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"What we call death is no more than a sunset in one world and a sunrise in another."

Edwin Arnold

NINA HAS ALWAYS HIDDEN her gift: the ability to sense the final wishes of the dead—faint whispers that only she can hear.

It's a secret she has kept in the shadows, concealed behind her work as a thanatopractor in her family's prestigious funeral home.

One day, Nina is called in to reconstruct the disfigured face of Edward Cunningham, heir to a powerful family at the helm of a global business empire.

But as she works to restore his features, something chilling happens: Nina hears Edward’s whispers.

And they’re not saying goodbye, they’re crying murder.

His words cling to her mind like a warning.

A silent scream for justice.

When members of the Cunningham Corporation’s board begin dying one by one in mysterious accidents, Nina realizes she’s been pulled into a deadly game.

Who’s targeting the elite of the corporation?

And what dark truth lies behind their groundbreaking artificial intelligence project?

The line between life and death, between human and machine, is beginning to blur.

The enemy could be anyone.

They could be anywhere.

An adrenaline-charged thriller of secrets, technology, and the awakening of a power that may hold the key to humanity’s salvation, or its destruction.
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It was colder than usual in the viewing room, where the body of Camille Waterman, a well-known figure of London high society, had been laid to rest ahead of the funeral service.

She had died the day before, taken suddenly by a heart attack.

Nina wheeled the trolley over to the coffin and paused, studying the woman’s complexion, the line of her mouth, the half-closed eyelids.

Silence was her first requirement for working; solitude and the cover of night, the second.

With measured movements, she drew out her palette of colours, creams, and the tweezers for the eyebrows, arranging everything neatly on the trolley’s pull-out shelf.

Before beginning, she waited.

She knew the instructions would come shortly.

And, as had happened since she was ten years old, a faint whisper brushed against her eardrums.

Who are you?

“I’m Nina, Camille. I want to know how to make your face look beautiful.”

Nina... It’s such a lovely name, you know. It means “graceful and beautiful.”

“Thank you, Camille, that’s kind of you. Tell me, would you prefer something soft or more defined?”

Amber tones for the eyes, a well-drawn lip line. As for lipstick, a delicate pink, almost natural. I died in pain, and I fear I do not look my best. I’m grateful that you can grant me this wish, for one last goodbye to those I loved.

“I’ll make you as beautiful as you were in your photographs.”

Thank you, darling. Tell me... will I be able to see myself, just once more?

“Yes. You’ll see yourself through my thoughts, as they take shape in my mind.”

Nina opened a small black velvet case that held her best brushes, bristles as soft as feathers.

She ran her fingers along the handles, choosing by feel, then selected three: one for the skin, one for the eyes, and the last for the lips.

She took a piece of gauze, soaked it in a moisturising lotion, and gently swept it over the cold, still skin of the deceased.

The lifeless complexion needed careful preparation so the foundation would blend without leaving pale or unnatural streaks.

After waiting for the lotion to evaporate, Nina dabbed a neutral primer onto her fingertips and warmed it between them before smoothing it across the forehead, cheekbones, and temples.

It was like giving breath back to skin that had none left.

She chose an ivory-toned foundation, enriched with faint golden pigments, and applied it with a flat brush, following the natural contours of the face.

Using a latex sponge, she blended it in with precise circular motions, focusing on the shadows beside the nose and along the jawline, to erase the traces of post-mortem rigidity.

Then, with a finely milled powder, she mattified the skin, creating an ethereal, polished base.

Now it was time for the eyes.

Nina turned her attention to the half-closed lids.

Death had brought a slight swelling that weighed down the gaze, but she knew how to create the illusion of lightness.

With a soft-bristled brush, she swept a satin amber shade over the eyelid, blending it outward to add natural depth. Then, with a smaller brush, she traced the lash line using a warm, bronzed brown, just enough to define the eyes without weighing them down.

She moved on to the eyebrows, thin and perfectly shaped.

A few stray hairs were plucked with tweezers, and then she redefined the shape using a light powder, bringing balance and symmetry.

A touch of clear mascara fixed them in place.

For the lashes, Nina used a technique she knew by heart: with a micro-wand, she applied a light coat of waterproof mascara just to the tips, enough to bring depth without overwhelming the face.

Lastly, the lips.

