaks. “It’s not fire when I see it. It’s...noise that looks like fire.”

Vine kept his face still. “And when you open your eyes again?”

“It stops,” Sam said. “But sometimes I can still hear the hot part.” He swallowed and lifted his wrist farther toward the light as if showing a badge. “It makes the little lines show.”

Clara drew near, and the mother stepped back to give them room, fingers tight in each other. Vine bent, not so much to see as to put his nearness between the boy and the window, between the boy and the reminder of any sky that could be set alight.

“May I press here?” he asked, and touched very gently the fork where two small veins met. Under his thumb he could feel a tremor—not a flutter, not an arrhythmia. Something more like a hum. Not musical, exactly. Mechanical. As if a tiny engine had been fit into the blood: idle-speed, waiting for a command.

Sam flinched once, then relaxed against the pillows with a tiny groan that was not quite pain and not quite relief. “It...quiets when you do that.”

Vine removed his hand at once, troubled by how much he wanted to keep it there. “How long has it been like this?”

“Since autumn,” Clara said, quiet. She had come around to the other side of the bed, leaving an alley of space between them that both pretended they hadn’t noticed. “Worse when he runs. When he dreams. Better when he reads or builds things with his hands.”

Sam’s mother spoke then, voice low like a woman in church. “He won’t go near the stove. Even if the kettle needs filling.”

Sam made a mortified face meant to deny it and then did not deny it.

Vine looked at the boy’s wrist again. He saw, with a clarity that felt like a sin, the lines that had been etched there months before by the night’s work under London: the Council’s daring experiment, his own terrible compliance, the formula that had saved the child and chained him to a future of careful living. They had thought the body would incorporate and forget. Bodies almost always did. Yet here it was, remembering with a new accent.

Clara was watching his mouth for news before he had the mercy to find words. “Is it him?” she asked, meaning the man who had taught them both to consider the body a canvas and the city a gallery.

“No,” Vine said, and wished the truth could be kinder. “It’s me.”

The mother flinched; Clara didn’t. “Explain,” she said.

“The blood learned a language the night we kept him. A syntax of heat,” Vine said, keeping his tone like a teacher at a lamplit table, because the tone was sometimes kinder than hesitating. “We thought the lesson would fade. Children’s blood forgets faster. But—” He tapped, very lightly, the spot at the wrist where the hum had quieted. “Trauma writes in deeper ink. Something yesterday—fear, smoke—called the lesson back to the surface. The lines respond, for a moment, as they did then. Not dangerous if we keep him calm.” He let the possible yet go unvoiced.

Sam was listening with the intentness of boys who have lived through enough to know grown men occasionally speak to each other and mean the child. “Will it stop?” he said.

“It will,” Vine lied just enough to function as medicine. Then, more honestly: “And we’ll teach it how.”

“How do you teach blood?” Sam asked, almost curious, the way he might have asked how to make a paper kite fly in a courtyard with no wind.

“You give it a rhythm,” Vine said. “Breaths like counted steps. Thoughts that fit inside the breaths. Work for the hands.” He glanced at the small table under the window. A wooden puzzle sat there beside the bowl of the failed draught: pieces of an animal whose shape was as yet undecided—horse or hound depending on where the boy set the spine. “We’ll start with that.”

Clara leaned a hip against the bedstead in a gesture that would have earned a nurse’s frown if a nurse had been brave enough to frown at her. “If this is the same language,” she said, “then the one who killed the woman is speaking it badly.”

“Or too loudly,” Vine said. “Sam’s blood hums at a whisper now. In that gallery, someone wanted the shout.” He felt suddenly, acutely weary of men who wanted shouts.

Sam’s eyes, which had been tracking each word like small birds track crumbs, slid to Clara. “Are you cross with Mr. Vine?”

Clara blinked. Out of the mouths of children. “I am cross with men who make machines out of boys,” she said evenly. Then she looked at Vine. “I am asking the only man who knows how to unmake one.”

Silence balanced there a moment. Vine heard the hall clock strike the half-hour; he wondered whether the sound had always been so heavy.

He turned to the mother. “We’ll keep him a night so the staff can say the right words: observation, pulse, rest. It will calm the neighbors and the grandmother. He may sit up and read until he’s bored of it. No draughts unless he begins to shake. If he sleeps, do not wake him to check whether he sleeps.”

