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London, 1889.

The hour was so late that the gas lamps outside the anatomy wing had burned to ghosts. Inside, only one remained awake.

The young assistant moved quietly through the corridor, the soles of his shoes whispering against the tiled floor.

He wasn’t supposed to be here. Not after midnight. Not after the demonstration that had gone so terribly wrong.

But the letter—sealed with the mark of the Council—had been clear: “Secure the body. No record. No witnesses.”

He pushed open the door to the dissection room.

The air smelled of ether and iron.

On the table lay the student — pale, still, the chest slightly caved where the scalpel had entered hours before.

The assistant tried not to look at the face. It was too familiar.

He turned the lamp higher.

The light caught the edge of a small case of surgical tools. One stood out:

a scalpel with a blackened blade, thin as glass, gleaming like oil under the gaslight.

He hesitated. He had never seen steel that dark before. It looked... alive.

He leaned closer, tracing the initials engraved on the handle.

E. V.

Suddenly the chest beneath the sheet rose. A faint gasp escaped the dead lips.

The assistant froze.

The eyes of the corpse flickered open, gray and clouded, searching for air.

Then the sound—faint, electric—buzzed through the wires that ran from the table to a small generator in the corner.

He stumbled back. The lamp fell.

For a second, light and shadow clashed on the walls like ghosts.

The door behind him opened.

A calm voice spoke from the dark:

“You see now why it must be done again. Life is never satisfied with dying.”

The assistant turned. The figure in the doorway reached for the switch, flooding the room with cold light.

“Seal the body,” said the man. “And burn the notes.”

His eyes lingered on the black scalpel still glinting in the assistant’s shaking hand.

“We’ll need that again soon.”

The generator hummed. Outside, the city slept, unaware that somewhere beneath its cobblestones, death had just learned to breathe.
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The morning light was too pale to be called daylight.

It seeped through the high, dust-coated windows of the dissection hall, breaking into narrow, trembling shafts. The smell of ether and old linen hung in the air, as though the walls themselves had absorbed years of breath and fear.

Dr Edward Vine stood at the lectern.

Thirty pairs of eyes watched him—students in gray coats, faces young enough to believe that knowledge was a shield.

He tapped the scalpel gently against the metal tray; the sound rang sharp, almost musical.

“Gentlemen,” he said quietly, “today we are not studying death.

We are studying its memory.”

A few nervous laughs rippled through the room. Vine did not smile. He gestured toward the covered body on the central table.

“Mr Parsons,” he said to the nearest student, “remove the sheet.”

The linen fell away, revealing the pale figure beneath. A boy no older than twenty, skin waxen, lips faintly blue. A perfect specimen, Vine thought—until his hand brushed the arm and met the wrong texture of muscle, too dense, too developed.

He frowned.

The room was silent except for the scratching of pens.

“Note the clavicle,” he murmured. “Prominent. But...”

His voice faltered. “This—this is not consistent with a man of his recorded age.”

He leaned closer, eyes narrowing. The hairline, the wear on the teeth, even the faint scars on the knuckles—signs of someone far older.

Behind him, the assistant Simmonds cleared his throat.

“Doctor, the specimen was marked for Section C. All records confirm—student body, male, age twenty-one.”

Vine looked up. “Then the records are wrong.”

He turned to the tray of instruments.

Everything lay in neat order—forceps, retractors, scalpel sets—except for one piece that did not belong. A slender scalpel with a blade so dark it seemed to swallow the light.

For a moment he thought it was stained, but no—

the metal itself was black, polished like obsidian.

He touched it carefully. A faint sting ran through his fingertips, as if static leapt from the steel.

“Who brought this?” he asked.

Simmonds blinked. “It was already here, sir.”

Vine set it aside, unease rising. He would ask later.

He resumed the lecture, voice calm, but his thoughts tangled: wrong body, wrong instruments, wrong air in the room.

When the scalpel met the first layer of skin, the cut line shimmered darker than it should—almost as if the blade conducted something alive.

Somewhere in the rafters, a drop of condensed water fell, loud as a heartbeat.

The student at the far end of the table swayed.

At first Vine thought it was the heat, or the ether. The boy’s face went gray, then white; the scalpel slipped from his fingers and clattered against the tiles.

“Mr. Hale?” Vine’s voice was calm.

No answer.

The young man’s knees buckled. His classmates caught him too late—the body struck the floor with a dull sound that seemed to silence the whole hall.

For one fragile second no one moved. Then chaos broke like a snapped wire.

Chairs scraped, shouts tangled, the scent of ether thickened as someone uncapped a bottle in panic.

“Get Dr. Mallory!”

“Bring water—quickly!”

The assistants rushed forward, trying to lift the boy. His eyes had rolled back; a faint foam trembled on his lips.

Vine knelt beside him, two fingers against the pulse. Nothing. The skin already cooling.

He did not shout.

He simply looked at the clock on the wall and said quietly, “Time of death, eight forty-six.”

The noise dimmed. Even the gas lamps seemed to flicker lower.

Professor Mallory appeared moments later, sweeping through the crowd like a priest through a congregation of the damned.

“Move aside,” he ordered. “Dr. Vine—report.”

“Student collapsed mid-demonstration. No trauma, no bleeding. Possibly cardiac.”

Mallory’s thin mouth tightened. “This will be recorded as natural causes. The body is to be sealed and transferred to Section C.”

Vine rose. “With respect, sir, I’d like to perform a preliminary examination.”

“Unnecessary,” Mallory said. “We cannot afford hysteria among the pupils.”

“Hysteria is not my concern,” Vine replied. “Accuracy is.”

For a moment the two men stood in silence—the elder’s face cold, Vine’s expression unreadable.

Then Mallory turned sharply. “Very well. Do it. Quietly.”

He left as abruptly as he’d entered, leaving a wake of whispers behind him.

The students dispersed one by one. Only Vine remained.

He adjusted the lamp above the table, its light falling over the lifeless form of the boy. The skin had begun to lose color.

He drew a breath, steady and precise.

Then, softly to himself:

“Life does not end. It only changes its shape.”

He reached for his gloves. The air smelled of ether and dust.

Somewhere in the corridor, a clock struck nine.

The dissection hall had emptied by evening, leaving only the faint hiss of the gas lamps and the low creak of wooden floors cooling after the day’s heat.

Vine rolled up his sleeves and adjusted the lamp above the table. The body of the dead student lay motionless under the linen sheet, its outline too large, too heavy for youth.