She picked up her thinnest brush and outlined the natural shape of Camille’s lips with a soft pink pencil, the line gentle yet precise.

Then, using a small flat brush, she applied the chosen lipstick—a pale, nearly translucent pink that lent her a serene look, like a smile poised between sleep and wakefulness.

To finish, she dabbed a tiny amount of clear gloss at the centre of the lower lip, a mere glimmer of light.

Nina stepped back a few inches to assess the result.

Camille’s face already looked transformed: the weight of death replaced by a luminous stillness, a timeless elegance.

But Nina wasn’t done yet.

She picked up a large, round brush, dipped it into a honey-coloured highlighter, and gently dusted the tops of the cheekbones and the Cupid’s bow.

Then, with an almost imperceptible touch, she added a peach blush to the cheeks, as if warmth had returned to the lifeless skin for just a moment.

Then she paused.

The final phase was the most important: making everything harmonious, perfect—so that Camille appeared simply asleep, after a night of celebration.

Nina took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and allowed Camille’s final thought to merge with the image she held in her mind.

When she opened her eyes again, she smiled softly.

Oh... I look marvellous!

“Yes. Now you’re beautiful. Safe journey, Camille.”

She drifted out of that strange connection, just as she always did, and took a long breath.

After that, the whispers fell silent. She lingered for a few more moments, contemplating the woman’s face, then, with slow and precise movements, she placed each tool back into the black velvet case.

The soft click of the clasp marked the end of her task, like a full stop at the end of a sentence.

The room fell into deeper silence, as though even death itself were holding its breath.

The funeral took place the following morning, beneath a pale, overcast sky heavy with the threat of rain.

London’s high society gathered in the grand cathedral, their voices hushed under the weight of mourning.

The coffin, adorned with white lilies and cream-coloured roses, was laid before the altar while prayers echoed beneath the stone vaults.

The priest spoke in solemn tones, recalling memories and virtues, painting Camille Waterman as a woman devoted to her family, a quiet, graceful presence.

Guests nodded respectfully; a few dabbed away tears behind black veils.

But Nina, seated in the last row, knew she had seen a different side of Camille—the one who had whispered to her in the stillness of the viewing room, revealing a wish as human as it was fleeting: to be remembered as beautiful, as alive, one final time.

After the service, as the crowd began to drift away, Nina stepped off the cathedral steps and made her way to a quiet corner of the cemetery.

Beneath a twisted, ancient yew tree, she let the cold wind brush against her face.

She thought back to the gift she had discovered as a child.

She had been ten years old the first time she heard the voice, soft and barely there, like the rustling of leaves.

Her grandmother was lying on her deathbed. While the rest of the family wept, Nina had heard her say her name.

It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t frightening.

It was gentle. Intimate. Something she had never dared to share with anyone.

From that moment on, whenever she stood near a lifeless body, it happened again. The souls would speak to her, telling her what they wished for their final farewell.

She had never been afraid. Perhaps because, for her, death had never been truly silent.

Even as a child, Nina had sensed there was something different about her family, a connection to death that went beyond the mere running of a funeral business.

It wasn’t just a profession passed down through generations.

It was a calling. Almost a sacred art.

Her mother often spoke of how, centuries ago, their ancestors had been called not only to prepare the dead for their final journey, but also to bring peace to restless souls, offering them safe passage to whatever came next.

But no one knew about Nina’s gift.

Whenever she touched a face and imagined it still full of life, something inexplicable would stir in her mind.

The cheeks would seem to regain a hint of colour, the features would soften, as though some final echo of the person’s soul lingered there a moment longer, making the flesh appear peaceful, familiar once more.

And it was then that Nina felt the urge to make that vision real.

That’s where her desire to beautify the dead had come from.

After her grandmother’s death, there had been only one person who encouraged her: her grandfather.

He always told her to follow the path of mortuary aesthetics, even though he never truly knew the extent of her abilities.

He saw in her a rare talent, a devotion that went far beyond the act of applying makeup.

“Remember this, Nina,” he used to say, “we don’t just prepare the dead. We restore dignity. We bring peace to those who leave, and comfort to those who remain.”

But Nina knew her gift went deeper than that.

When she was alone in the preparation room, she would hear a sound in her ears—a faint vibration, then a whisper in the night.

Over time, those whispers had turned into conversations.

Real voices.