She nodded as if he had written the prescription on her bones.

Vine took the boy’s hand the way a friend takes it, not a physician. “When the hot noise comes,” he said, “you’ll put both hands on your ribs and feel where they bend. You’ll count three in, three out. You’ll think of the hound instead of the horse. Hounds keep watch. They do not run unless told.”

Sam tried a crooked, private smile. “What if I hate hounds?”

“Then think of Clara,” Vine said. “She keeps better watch than any creature God ever put on four legs.”

Clara made a face at him, but the corner of her mouth conceded a point. “I’ll be in the hall,” she told the mother. “If anyone asks questions you don’t like, say my name and nothing else.”

When she had gone to make good on the promise, the light in the room felt different—as if the temperature had risen a fraction. Vine set the puzzle on the blanket, and together he and Sam found the spine, then the ribs. The boy’s breath found the same count without being told.

“Does the red place go away when you talk?” Sam asked after a minute.

“Sometimes,” Vine said, and set the final piece. “Sometimes it just listens and grows bored.”

The boy thought about that and yawned like a cat. The yawn surprised him into a small laugh that loosened something visible in his chest. His mother sat again and pressed her knuckles into her eyes in a gesture older than the room.

Clara returned with a nurse and a word that would keep the curious at bay. She stood at the foot of the bed, hands behind her back in the stance of a sentry. “Will you come to the gallery now?” she asked without looking away from the boy.

“Yes,” Vine said, and felt the yes reach farther than the room. He lifted the little vial case from his pocket and slipped one of the empty bottles onto the bedside table. “If the veins darken again, touch the wrist where I did. If it hums through your fingers, I want to know how long it takes to quiet.”

The mother nodded. Sam saluted him with two sleepy fingers, as if he were a soldier with the privilege of bed.

In the corridor, the ward noise gathered itself around them: children who wanted another story, kettles complaining, a cart’s wheel needing oil. Clara walked in silence until they were halfway down the stairs, then said, “You think it’s changing.”

“I know it is,” Vine said. “Whatever was loosed in the gallery borrows from the same book but reads different words. And Sam—” He paused at the landing, listening for a half second for the boy’s breath as if it could carry through floors. “Sam reminds me the book is not finished.”

Clara’s mouth firmed. “Then we must find the editor,” she said.

They went out into the cold that made honest things of men’s breath and set off toward the river road, where a gallery and a note waited to be read with ungloved hands.

Night had thickened by the time they reached the small laboratory connected to the city morgue. The lamps outside flickered in the fog, making the world look like a charcoal sketch repeatedly smudged by impatient fingers. Clara held the door for Vine, her jaw tight, her thoughts moving too fast for words.

Inside, everything smelled of disinfectant and cold metal. Not rot — that belonged deeper within the morgue — but the metallic sterility of a place where science tried, against stacked odds, to remain rational.

Dr. Merrow waited near the long examination table, sleeves rolled, spectacles perched low. He was younger than Vine remembered — or perhaps Vine simply felt older now. “You’re late,” Merrow said lightly, though his eyes betrayed relief.

“There was a boy,” Vine answered. No more explanation was needed. Merrow’s expression sobered.

The body of Mira Ellington — once brilliant, once alive enough to paint veins like rivers of light — lay under a white sheet. Only her arm was exposed, placed under a brass lamp whose filament crackled with effort. Her skin had cooled to that impossible stillness that tells the living to lower their voices.

Clara crossed her arms, positioning herself between Vine and the corpse as though defending him from a memory. “What do you have for us?”

Merrow picked up a slim glass slide. He held it like a fragile truth. “I’ve compared the blood samples to those from... earlier incidents.”

The ones Vine hated to admit existed.

“And?” Clara prompted.

Merrow adjusted the lamp so that its beam hit the slide and refracted across the room. Shadows cut Vine’s face into alternating light and void.

“The structure is similar. Very similar.” Merrow tapped a pointer against the slide. “Capillary walls show the same micro-damage as those affected by the Firebrook formula.”

Vine inhaled once through his nose. Firebrook. The name was a wound stitched poorly. Clara looked sideways at Vine, searching for a reaction he carefully concealed.

Merrow continued, voice lower. “But it isn’t the same, Doctor.”

Vine stepped closer. “Explain.”