He drew the sheet back with a slow precision.

The smell of formalin and ether rose, sharp and clean, cutting through the still air. He paused for a heartbeat, then began the examination.

The boy’s hands were rough. Callused. Not the hands of a student.

Vine bent closer, his eyes narrowing to slits. The skin bore faint scars—small circular burns, old ones, healed long ago. The bones of the wrists thickened by work, not study.

He reached for the record card attached to the wrist tag. Parsons, William. Age: 21.

Impossible. The cartilage wear, the muscle density—thirty-five, perhaps older.

He set down the card, jaw tightening. “Who were you, then?” he murmured.

His gaze drifted to the tray of instruments beside the table. Everything was arranged with his usual order: forceps, retractors, probes. But there, in the far corner, lay the same black-bladed scalpel he’d noticed that morning.

He frowned. He hadn’t ordered it for this room. No one had. The handle gleamed faintly, engraved with two letters — E.V.

For a moment, he thought it must be his own mark. He leaned closer, fingers brushing the steel.

A sting — light, electric — leapt into his skin. The lamp above him flickered. He drew his hand back instinctively, rubbing his thumb and forefinger. A faint, reddish burn appeared, like the trace of lightning.

He stared at it. The burn matched perfectly the thin curve of a scalpel edge.

A memory rose unbidden: years ago, in another hospital, another experiment, the same flicker of current, the same scent of burning metal.

He shook it away. “Not again,” he muttered.

Vine turned the scalpel under the light. It wasn’t blood that darkened the blade — it was the metal itself, an alloy he didn’t recognize. Too black to be steel, too light to be obsidian. The reflection on its surface trembled like smoke.

He brought the blade near the dead man’s skin — just near enough to catch the lamp’s glare — and for an instant, the fine hairs on the forearm lifted as if drawn by static.

The phenomenon fascinated him as much as it disturbed him.

“Conductive properties,” he whispered. “Not chemical. Electric.”

He recorded the observation in his notebook with his left hand, while the right continued the examination.

Ribs too wide, cartilage fused too early. The bone density — wrong.

Even the lungs, when opened, bore scarring inconsistent with a student’s body.

Vine felt the first pulse of real unease. He had seen hundreds of corpses, and yet something about this one resisted classification. It was not the body of a man who had just died; it was the body of one who had lived too long.

He replaced the scalpel on the tray — carefully, deliberately — and reached for his gloves. The movement of the latex brushed against the sleeve of his coat, and for a second he felt the faint tremor of the same static current run up his arm again.

The lamp flickered once more.

Outside the hall, somewhere down the corridor, a door slammed shut — too quickly, as though someone had been listening and fled.

He turned, but the sound was gone. Only the echo of it remained.

Vine’s hand throbbed faintly where the burn had formed. He flexed his fingers, the skin already tight, shiny.

That mark would fade, he thought. But something about it — the shape, the neatness of the line — felt deliberate, almost like a signature.

He took one last look at the body before covering it.

In the harsh glow of the gaslight, the face looked older still — the faint shadow of a beard under the jawline, the corners of the eyes creased as though by years of squinting against wind and sun.

This was no student.

Someone had switched the bodies.

And whoever had done it had left behind a scalpel carrying his own initials.

Vine extinguished the lamp. The hall plunged into shadow.

Outside, the rain began to fall, steady and fine, tapping against the windows like slow, careful fingers.

He pressed his burned hand against the cold glass and whispered to the dark:

“Every body hides a secret. Some are simply better at keeping it.”

The hall was still warm with the scent of ether when the door swung open behind him.

Vine did not turn. He knew that voice even before it spoke.

“Dr. Vine,” said Professor Mallory, his tone smooth as polished marble.

“You were told to cease work on the body.”

Vine removed his gloves carefully, setting them beside the tray.

“I was told to deliver an explanation, not a silence,” he said.

The black scalpel lay between them on the table, gleaming like wet ink under the lamp.

Mallory stepped closer, his shadow stretching long over the tiled floor. His immaculate coat barely brushed the instruments, as though contamination itself bowed to him.

“You presume much, Edward. The Council has already issued instructions. The specimen is to be sealed and transferred for internal review. That means you will stop.”

“I cannot stop when there’s an error in record.” Vine’s voice stayed even, almost too even. “The tag reads Parsons, 21. But this is the body of a man nearly twice that age.”

Mallory’s eyes flicked toward the corpse, then back to Vine.

“And you are certain?”

“Beyond doubt.”

The professor studied him in silence. Then a faint smile crept across his face—small, cruel, practiced.

“You have a talent for doubt, Dr. Vine. It’s admirable in theory. But doubt, like disease, spreads. And in a place devoted to progress, contagion is... inconvenient.”

He reached out, and with the tip of his finger nudged the scalpel. The metal gave a faint electric hum.

Mallory’s smile deepened. “Curious piece, isn’t it? Conductive steel. Experimental. Dangerous in untrained hands.”

Vine’s eyes narrowed. “Who authorized it?”

“The Council,” Mallory replied simply. “And you needn’t concern yourself with their methods. They require results, not philosophy.”

Vine felt the faint throb in his burned palm.

“Then perhaps you should tell them their results have human names.”

Mallory’s tone sharpened. “Enough. You will seal the body and send it upstairs.”

He paused at the doorway. “The Council expects loyalty, not theories. Remember that.”

Vine said nothing.

The older man’s voice softened, almost kindly:

“You search too often for truth, Edward. One day you’ll find it—and regret it.”

The door closed, leaving the echo of those words hanging in the formalin-thick air.

For a long moment Vine stood motionless. The lamps buzzed faintly.

He looked down at the body again—the strange scars, the mature hands, the quiet accusation in every detail—and then at the empty doorway where Mallory had stood.

Loyalty, not truth.

He extinguished one of the lamps, letting shadow reclaim the far end of the hall. The remaining light fell directly on the black scalpel. It reflected no flame at all.

Vine picked up his notebook and began to write, the pen scratching steadily across the paper.

Age inconsistent. Cause of death unclear. Possible substitution.

Object recovered: scalpel—unknown alloy, blackened blade. Initials: E V.

He paused, staring at the letters.

His own initials.

The pen slipped slightly in his hand, leaving a small blot of ink that spread like a bruise.

Outside, thunder rumbled distantly over London, shaking the windows of the anatomy hall.