Born of fragments of thought, but aware and capable of speaking with her.

And every time her hands moved over a lifeless face, and she brought beauty back to that faded skin, Nina felt certain she was doing exactly what she had been born to do.
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When Nina returned home, the normality of her life wrapped around her like an old, soft jumper.

Her small flat on the second floor of a Victorian house was her refuge from the world, a universe made of books, music, and warm colours.

The walls were lined with shelves overflowing with volumes, from yellowed editions of the classics to the latest works on psychology and the art of make-up.

A vintage record player sat proudly on a cabinet next to the sofa, beside a stack of time-worn vinyls.

Nina loved music; she couldn’t relax without some melody in the background.

She switched on her stereo and let the smooth notes of a jazz tune fill the room.

On the table, a vase of white daisies brought a fresh touch to the space, while a row of coloured candles stood neatly along the windowsill.

Their scent, vanilla and lavender, mingled with the aroma of the tea she poured into a hand-painted mug.

She was twenty-four, after all.

An artist in her own field, yes, but also a young woman who loved to laugh, go out with friends, and, above all, enjoy the little pleasures of life.

As she sipped her tea, her phone vibrated on the table. Randy McDowell’s name lit up the screen.

Nina smiled, already guessing what he was about to say.

«Hey, Morticia! Have you recovered from the ceremony, or did you decide to get adopted by the cemetery?»

«You know how it is, I was considering a real estate investment among the crypts. Hill view, guaranteed silence.»

«Excellent choice! But before you move in with your clients, how about dinner? Usual pub, in an hour?»

«Deal. I’ll let you tend to your... erm... retirees?»

«Exactly. Need to make sure no one checks out earlier than scheduled.»

Nina laughed and ended the call.

Randy was a gravedigger, but he defied the usual stereotypes of his profession. In fact, he was quite handsome, with copper-brown hair, long lashes, and pale green eyes.

The village where they both lived was called Castle Combe, one of the oldest gems in Wiltshire, a place that looked like it had stepped out of another era.

Stone houses with sloping roofs lined cobbled streets, lit by old lampposts that cast long shadows on ivy-covered walls.

The chime of the church clock marked time with a slowness that felt almost poetic, while the few villagers strolling about looked like characters from a Victorian novel.

The pub chosen for the evening, The Raven’s Rest, was a centuries-old tavern with exposed wooden beams and a quietly crackling fireplace in the corner.

The walls were covered in black-and-white photographs and old maps of the village, while the dark wooden counter gleamed as if time itself had no effect on it.

The air smelled of dark ale and fresh bread.

Randy was already seated at a corner table with two pints in front of him, wearing his usual crumpled tweed jacket and the kilt he proudly donned at every opportunity, no matter how chilly the weather.

«Here comes the queen of necromancy!» he announced the moment Nina entered the room.

«And you’re the usual fearless Scotsman. Planning to get me drunk until I end up dancing on tables?» she replied sharply.

«Don’t put ideas in my head. But if you're keen, we could hold a séance. I’ve got a couple of clients who might show up.»

Nina burst out laughing, sat down opposite him, and grabbed her pint.

«You do realise that if anyone overheard us, they’d call in an exorcist?»

«They should call one for me. I deal with more dead people than anyone else in this village!»

They looked at each other for a moment, then burst out laughing in unison.

As macabre as their conversations might be, they both knew it was simply a shield against the solemnity of death.

«I was at Camille Waterman’s funeral today. It looked like a perfect painting, but then I looked at the family and wondered—how many of those tears were real?»

«Ah, my dear, the mourning business is full of actors. There are those who cry for appearances, those hoping for an inheritance, and then those who don’t cry at all and end up under police suspicion.»

«Death unmasks everyone, doesn’t it?»

«Always. But in the end, it’s not our problem. We make the dead look beautiful and send them off on their last journey. The rest we leave to the living... who are far more frightening.»

Nina took a sip of her beer, turning his words over in her mind.

Yes, death didn’t scare her, but life, with all its lies, its secrets, and wounds that never fully healed... that could be truly terrifying.

Randy tapped his fingers on the dark wooden table, watching Nina with his usual sly grin. After taking a long swig from his pint, he gave her a sideways glance.

«So then, my dear embalmer of the stars, what’s your next job? Which lucky guest of the shadows will be blessed by your golden hands?»