Merrow placed two magnified drawings on the table. One was Firebrook’s known signature — a lattice of altered blood cells that allowed heat to permeate like breath. The other — Mira’s blood — warped that lattice slightly. Something threaded through it like a new language added to an old text.

“It’s... evolved,” Merrow said. “Modified. As if someone built upon your mentor’s work.”

Built.

Improved.

Refined.

Vine’s pulse beat harder — not out of fear, but recognition. Innovation always came from obsession — and obsession always found disciples.

“What’s the new component?” Clara asked.

“That,” Merrow admitted, “is what troubles me. I cannot identify it. Whatever was introduced — it came from a source I have never encountered.” He lowered his voice further. “It could accelerate... everything.”

Clara bristled. “Meaning the killer could do this to anyone?”

“To anyone,” Merrow echoed.

Vine stared at the blood sketches, the lines shimmering as though alive. He felt heat coil beneath his fingertips — memory, guilt, responsibility — one indistinguishable from another.

“He has a student,” Vine murmured.

“Student?” Clara repeated sharply.

“Or a rival,” Vine corrected. “Someone who understood enough of Firebrook’s art to mimic the technique — but not enough to restrain himself.”

Clara moved closer, her voice gritty with contained dread. “Why now? Why start again?”

Vine’s gaze slid toward Mira’s covered face. “Because I returned.”

Merrow blinked. “That’s an awfully self-centered conclusion.”

“No,” Clara said before Vine could respond. Her voice carried conviction. “He’s right. This reeks of performance. Of making sure Vine would see it.”

Vine gave a slight nod — gratitude buried inside resignation.

Merrow cleared his throat, and brought over a second slide. “There is one more thing. The heat signatures in her veins... they weren’t from an external source. They began inside.”

Clara stiffened.

“No kerosene,” Vine whispered. “No fire set to her. The fire was her.”

Merrow nodded grimly. “Ignition from within.”

Vine stepped back, suddenly cold. “This isn’t imitation. It’s escalation.”

Clara swallowed hard. “Then Sam—”

“—isn’t safe,” Vine finished. “None of them are.”

A silence fell that seemed to press against the ribcage.

Merrow, pale now, handed Clara a small envelope. “This was found in her personal effects. I wasn’t sure of its relevance.”

Clara turned it over. It was sealed with a smudge of dark pigment — the kind used by painters to sign their work. She broke it gently and removed a single photograph.

A gallery shot — blurred, hurriedly taken — yet the subject came through clean as a blade:

A man in a hood.

Half-turned to the camera.

His cheek marred by a familiar burn.

The same burn Vine had seen once in his nightmares and once in life — the mark mirroring Sam’s, the mark that belonged to those who had danced with Firebrook’s flame and survived.

But worse — far worse — were the eyes.

He was looking directly into the lens.

As though he already knew who would be holding the photograph.

Clara’s breath stuttered. Vine reached out, but she didn’t hand the photo over — she kept it, staring as though staring back would make the man flinch first.

Merrow whispered, “You know him?”

Vine’s voice came slow and quiet:

“He knows me.”

The room dimmed a fraction — or perhaps the lamp trembled. Clara lifted her eyes to meet Vine’s.

“He’s sending an invitation,” she said.

“No,” Vine corrected.

“He’s issuing a challenge.”
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Chapter 3
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London had a way of swallowing sound in fog. By the time Vine and Clara turned from the river and into the narrow mews behind Montague Street, the afternoon bells were already a memory muffled by coal-smoke and a thin drizzle that beaded on their coats. A cat sprang from a windowsill and vanished through a cracked door. The house they wanted was at the end—a lean brick seam in a row of lean brick seams—its windows curtained with yellowed muslin, its knocker polished only where an anxious hand had rubbed it smooth.

Clara rapped twice. The echo climbed and fell through the stairwell, and after a heartbeat too long the bolt scraped back. A young woman peered out—a small oval face, pale as the inside of a seashell, with lashes clumped from tears or bad sleep. She was wrapped in a painter’s smock far too big for her, cinched at the waist with twine. Oil stains freckled the sleeves like burns.

“Miss Lillian Harrow?” Clara asked, gentle but official. “We wrote earlier.”

“Yes,” Lillian said, then seemed to remember the rest of the sentence. “Yes, please—come in. I would rather we not speak on the landing.”

