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Zurich, midnight.

Rain sheeted across the city, the drops slanting in gusts that bent the reflections of towers in the river below. The Helixion building rose from the banks like a shard of blackened steel, its windows glowing faintly in tiers that vanished into mist. High above the ground, one boardroom burned with light.

The table stretched the length of the glass wall. At its center rested a single vial, frost gathering on its surface, droplets forming and running down in slow trails that left wet rings on the polished wood. The liquid inside shifted when the man at the head of the table lifted it. Black and silver intertwined, threads pulsing faintly whenever lightning cracked over the city.

The man’s dossier, stamped and filed by every government worth mentioning, recorded his age as seventy-one. Yet his face was that of someone who could have passed for forty. Skin drawn tight, eyes bright with hunger, posture too erect for his years. He looked at the faces arranged before him and let his hand hover over the vial.

“You will say surgeons did this,” he told them quietly. His voice was steady, almost reverent. “But no knife can give back decades. Not in one night.”

The air in the room had the sterile taste of machines that scrubbed every impurity. The carpet underfoot silenced every movement. Not one of the executives spoke. A woman pressed her thumb hard into the spine of her notebook, leaving a crescent pale mark in the skin. Another adjusted his tie, throat clicking in the quiet.

The man lifted the vial higher, tilting it so that the silver filaments inside caught the overhead light. They gleamed for a heartbeat, alive, then faded into the dark suspension.

“This,” he said, “is Lazarus.”

The name hung between them, heavy as the storm pressing against the glass. For a moment it seemed that time itself had paused, as if the rain beyond the window had stilled.

Then came the sound.

Clean, sharp, unmistakable.

A click.

Every head turned toward the far corner of the room where the glass met the wall. The storm roared outside, but the sound had not been thunder.

It had been a shutter.

Someone else was here.
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Chapter 1 -—Ghost in the Files
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Kyiv, 02:41 EET

The city slept under rain. It pattered on tin roofs and seeped into alleys where cats curled against heat pipes. Neon flickered weakly above shuttered kiosks, their glass fogged from within. On the edge of the Podil district, where the river smell carried through broken windows, an old government archive stood like a mausoleum, its walls scarred by decades of damp.

Inside, the air was heavy with dust and mildew. Papers stacked in brittle towers leaned on each other for support, spines cracked, titles faded to gray. The clock on the far wall ticked with an uneven stutter, each second reluctant to pass.

Lena Ortiz stood at a wooden table under the dim glow of her penlight. She had wrapped a scarf over her nose to dull the mold stink, but the sharpness still slipped through. Her gloves were damp, fingertips cold, and she had chewed one nail down to skin. None of that mattered now. Before her lay a ledger, wide as her chest, its spine splitting at the seams.

Pages were missing.

Not worn or lost, but cut. A blade had sheared them away in precise blocks, leaving edges too clean for accident. Names that should have lived on these lines had been taken. Each gap screamed absence.

She touched the ragged paper, running her finger along the wound. She had seen redacted files, whole documents blacked out, but this was worse. This was erasure at the root.

Her satchel sat open on the chair beside her. It was already heavy with files, each one marked by the same silence: subjects entered into clinical trials, then struck from record. Always the same hand. Always the same project. Lazarus.

Her breath fogged in the beam of the penlight. She snapped it off and listened. The silence pressed close. Beyond the windows the rain hissed, steady as static.

She turned the light on again and dragged another folder from the shelf. The cardboard bent beneath her grip, damp from years of seepage. She laid it flat, careful, flipping through pages until she reached the back. There, too, names had been cut. A surname half visible, a date clipped in half. A note scrawled in margin ink that had bled into the fibers: “Transfer complete.”

Her stomach turned. Transfer where?

She scribbled the fragment into her notebook. Her handwriting was quick, the lines jagged. She underlined twice.

The old clock ticked behind her, louder now, each shift of the hand a hammer.

Then came the knock.

Three raps, quick and deliberate, echoing through the quiet hall.

She froze.

Yuri always used four, a pause, then one. Their code for safety. This was wrong.

She slid the ledger into her satchel and snapped the clasp shut. Her pulse thudded in her throat.

The knocks came again, sharper this time.

She reached for her phone, tapped the screen, but it glowed only with her own name before dying black. Battery gone, or signal jammed.

The penlight trembled in her grip. She clicked it off and let the dark settle. The mildew scent thickened, the silence more suffocating now.

A shadow moved under the crack of the door, stretching long and still. Whoever stood outside was not leaving.

The clock ticked 02:43.

Her lungs burned from holding her breath. She shifted her weight, steps silent on the warped boards. Her hand went to the metal latch, but she did not lift it.

Another knock, slower this time, each beat measured like a gavel.

She slipped the strap of the satchel across her shoulder and moved toward the rear door. The corridor beyond smelled of wet stone. Her boots whispered against the floor as she edged along the shelves, the rows leaning overhead like conspirators.

The front door creaked. Hinges groaned. Whoever had knocked was now inside.

Lena did not turn. She kept her eyes on the narrow exit ahead, the draft pushing through it, cold and promising.

Behind her came the faint crunch of a footstep. Then another.
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