Nina swirled her beer in the glass, studying the amber colour as if the answer lay hidden in the bubbles rising to the surface.

«I have to go to London.»

Randy’s eyebrow lifted.

«Ah, the big city! And what’s pulling you away from our little corner of eternity?»

Nina sighed and lowered her voice.

«It’s an important assignment. A very wealthy family has lost a close relative. The son of a prominent businessman... one of those who own factories, financial firms, whole buildings. He had an accident... a bad one. Really bad.»

Her tone grew more serious, and Randy leaned in slightly, resting his elbow on the table.

«How bad?»

«His face is... disfigured. I’ll have to rebuild it before the funeral.»

Randy nodded slowly, taking another sip of beer.

«I see.»

Nina ran a hand through her hair, clearly uneasy.

«It won’t be easy, Randy. This time it’s not just about making someone look peaceful. I’ll have to... give a young man his face back.»

For a moment, only the soft crackle of the fireplace and the quiet murmur of the other patrons filled the pub.

Randy studied her with a look that blended irony and warmth, then set down his pint and leaned in towards her.

«Nina, listen to me. You’re not just a thanatoesthete. You’re an artist.»

Nina looked up, surprised by the weight in his voice.

«What you do isn’t just make-up. It’s not just technique. It’s as if you’re guided, every time. As if your clients themselves tell you what they want. And you... well, you listen.»

Nina held her breath. He couldn’t know.

He couldn’t possibly know about the gift.

«What do you mean?»

Randy shrugged, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

«I mean you manage to bring their faces back, maybe not to what they were, but to what they wanted to be. It’s almost like you talk to them. And I know you’ll manage this time, too.»

Nina tensed for a moment, trying not to show the emotion his words stirred in her.

Randy always joked, but this time his voice held a strange kind of awareness, as if he’d brushed against the truth without even realising.

She smiled faintly, lowering her gaze into her pint.

«It’s just experience.»

«Oh yes, of course.» He smirked. «Naturally.»

Nina chuckled, but deep down she knew it wasn’t just experience.

Her gift was something she’d never confess to anyone.

Never.

They left The Raven’s Rest beneath a sky strewn with stars.

The evening air carried the scent of damp earth and burning wood.

The cobbled streets of Castle Combe lay silent, lit only by the soft glow of old lampposts and the warm light spilling from the windows of half-timbered cottages.

They walked side by side, with the easy stride of those familiar with each other’s company.

Randy kept his hands in his coat pockets, occasionally glancing sideways at Nina, as if he wanted to say something but held back.

When they reached her car, parked beneath a tall elm tree, Nina turned to him with a smile.

«Thanks for tonight, Randy. I needed a laugh.»

He gave her a lopsided grin, tilting his head slightly.

«Any time you need someone to turn the macabre into comedy, you know where to find me.»

Nina laughed softly, and then came one of those silences—thick with unspoken understanding.

Randy stepped just a little closer and brushed her cheek with a light kiss, lingering for a second before pulling back.

«Take care in London, all right?»

Nina nodded, trying to ignore the way her heart had skipped.

«I will. And you—try not to trip into an open grave. That’d be ironic, even for you.»

He chuckled, shaking his head.

«Witty as ever. See you soon, Nina.»

She climbed into her car, started the engine, and rolled down the window to look at him one last time.

Randy stood there, hands in his pockets, that unreadable smile still playing on his lips as he watched her drive away.

The road ahead was lit intermittently by the streetlamps, their yellowish glow casting irregular shadows across the damp tarmac.

A strange unease began to creep in, but she pushed it aside—probably just the tension about the trip to London and the face reconstruction that awaited her.

She took a deep breath and gripped the wheel.

She just needed to focus on the road and leave everything else behind.

After the next bend, Nina thought she caught a sudden flash in the mirror.

Then she felt something cold crawl down her spine.

Her breath quickened as she tried to steady her heartbeat, which had begun to race for no apparent reason.

That sensation, brief but persistent, that something wasn’t quite right, lasted only a moment.

Then, it was gone.
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The following morning, Nina and her parents set off in the late afternoon.

A light haze hung in the sky as they got into the car, wrapped in the warmth of their coats. Her father, George, took the wheel with his usual meticulous precision, while her mother, Margaret, settled her handbag on her lap, ready to discuss every detail of the funeral.
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