They entered a narrow room with a sloped ceiling and the smell of turpentine—half garret, half cell. Canvases leaned face-in against the wall. A trunk of costumes sat open: a shawl the color of dried blood, gloves with two fingers cut away, a papier-mâché mask whose cheek was scoured as if by heat. Near the window, an easel faced a chair draped in black. Even the puddle of light on the floor looked theatrical, a spotlight failing to find its mark.

Clara removed her gloves. “We won’t keep you long,” she said. “But you knew the deceased—Miss Mira Ellington.”

Lillian flinched at the name and folded herself onto the chair, hands gripping the seat as if it might slide away. “I modeled for her,” she said. “Arms, mostly. And sometimes the throat.”

“The throat?” Vine repeated.

Lillian nodded. “She said the throat is where truth rises when we are brave—and where it lodges when we are afraid.”

Clara and Vine exchanged a glance. Clara had taken a position with the police so quickly and wholly that Vine sometimes forgot the soldier she had once been; she still sat straight-backed, hat brim low, every question rationed, every answer weighed. He let her set the pace and moved to the window, looking down into the alley where fog wore the cobbles like a shroud.

“When did you last see her?” Clara asked.

“Last night,” Lillian whispered. “Before the opening. She sent for me. Said she needed...to test how the light would fall if one were—” The girl pressed her lips together until the color left them. “If one were burning.”

Clara did not move, but something in the room tightened, as if the air had been pulled through a sieve. “Did she mention a name?” she asked. “A teacher? A patron? Anyone advising her?”

Lillian’s eyes flicked to the trunk and back. “She spoke of a man who understood what she meant better than anyone. She called him ‘the one who wakes the paint.’”

Vine turned from the window. “Awakening,” he said softly.

The model’s gaze fixed on him as if the word had drawn up a well of fear and recognition. “You know it?”

“I’ve heard it,” he said. “In other rooms.” In darker ones, he thought. With the copper tang of blood and a whisper that sounded like prayer and command together.

Lillian wet her lips. “Mira said there is a way to make the body answer as the canvas answers. To bring the image inside you up to the skin.” A tremor went through her; she folded her hands, then unfolded them. “She made me stand in front of the lamp and breathe until the veins in my neck were—were like vines beneath glass. She said, ‘Do you feel it? The heat behind the eyes? The door in the chest?’”

Clara, without looking, slid a handkerchief across. Lillian took it gratefully and kept talking, as if the telling were a narrow bridge she had to cross before it collapsed.

“At first it was only words,” the girl said. “Phrases that sounded like scripture but were not. Art is truth only when it burns. To suffer is to be seen. She said he had written them to her, this man, the one who wakes the paint. He watched her early shows, but he would not come close.” Lillian’s voice softened, as if repeating a lover’s confidence. “He said: I will meet you in your flame.”

Vine’s mind moved in precise steps. The phrases matched the notes found at the gallery, the private pulpits Mira had carved on the backs of frames and locked drawers. But there was a tremor running beneath Lillian’s words, a current that tugged at the shape of the truth.

“Did you ever see him?” he asked.

“Not his face,” she said quickly. “He stood outside, once, in the lane. I came down with a cloak for Mira—she would forget the cold when she painted—and there he was in the fog. Only a profile, a dark brim, and...” She touched her own cheek. “The skin here was wrong. Like paper held too close to a candle.”

Clara’s pencil paused. “A burn.”

“A mark,” Lillian said, shivering. “As if someone had laid a hot coin there and left it to cool.”

The room was very quiet. The street below offered a clatter of hooves, the rattle of a cart, a distant voice hawking the evening edition and its tragedies. Vine could hear his own breath in that silence and the hum beneath it—the same hum he had felt at the morgue, at the gallery, beside the bed where a frightened child had told him that fire walked in dreams.

“Mira believed this man?” he asked.

“She believed she had crossed a threshold,” Lillian said. “She said there is the art one shows, and then there is the art one hides—the work behind the work. She wanted to paint not only what the eye could see but what the blood remembered.” The model’s fingers tightened on the handkerchief. “She said he had promised her a miracle. That when the audience stood before the last canvas, the painting would be inside them as well. Waking. Answering.”

Clara’s jaw set, ever so slightly. “A promise like that,” she said, “has a cost.”