Vine closed the notebook with deliberate calm and whispered to himself,

“Truth, Professor, does not need my permission to live.”

Then he blew out the lamp, leaving only the ghost of the black blade glimmering in the dark.

Rain had not stopped all evening.

By the time Vine left his narrow rooms above Fleet Street and returned to the medical college, the city had sunk into that peculiar hush that belongs only to midnight — the hour when even gaslights seem to burn with doubt.

His steps echoed down the corridor of the anatomy wing.

The marble floors gleamed faintly under the oil lamps; somewhere deep inside the pipes, water murmured like a secret being passed from room to room.

He paused at the door to the dissection hall.

The lock resisted for a moment, then yielded with a soft metallic sigh.

Inside, the air was colder than before — sterile, empty, untouched since the afternoon. Yet Vine felt immediately that something had touched it.

The faint smell of ozone lingered, sharp as an aftertaste of lightning.

He lit a single lamp, shielding the flame with his palm. The shadows retreated only as far as the edge of the table.

The linen-covered shape lay there, undisturbed. The same pale outline beneath.

But the silence pressed against him differently now — not expectant, but watchful.

Vine set his briefcase on the desk and drew closer.

He checked the tag on the wrist again. The handwriting was identical to the college clerk’s hand — yet the ink bled slightly, as though written in haste.

When he rubbed his thumb across the name, the top layer of ink smeared — and beneath, another faint inscription emerged, half-erased.

Not Parsons.

Something beginning with H.

Vine felt his pulse quicken. He turned the tag over — and found that the reverse side had been re-stamped recently, the seal of the college still tacky with wax.

“Forgery,” he murmured, and his voice sounded too loud in the cavernous hall.

“Someone switched the record.”

He looked instinctively to the tray of instruments beside the body.

Forceps. Retractors. Scissors. Empty slot—where the black-bladed scalpel had lain.

Gone.

He leaned closer, scanning the tray, the table, the floor. Nothing.

Then he noticed a faint mark near the corner of the table — a darkened patch, no bigger than a coin, burned clean through the polish of the metal surface. Its outline was thin, curved — the shape of a blade.

He touched it lightly. The surface was cold, but under the chill ran a pulse of energy, a static prickle that jumped instantly into his skin. He drew his hand back, the burn on his palm answering with a sharp throb.

For a moment, he simply stood there, listening.

Drip.

Somewhere near the window, a leak tapped rhythmically into a tin basin.

He turned toward the sound — and froze.

The window latch was open. A trail of fine droplets glittered on the floorboards, leading from the sill toward the table, then stopping abruptly — as though someone had stood there, perfectly still, watching.

Vine’s throat tightened.

He stepped back, every sense straining toward the dark. The hall felt alive in its silence, each shadow thick enough to hide breath.

He whispered, not to anyone, not even to himself—

“If you wanted to vanish, you chose the right place.”

He reached for the linen sheet, intending to check the body once more—

—but stopped.

For just an instant, he thought he saw movement beneath it.

Not a twitch, not the settling of air — something slower, heavier, almost a sigh.

The lamp flickered.

He pulled the sheet away in one motion.

Nothing.

The body lay as before, pale and lifeless. Only the faint shimmer of condensation on the chest suggested warmth — but when he touched it, the skin was ice.

Still, he could not shake the sensation that he had arrived a moment too late.

He replaced the sheet, extinguished the lamp, and stood in the dark, letting his eyes adjust until he could just make out the glint of the burn mark on the table — a ghostly reminder of the missing blade.

Outside, the rain thickened, drumming against the windows like restless fingers.

He whispered to the night:

“Whoever you were, I’ll find your name. Even if it kills my own.”

When he turned to leave, the faint smell of ozone followed him into the corridor.

And as the door swung shut, the single lamp wick flared behind him — briefly, violently — as though reignited by something unseen.

Dawn crept over London reluctantly, dragging a fog the color of diluted milk across the streets. The college courtyard gleamed with puddles that caught the first threads of light, reflecting a pale, sickly gold.

Dr. Vine had not slept.

He sat at his desk, still in the same clothes from the night before, his notes spread out like a battlefield — lines of observation, hastily drawn diagrams of bones and muscle fibers, the name Parsons crossed out and replaced by a single question mark.

The faint scent of ozone still lingered on his fingers.

He rubbed his palm absentmindedly — the small burn had darkened overnight, its edges forming the fine shape of a blade. The skin pulsed, almost in rhythm with his heartbeat.

A knock at the door startled him.

“Dr. Vine?”

It was the porter — nervous, cap in hand, eyes darting. “Telegram for you, sir. From the City Morgue.”

Vine took it without a word.

The paper was still damp from the rain.

BODY REPORTED YESTERDAY — MISSING THIS MORNING.

IDENTIFICATION: UNCONFIRMED (MALE, 40–50).

MARKS ON SKIN — SIMILAR TO ELECTRICAL BURNS.

His breath caught.

The letters blurred before his eyes as the night’s memory came rushing back — the empty tray, the burn mark in the shape of a scalpel, the static hum that had crawled beneath his skin.

He rose slowly, the chair scraping against the floor.

“Another missing body,” he said under his breath. “And the same signature.”

The porter hesitated in the doorway.

“Is it bad news, sir?”

Vine folded the telegram carefully, his face unreadable.

“No,” he said. “It’s only a beginning.”

He turned toward the window. The city outside was stirring to life — carriage wheels clattering, bells from St. Martin’s tolling the hour. The ordinary world, oblivious to what stirred beneath its surface.

On the desk lay the scalpel case he had brought home — empty.

He hadn’t noticed it missing until now.

He reached for his notebook, opened to the last line from last night. His handwriting looked oddly unfamiliar, as though written by someone else:

If the dead can change their faces, what else might they borrow?

Vine closed the book. His reflection in the window looked older, the sleepless hollows deepening under his eyes.

He flexed his burned hand again — and for an instant thought he saw a faint shimmer beneath the skin, a flicker like lightning trapped inside him.

He whispered, almost to the reflection:

“Death cannot be older than life... but perhaps it learns to become it.”

The bell outside struck eight. The first students began arriving, their laughter echoing faintly through the corridor. The sound belonged to another world entirely.

Vine extinguished the lamp, straightened his coat, and slipped the telegram into his pocket. The morning mist swallowed him as he left his office, his mind already assembling patterns, possibilities, and the single thread that tied two dead men — and one black scalpel — together.
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Chapter 2
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London woke unwillingly that morning.

A thin rain slid down the windows of the anatomy college, tracing crooked paths over the glass, gathering into slow drops that fell with the rhythm of a tired clock. The light that filtered through was the color of pewter — cold, metallic, and faithless.

Dr. Edward Vine unlocked his laboratory. The corridor smelled of damp wool and extinguished lamps. Inside, everything remained as he had left it: notebooks spread across the desk, the same faint odor of ether hanging in the air, and a single dark stain on the floor where water had crept in under the door during the night.

He lit the lamp, though the day had already begun.

For a moment the flame caught his reflection in the glass jars along the wall — dozens of faces, blurred and floating in pale fluid, looking back at him like unspoken questions.

He pulled off his gloves. The burn on his palm had deepened overnight, a narrow, precise mark the color of copper. When he pressed it against the wooden desk, he felt a pulse in the pain, small but insistent, like a heartbeat that refused to stop.

He whispered to himself, half-mocking:

“A scientist who believes in coincidence is a poet who fears truth.”

The knock came before he could finish the thought.

A timid face appeared in the doorway — the college porter, hat in hand, his coat still shining with rain.

“Beg pardon, Doctor. Telegram for you. Came from the City Morgue not ten minutes ago.”

Vine took the envelope. The paper was damp, edges softened by mist. He tore it open and read in silence.

BODY MISSING FROM COLD STORAGE.

MALE APPROX. 45. ELECTRIC SCORCHES ON CHEST.

RECORDS INDICATE COUNCIL TRANSFER — UNCONFIRMED.

The words bled slightly where the ink met water.

He read them twice.

The number at the top — 27 — caught his eye like a nail through cloth.

He folded the telegram once, then again.

“Thank you, Mr. Tallis. No reply.”

The porter hesitated. “They said it might be a clerical matter, sir. Happens often. Pauper cases, you know how they—”

“I know,” Vine interrupted softly.

“Go back to your post, please.”

When the door closed, the silence returned, thicker than before.

He placed the telegram beside his notes. Two cases now bore the same number. Two bodies vanished into the same official fog. And on both — the whisper of electricity.

He turned to the window. The courtyard lay empty, puddles shining like fragments of broken mirrors.

In the distance, the city was waking — chimneys breathing smoke, the rattle of carts, the first bells of St. Clement’s tolling the hour. Ordinary life going on, indifferent to whatever moved beneath its cobblestones.

Vine reached for his coat. His fingers brushed the edge of the telegram again, and he felt the faint sting where the burn met the paper.

A single thought formed, calm and absolute:

If the Council touched this, then they are already cleaning the blood before I’ve found the wound.

He gathered his notebook and slid it into his case.

As he moved toward the door, his eyes fell on a pair of surgical gloves lying beside the lamp. He reached for them — then stopped.

The skin of his injured hand gleamed faintly under the light, the mark precise as an incision.

He closed his fist slowly. “Some things demand a bare hand,” he murmured.

He stepped into the corridor. The lamp flickered behind him, throwing his shadow across the wall — tall, thin, uncertain.

Outside, the rain met him like a curtain of needles.

He did not raise his umbrella.

The porter called after him, voice echoing through the hall:

“Going somewhere, Doctor?”

Vine didn’t turn.

“To the morgue,” he said.

And the door shut behind him with the sound of steel against stone.

The rain had turned to mist by the time Vine reached the City Morgue, a gray two-story building crouched behind the hospital like something ashamed of its own purpose. Its windows were painted from the inside to a milky opacity, and the gutter water that dripped from the eaves smelled faintly of disinfectant.

He passed through the gate, gave his name to the constable on duty, and stepped into the corridor.

The air struck him like a blow — the sweet, metallic odor of blood fighting the sharper sting of carbolic acid and chlorine. Lamps burned low under their glass domes, their light warped by moisture. Somewhere in the back room, a drain gurgled steadily, like the throat of a sleeping animal.

The clerk at the front desk glanced up, bored.

“Doctor Vine? You were expected. The superintendent said to let you through. Room three, cold section.”

Vine nodded and walked on. His shoes made hollow sounds against the stone, each step echoing longer than it should. A flicker of motion — a white sheet moving under the draft — made him pause before realizing it was only a linen shroud hanging to dry.

Room Three was half lit, half shadow. The marble slabs were damp, the surfaces lined with dark stains that had long ceased to matter. Behind the main table stood the superintendent, a wiry man with a sharp face and yellowed mustache, rolling his sleeves down as Vine entered.

“Morning, Doctor,” he said without warmth. “We’ve not much to show you, I’m afraid.”

“You’ve lost a body,” Vine said, removing his hat. “Male, about forty-five. Registered yesterday.”

The man wiped his hands on a cloth. “Lost is not the word we use. The Council called for its transfer.”

Vine frowned. “When?”

“Last night. A runner came with sealed instructions. We delivered the specimen as ordered.”

“Specimen,” Vine repeated. “You mean the man.”

The superintendent gave a shrug that might have been apology or habit. “They all come here the same way, Doctor — naked, nameless, unclaimed. The paperwork doesn’t care what they were.”

Vine stepped closer to the desk where the ledger lay open. Lines of ink marched neatly down the page — names, numbers, causes of death. The handwriting grew hurried toward the bottom, as though someone had signed in haste.

He found the entry:

No. 27 – Male, Approx. 45 – Unclaimed – Cause: Exposure.

Transferred by order of Council – authorization: MALLORY.

The letters cut through him more sharply than any blade.

Mallory’s signature — precise, deliberate, and unmistakable.

He ran a finger beneath it, tracing the heavy curve of the “M,” the flourish at the end. There was no doubt.

“Who delivered the order?”

“Clerk from the Council. Didn’t give his name. Had the seal, though. Looked proper enough.”

Vine looked up sharply. “And you didn’t think to confirm?”

The man’s gaze hardened. “Doctor, this place doesn’t exist to confirm or to question. It exists to obey. We keep the city clean. That’s all.”

The sentence hung between them like smoke.

Vine felt the air constrict in his chest — not from anger alone, but from the strange, creeping sense that something had already been decided long before he’d arrived.

He flipped back a few pages in the ledger. Other entries carried the same note: Council transfer. None were recent. None bore Mallory’s name.

“How many transfers this month?” he asked quietly.

“Four,” the man said after a pause. “All pauper cases. The Council takes what no one wants.”

“And no one asks where they go?”