Lillian looked at her with a little, bleak smile. “Yes,” she said. “I think she knew the price. She was not afraid of it. She was afraid only of being ordinary.”

Vine took a step toward the easel. A sheet was pinned to it with sewing needles, a mere sketch of a torso and throat, the lines spare and sure. He studied the motion in the strokes—the quick rise at the collarbone, the cascading hatches at the base of the neck. The hand that had drawn them knew the path of a vein as well as a brush bristle.

“Did she ever describe where the letters came from?” he asked. “The sentences you quoted. Did she say if they were copied from a book? A tract?”

Lillian hesitated, then rose and crossed to the trunk. She lifted out the red shawl and, beneath it, a small folded broadsheet with its edges singed. She held it by the corners as if it might ignite. “He sent this,” she said. “No address. It arrived tucked under the door.”

Clara took the page with the care of someone handling both evidence and poison. The ink was smeared by damp, but the title still bled through: ON SUFFERING AS REVELATION. Below, a paragraph half-legible:

—for every canvas there is a mirror in flesh. The painter must ignite both, or else he lies.

A symbol closed the page—a small letter F, written as if with a heated nail.

Clara’s eyes met Vine’s. The room seemed to tilt a degree. He remembered, too clearly, an old lecture hall turned theater, the taut wire of fear between himself and a man who believed that cruelty was a curriculum. He remembered the echo of a voice not entirely gone under ash.

“Miss Harrow,” Clara said, voice steady, “has anyone followed you since last night? Anyone watched your door?”

The girl nodded toward the window. “There is a lamplighter who does not light lamps,” she said. “He stands by the post and already holds the pole, but the flame never moves. When I look too long, he lifts his chin, as if to show me—” She touched her cheek again. “And then he is gone.”

Vine set the broadsheet down on the easel’s rim. “We’ll have a constable posted at the corner from dusk,” he said. “You are not to answer any summons unless it comes from the Yard, or from us personally. If any letter arrives, do not open it. Put it into a coal scuttle and close the lid.”

Lillian’s mouth trembled. “Will it help?”

“It will keep you from stepping where he wants you,” Clara said. “That is the first help we can give.”

The girl exhaled, and in that breath some of her age returned to her—she was perhaps nineteen, twenty at most, with a knot of ribbon at her collar and the stubborn hope of the poor still alive behind her eyes. “Mira said art could make a person brave,” she murmured. “But she never said brave might mean foolish.”

“Brave means walking with the knowledge of the fire,” Vine said quietly. “Foolish is walking with your eyes closed.” He picked up his hat. “You have done rightly to keep them open.”

They were at the door when Lillian spoke again, almost to the floor. “There is one more thing.”

Vine paused. “Yes?”

“She said...if anything happened to her, I was to tell you—” The girl lifted her face, startled to find tears there. “To tell you, Mr. Vine. She said you would understand the last painting because it was also yours.”

Clara’s hand stilled on the latch. Vine felt the world draw a hard, fine line beneath his stance, like chalk before a duel.

“What does that mean—‘also mine’?” he asked.

“She didn’t explain,” Lillian whispered. “Only that the man with the mark spoke of you with...with a kind of joy. As if he had been waiting.” She swallowed. “He said: When he stands before it, he will wake. And then the work can truly begin.”

Outside, the fog horn from the river groaned once, long and low. It sounded like a clock that had forgotten the hour. Clara opened the door, and the cold came in with a smell of wet rope and coal. Lillian flinched at both and then gave a small nod, as if to bless their leaving.

On the landing, Clara said nothing. She did not need to. Vine could feel the same thought circling them both: the killer was not courting the city; he was courting a single man. Every step of the gallery, every smoldering letter, every manipulated throat—an invitation addressed with ruthless patience.

As they descended, the light from the stairwell window fell in bars across the steps. For a moment the pallor of the day made a mirror of the glass, and in it Vine glimpsed his own face—drawn, unshaven, eyes darker than the fog deserved. He thought of the boy Sam, of a child’s veins dimming and brightening like coals stirred by an unseen poker.

“Awakening,” he murmured to the reflection. “But to what?”

Clara’s voice floated up from the landing below. “To whoever thinks himself a teacher,” she said. “And to a lesson he expects you to finish.”
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