The superintendent laughed, a low, humorless sound. “Why would we? They’re worth more to the living now than they ever were to themselves.”

Vine closed the ledger with a soft thud.

“Thank you,” he said.

But the man wasn’t finished.

He leaned against the table, arms folded. “Doctor Vine, you seem like a clever man. Don’t go tugging on threads that keep this city from falling apart. The Council’s work pays for the roofs over our heads — yours included.”

Vine met his eyes. “If those roofs are built from graves, perhaps they shouldn’t stand.”

The superintendent’s smile died. “Careful. Truth has a way of getting its discoverers dismissed... or buried.”

Vine turned toward the door. The sound of the drain followed him out — slow, constant, swallowing everything poured into it.

In the corridor, he stopped for a moment beside the window. The glass was wet and opaque, showing only his reflection — pale, ghosted by the lamplight.

He looked down at his gloved hand, flexed it once, then tugged the glove off. The burn on his palm caught the light again, brighter now, as though reacting to the damp air.

He pressed the hand briefly to the windowpane. It left a faint print, almost smoky, before fading into condensation.

The constable at the entrance looked up as Vine passed. “All well, Doctor?”

Vine’s answer was distant, his voice stripped of color.

“You keep your dead better than the living keep their secrets.”

He stepped out into the alley, the fog swallowing him whole.

Behind him, the morgue door creaked shut, sealing in the odor of formalin, old fear, and obedience.

The fog thickened as Vine left the ordered streets behind. The lamps grew fewer, their glass globes crusted with soot, their light swallowed by the rain that now fell in slow, deliberate sheets. The polished pavements of the university quarter gave way to cobbles slick with mud and refuse, the gutters running black with rainwater and something less innocent.

He pulled his collar higher and walked deeper into the labyrinth of alleys. A beggar stirred under a blanket of newspapers; a child darted past, barefoot, a crust of bread clutched to his chest. The stench here was alive — smoke, wet wool, and hunger, all mixed with the sour perfume of gin.

For the first time in months, Vine felt out of place. His boots — good leather, polished though now muddied — seemed an offense here. Yet he pressed on, guided by the address scrawled on the telegram’s back: Shelter of St. Agatha’s, Limehouse.

A church bell struck nine as he found the building. The shelter was little more than a converted chapel, its windows boarded, the cross above the door crooked and rusting. Inside, lamplight glowed through cracks in the boards. He knocked once.

After a moment, the door opened a slit, revealing a woman’s face — thin, pale, eyes red from sleeplessness.

“We’re full,” she began sharply, then paused. “You’re not here for a bed.”

“No,” Vine said. “Dr. Edward Vine. I’m looking into a matter concerning one of your men — a Mr. Harker. He died two nights ago.”

The woman blinked. “Aye. Poor soul. He didn’t have anyone, not since the fever took his wife. We sent his body to the morgue yesterday.”

“I know,” Vine said quietly. “But it was... removed. I need to understand how.”

She hesitated, glancing over her shoulder into the dim hall. A few shapes moved inside — the homeless, wrapped in blankets, their coughs echoing softly like waves in a tunnel.

“Come in, Doctor. But don’t expect the truth to make you sleep better.”

The air inside was warmer, thick with the smell of wet clothes and soap. The woman led him to a corner table where a single candle burned beside a chipped teacup.

“I’m Sister Maura,” she said, sitting down. “I keep the records. I also keep my eyes open — not that it’s done anyone much good.”

Vine inclined his head. “Tell me what you saw.”

She folded her hands tightly. “It was late. Near midnight. I couldn’t rest, so I went out to the yard for air. That’s when I saw the wagon — black, with an emblem on the door. Looked like the college crest, the same one that’s painted on your gate.”

Vine’s eyes sharpened. “You’re certain?”

“I may not read Latin, Doctor, but I know a raven when I see it.”

He exhaled slowly. The emblem of St. Bartholomew’s College was indeed a raven — wings spread, claws gripping a key. Knowledge, they said. Dominion, whispered others.

Sister Maura went on. “Two men got out. They had lanterns, covered so the light wouldn’t travel far. They went straight to the morgue entrance down the alley. Came out later with a stretcher. I thought it was the city men at first, but they moved too quickly. And one of them...”

She hesitated.

“What about him?” Vine pressed.

“He was wearing a surgeon’s coat.”

The words fell like stones. Outside, thunder rolled somewhere far beyond the river.

Vine felt his pulse quicken. Mallory’s men. It had to be. No clerk or coroner would risk that kind of secrecy without reason.

Sister Maura’s eyes met his. “They say science has taken over death now — weighing it, cutting it, naming its parts. They say death belongs to the learned men.” Her voice trembled slightly. “But we thought it still belonged to God.”

Her words landed harder than any accusation. Vine looked down, the candlelight flickering across his face, drawing deep hollows under his eyes.

“Sometimes,” he said, “science only dissects what God refuses to explain.”

“That’s not comfort,” she replied gently.

“No,” he agreed. “It isn’t.”

For a long moment, only the rain spoke — a steady, whispering rhythm against the roof. Then Vine stood.

“Thank you, Sister.”

She rose with him. “If you mean to follow this, be careful. The ones who take the poor don’t think of them as people. They think of them as material. And when material runs out...” She looked at his hand, noticing the faint red mark that peeked from beneath his cuff. “They find new sources.”

Vine drew the cuff back down. “Then they’ll find resistance too.”

He left the shelter and stepped into the night.

The rain had eased to a thin drizzle, but the fog pressed closer, swallowing the street lamps one by one. Somewhere far off, a wagon’s wheels splashed through a puddle — slow, deliberate, unhurried.

Vine paused under an archway, eyes narrowing toward the sound.

A shadow passed — tall, mechanical, a lantern swinging beneath a dark coat. Then another, smaller shape following. The same kind of wagon Sister Maura had described rolled past, its black canvas glistening under the lamplight, the raven emblem faint but unmistakable.

Vine’s jaw tightened.

For the first time, the physician in him gave way to the hunter.

He turned and began to follow.

By the time Vine returned to the morgue, dawn had begun its slow ascent, washing the city in the bruised light of early morning. The fog had thinned, drifting in shreds above the cobblestones, while a single gas lamp burned outside the gates, casting a pale circle on the wet stones.

He’d followed the black wagon until it vanished into the industrial quarter — too far to pursue alone, too close to forget. The image of the raven crest, gleaming on the wet canvas, stayed fixed behind his eyes like an afterimage of lightning.

Now he needed facts. Documents. Proof.

The morgue’s heavy door creaked open under his hand. Inside, the air was colder than before. Somewhere deeper in the hall, voices echoed — low, measured, official. Vine followed the sound through the corridor, past the empty slabs, until he saw two figures standing near the ledger desk.

One was the superintendent. The other, a man he didn’t know.

The stranger was broad-shouldered, impeccably dressed in a dark coat, his bowler hat resting on the table beside a leather case. His manner was calm, but the air around him carried an invisible authority, the kind that made men lower their voices without knowing why.

The superintendent looked up, relief flickering in his face.

“Ah, Doctor Vine. This gentleman’s from Scotland Yard. Inspector Clarke.”

Clarke turned. His gaze was sharp but not unkind — gray eyes with a faint trace of amusement, as though he’d already taken the measure of the man before him.

“Doctor,” he said, extending a hand. “I was just reading your report. The Council speaks highly of your precision. They don’t always say that about their physicians.”

Vine shook his hand, noting the firm grip, the faint smell of tobacco and rain.

“I wasn’t aware the Yard involved itself in missing pauper cases.”

Clarke’s eyebrow lifted. “Most times, we don’t. But when four bodies vanish under Council supervision, even the paupers start to matter.”

Vine felt his pulse quicken. “Four?”

Clarke smiled faintly. “You didn’t know? Oh, forgive me — the academic world is often the last to hear the gossip it creates. The pattern is interesting. Same method, same authorization. Always Mallory’s name at the bottom.”

Vine stiffened, but kept his tone steady. “Professor Mallory is head of anatomical studies. His authorization would be routine.”

“Of course,” Clarke said, voice mild. “Routine things have a way of hiding the extraordinary. Tell me, Doctor — you saw the body that disappeared last night?”

“I did.”

“Condition?”

Vine hesitated. “Unusual. Musculature inconsistent with recorded age. A surgical anomaly. I was preparing to file a full report before the transfer order arrived.”

Clarke tapped the ledger with a gloved finger. “The same ledger that now lists the case as ‘completed and destroyed.’ Rather efficient of them.”

Their eyes met — scientist and detective, two men trained to dissect truth, each in his own way.

“Do you believe it was a clerical error?” Clarke asked.

“No,” Vine said simply.

Clarke’s faint smile deepened. “Good. I dislike men who believe in accidents.”

The superintendent shifted uneasily. “Inspector, if you’re done, I’d prefer to—”

“Quite done, Mr. Briggs,” Clarke said smoothly. “We’ll need your cooperation again soon. For now, keep this room sealed. No one touches these records.”

Briggs muttered something about procedures and slipped away. The sound of his retreating footsteps left the room heavy with silence.

Clarke opened his case and withdrew a small card. “My office. Division of Special Investigations.” He handed it over. The card was thick, the lettering precise, the corners slightly scorched — perhaps from a desk lamp too close to the flame.

Vine studied it. “Special Investigations? That’s not exactly homicide.”

“No,” Clarke said, pocketing his gloves. “We deal with things that happen when the living stop behaving like the living — and the dead stop behaving like the dead.”

The words might have been irony, but the tone was not.

He looked around the room once more, his gaze lingering on the slabs, the instruments, the faint stain on the floor that never quite washed away.

“I’ve seen enough,” he said finally. “Tell me something, Doctor — why does a man of your intellect spend his nights among corpses?”

Vine’s answer came without thought. “Because the dead don’t lie.”

Clarke’s eyes sharpened, the hint of respect breaking through his calm. “You’re wrong. They do. They simply choose their audience.”

He started toward the door, then paused, turning back with a half-smile.

“You scientists love to explain death,” he said softly. “But death doesn’t always agree to be explained.”

He placed his hat on his head and walked out into the morning fog.

Vine stood motionless, Clarke’s words echoing long after the door closed. The morgue felt different now — smaller, as though the walls themselves had drawn closer.

He looked down at the inspector’s card in his hand. The embossed letters caught the weak light, and for a moment, he thought he saw something else — faint, almost invisible — a single black feather pressed into the corner of the paper, like the mark of a raven’s wing.

He blinked, and it was gone.

Vine slipped the card into his pocket, the faint scent of smoke still clinging to it.

Then he turned back toward the table, where Mallory’s signature still gleamed faintly under the lamp.

The evidence was too neat. Too deliberate.

And for the first time, Vine felt the slow, thrilling certainty of a hunt beginning.

The streets were still damp when Vine reached his lodgings on Brook Street. The fog had settled lower, curling like pale smoke around the gas lamps, and every footstep echoed against the cobblestones as though the city itself were listening.

His rooms were on the second floor — two narrow chambers above a printer’s shop, smelling faintly of ink and old paper. Inside, the air was cool, untouched since morning. The fire in the grate had gone out, leaving only a curl of gray ash. He lit a lamp, its yellow flame stuttering before it steadied, and hung his coat by the door.

The silence pressed close, almost intimate.

On the desk lay his leather notebook, a relic of his student years — its edges darkened by use, the binding beginning to fray. He opened it, sat down, and began to write.

Case: Harker, age approx. 45 – pauper, unclaimed.

Transferred from City Morgue, record falsified.

Signature: Mallory.

Possible correlation: Student (21), death during demonstration – same anomaly, same mark.

He paused. The lamplight wavered across the page, catching the faint scar on his hand. It no longer burned, but when he flexed his fingers, a tiny pulse of warmth stirred beneath the skin — like something remembering him.

He drew a slow breath, then, between the two case titles, he wrote a single number: 27.

The ink glistened, deep and wet. He circled the number once, then twice.

Twenty-seven. The same mark found on both cadavers. The same notation in the Council registry. It was no age, no sequence, no coincidence. It was a replacement — one life overwritten by another.

He leaned back in his chair, the floor creaking softly beneath him. Rain tapped against the window, a quiet, arrhythmic sound that reminded him of the morgue’s dripping faucets. Outside, somewhere distant, a carriage rolled past — the iron-shod wheels hissing against wet stone.

His thoughts began to spiral. The faces blurred together: the student, pale and unready; the vagrant, lined by hunger and time. Different lives, yet their deaths aligned with surgical precision.

He whispered to himself, testing the thought aloud.

“Maybe the number isn’t what connects them... maybe it’s what replaces them.”

The words hung in the air, sharp and unfamiliar, as though someone else had spoken them through his mouth.

He closed the notebook and pressed his palm over the cover. The burn beneath his skin throbbed faintly, almost in rhythm with the rain.

From the corner of the room, the clock struck twelve.

Vine rose and crossed to the window. The street below was nearly empty, save for a lamplighter extinguishing the last of his rounds. The man’s long pole touched the glass, and with each breath of flame that went out, the world outside seemed to retreat further into shadow.

He stayed there for a long moment, his reflection faint in the glass — a pale figure framed by the faint shimmer of fog.

On the table behind him, the lamp hissed softly. The ink beside the circled number began to dry, bleeding slightly into the fibers of the paper until the 27 looked more like a bruise than a number.

He turned back, reached for a pen again, and wrote a final note:

Council interference suspected.

No formal complaint until further proof obtained.

Proceed privately.

His hand hesitated over the page. Privately.

The word tasted both dangerous and necessary.

He blew out the lamp.

Darkness took the room, save for the faint amber glow from the dying coals in the grate. He sat for a moment in that half-light, the sounds of the city distant and irregular — a cart wheel, a dog’s bark, a church bell tolling from across the river.

A single line from Clarke’s voice echoed back to him, unbidden:

“Scientists love to explain death. But death doesn’t always agree to be explained.”

Vine smiled faintly — not amusement, but acknowledgment.

“Then perhaps,” he murmured, “it needs a better listener.”

He gathered the notebook, slipped it into his satchel, and poured himself a small measure of brandy. The first sip was harsh, the second almost pleasant. But the warmth it offered stayed only in his throat, never reaching the cold weight in his chest.

When he finally rose to retire, his gaze fell once more on the desk. The inked circle — that black 27 — seemed to shimmer faintly in the lamplight’s afterglow. For an instant, he thought it pulsed, as if breathing.

He blinked, and it was gone.

Vine exhaled, extinguished the candle, and let the room fade into shadow.

But even in sleep, his mind would not quiet. It filled with images — a scalpel with a black blade; a hand reaching from the table; a raven spreading its wings over the city rooftops.

And through it all, one thought remained, steady and cold:

If death could be engineered... then someone had already learned how.
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Chapter 3
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Night returned with a colder tongue.

The college slept behind shuttered windows, its courtyards strewn with puddles that reflected the moon in shards. Vine crossed them quickly, key clenched between finger and burned palm, the metal warm from his skin. The rain had finally spent itself; only the gutters spoke, whispering along the stone like a secret that could not keep quiet.

He let himself into the anatomy wing. The lock resisted, then yielded with a sound like bone slipping back into a joint. Inside, darkness had weight. He did not strike a match at once; he waited, listening. Old buildings possess many kinds of breath—the soft respiratory of old wood, the deeper lungs of pipes cooling, the occasional click of settling plaster. Tonight the hall exhaled all of them at once.

He lit the first lamp. The yellow circle of light rolled back the dark only far enough to reveal the next pool of shadow. He lit a second, then a third along the central aisle, until the dissection tables stood like low-altars in a dim nave. The air stung of carbolic and formalin; tears pricked his eyes and dried again.

The door of the cold room groaned as he pushed it open. He set the lamp on a high shelf and drew out the nearest tray. Empty, save for a film of condensed moisture and the faintest impression where weight had recently been. He replaced it, drew the next. Here there were stains no washing ever lifted, like old bruises. The fifth tray stuck, unwilling—then slid toward him with a gritty scrape.

A thin oval of darker metal shadowed the bottom where a body had lain. The contour was wrong for a boy of twenty-one; the shoulders too broad, the hips too narrow. He brushed his fingers across the metal. Cold radiated into his skin. In the frost-misted corner of the tray, scratched with the point of some instrument, he saw a single number: 27.

The hair on his arms rose despite the heat of the room.

He leaned closer. The cut marks were hurried, not the steady hand of a clerk with a stylus. A whisper of graphite still clung to the grooves; a pencil, then, used in haste. He looked automatically for a rag—someone might have tried to wipe the mark away—and found one balled in the angle of the rail, stiff with dried solution.

He lifted the tray to the light. Another sign revealed itself: a narrow streak along the lip where something—metal?—had rested and vibrated until it etched a shallow arc into the glaze. He could almost imagine the hum.

He set the tray back, wiped his damp hand on his coat, and turned.

From the corridor came a sound. Not the usual building noises. This was a human carelessness: a heel scuffing stone, then the quick suffocated stillness of someone remembering to be careful.

Vine extinguished the nearest lamp and stood listening, one hand closing around the penknife in his pocket. The darkness approached him in slow steps—four, then three, then none. Only silence again, but a stretched, attentive silence waiting to see what he would do.

“Who’s there?” His voice traveled farther than he intended, rebounding off tile and metal. No answer.

He relit the lamp deliberately, as if to prove the room belonged to him. Light pushed the dark back another few feet. He could see only the long corridor and the pale seam of the main door. No movement. No shadow where shadow should not be.

He turned back to his work.

The stairs down to the tank room rang under his shoes. The lower level lay closer to the heart of the building, where heat did not reach easily. A damp chill settled through his coat. He could taste the chemical tang before he saw the first glass cylinder: tall, clouded from within, rings of greenish liquid lapping at their necks. The lamps down here hummed with a filamental whine that set his teeth on edge.

He lifted the cover of the nearest tank. Formalin breathed out, oily and cold. Nothing inside but pale threads of connective tissue, like sea plants. He moved to the next, then the next.

At the fourth, he stopped.

A card, water-swollen and soft as skin, floated near the surface, pinned by surface tension against the glass. He fished it carefully with the lab hook, teased it free, and laid it on the marble counter to drain. The letters bled, but not beyond reading:

CITY MORGUE – No. 27 – Harker, M., Unclaimed.

The world narrowed, steadied, clarified. The student’s number and the pauper’s name met here, not in rumor but in fact. Vine’s breath made a shallow wreath on the wet glass.

He looked deeper into the tank. At the bottom lay fragments of flesh—too dark, too cooked-looking—to belong to a clean dissection. Some pieces were striated as if by heat, others riddled with tiny black lines like veins that were not veins at all.

He turned up the lampwick and lowered the hook in again. A portion lifted—a strip of muscle perhaps, but threaded along its length with a hair-fine filament that shimmered like wire when it caught the light. He laid it on a slate and touched the filament with the point of a probe. A tremor ran through the flesh, small but visible, as if the very memory of electricity had not yet quite left.

He swallowed. “Conductive insert... or scorch?” he whispered to the empty room. “Who are you, Lazarus?”

The air shifted behind him—a change in pressure more than sound—and the hairs on the back of his neck rose. He turned, hook still in hand.

No one. Only the tank room door, half open where he was sure he had left it closed.

He felt the tug of conflicting instincts: follow the corridor and catch whomever had been watching, or hold his ground and finish the work before someone else erased it. He chose the latter—not bravery but triage. Evidence first.

He took up his notebook, laid it open on the bench, and began to write, quick, clear, ruthless:

Lower level—tank D. Contents inconsistent. Presence of Morgue card (Harker / 27). Tissue samples exhibit carbonization, threaded with metallic filament; responsive to probe with residual microcurrent. Hypothesis: electrical exposure prior to immersion. Possible post-mortem manipulation.

The nib scratched on, but a bloom of moisture fogged the page; he wiped it with his sleeve. The smell of ether licked at his sinuses, dizzying as brandy. He steadied himself with a palm on the bench. The burn under his skin gave a little answering flare, then settled.

From the drain beneath the bench came a thin, steady trickle. He crouched, lifted the iron grate, and held his lamp low. A ribbon of darker fluid threaded through the formalin—brown, not green. He dipped a glass pipette into it. The drop clung stubbornly, heavy with something that wasn’t chemical solvent. Blood, washed thin but not gone? Or something altered past ordinary names?

He let the grate fall back and stood too fast; the room tilted a degree left. He braced himself, waiting until the walls remembered their alignment.

When he straightened, his sleeve brushed the sweating side of the tank, and his own reflection startled him: a pale face floating among fragments. He stared at it longer than he meant to. Reflections, like corpses, can lie if you let them.

He forced himself to look away and set the Morgue card back on the counter. Water had made the fibers swell; the ink lay like soot in a sponge. Near the upper corner, where an official had stamped the seal, another impression revealed itself—something pressed into the paper while wet, then pulled away. Not a seal. A fingermark. Three loops, a whorl. Large. Male. He held it closer and saw that in the center, as if a ring had cut it, there was the faintest imprint of a tiny raven.

A ring with the college emblem. Someone wearing authority on his hand had claimed this card.

He reached for his pencil—and froze.

On the far side of the fogged glass, on the inside of the tank, letters had appeared. Their darkness was only condensation gathered to the pressure of a fingertip, and yet they were precise. Two initials.

E. V.

For an instant the floor left his feet. A trivial explanation offered itself—someone else with those letters, someone mocking him, a coincidence, a cruel joke—but his body did not accept it. The burn in his palm pulsed once, hard.

He wiped the letters away with the back of his sleeve. The glass cleared. The initials vanished as easily as breath.

He listened again.

This time the sound from the corridor did not pretend to be the building. A step. Another. The careful closing of a door. Then nothing.

He closed the notebook, slid it into his satchel, and blew out two of the lamps to reduce his silhouette. The remaining flame hummed like a lonely insect. He took the lab hook—no weapon, but better than ink—and moved toward the stairs, keeping to the shadows where the tanks broke the light.

At the bottom step he paused, one hand on the rail. The air at the top of the stair felt warmer by a fraction, as if a human body had just passed. He could smell a faint scent—tobacco, perhaps, or the last breath of a struck match.

He allowed himself one thought only: I am not alone in this building.

Then he began to climb.

The stairs dropped away in a spiral of stone and echo.

Vine’s footsteps, slow and deliberate, became a metronome of unease. The further he descended, the thicker the air grew — heavy with chlorine, alcohol, and something else that clung to the back of the throat like spoiled milk.

A single bulb flickered at the bottom, its filament struggling against the damp. Beyond it stretched the Tank Room — a cathedral of glass and steel, vast enough that every breath rebounded into whispers.

Rows upon rows of tall cylinders loomed in the half-light, some clouded, some clear, all filled with formalin that distorted the shapes within. The reflections moved as he did, turning the room into a gallery of ghosts.

He paused on the threshold, drawing the sleeve of his coat over his mouth. Even through the fabric, the sharp bite of chemicals found him. His eyes watered, but he kept walking.

The floor was slick, and the leather of his boots squeaked against the tiles. He reached the first tank and placed his hand on the cold glass. A thin film of condensation ran under his fingers, tracing the outline of a submerged arm inside — pale, swollen, and impossibly still.

“Twenty-seven,” he murmured. “Where are you hiding?”

He moved along the aisle, counting the small brass tags above each container. Nineteen... twenty... twenty-one. The numbers grew faint, corroded by years of vapors. Then — twenty-seven.

The tag hung slightly crooked, the screws rusted to a greenish crust. The tank itself was taller than the rest, and its liquid carried a faint milky haze. Something had been disturbed recently; the sediment still swirled like smoke.

Vine lifted the lid a fraction. The suction released with a long, wet sigh. A wave of cold air rose up, thick with formalin, pressing tears from his eyes.

Inside, fragments drifted — not a full body, not even a recognizable shape, but a collage of flesh. Tendons, muscles, a strip of rib. The cuts were uneven, surgical in intent but hurried in execution. Some pieces had a faint discoloration — a dark, almost metallic tint along their edges.

Then he saw it: a tag floating near the surface, bloated and gray.

He caught it carefully with forceps and lifted it out. The letters bled from the moisture, but not beyond reading:

CITY MORGUE — HARKER, M. — No. 27

He stared at it until the water dripped from its corners onto his shoes.

The pauper from the telegram. The same number burned into the student’s tray.

It wasn’t coincidence. Someone had deliberately combined the two.

He looked again into the tank — closer this time.

The flesh, what was left of it, bore a strange pattern: faint striations, as though something had passed through it — not a blade, but energy. Heat? Current?

Some areas had turned faintly translucent, like wax held near a flame.

He leaned down, bringing his face to the glass. A pale reflection looked back — his own eyes above a drift of broken anatomy. In the dim glow, he noticed something shimmering beneath the layers of tissue: a filament, silver and thin as a hair, running through the muscle.

He reached for his scalpel, hesitated, then took a pair of tongs from the tray. Carefully, he fished inside until the instrument caught something taut. He drew it up slowly — a ribbon of tissue clinging to the metal, and inside it that same wire, almost invisible until it met the light.

The surface of it sparked faintly when exposed to air, just once — like the last heartbeat of a dying star.
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