
  
    [image: Blood Beneath Daybridge]
  


  
    
      BLOOD BENEATH DAYBRIDGE

      THE MAKING OF A MONSTER

      
        THE ETHAN REEVES WEREWOLF DETECTIVE SERIES

        BOOK EIGHT

      

    

    
      
        RAE STONEHOUSE

      

    

    
      LIVE FOR EXCELLENCE PRODUCTIONS

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR'S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Blood Beneath Daybridge: The Making of a Monster is the official prequel to Shadows of Daybridge, the first book in the Ethan Reeves werewolf detective series. While Shadows introduced readers to Detective Reeves and his investigation of supernatural crimes in present-day Daybridge, this prequel reveals the dark origins of the city's most infamous legend—the Ogre of Daybridge Bridge.

      The events chronicled here span more than a century, from Guthrie Knox's childhood in the 1870s through his transformation into the monstrous entity that would haunt Daybridge for generations, culminating in the final confrontation with Detective Reeves that connects directly to the opening scenes of Shadows of Daybridge.
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      Guthrie Knox was seven years old when he first understood that he was different from other children.

      It wasn't the circumstances of his birth or his residence at Blackwell Orphanage that set him apart—many children in Daybridge's industrial quarters were orphaned by accident or disease, abandoned by parents who couldn't feed another mouth, or simply lost in the administrative chaos of a city expanding faster than its institutions could manage. The gray stone building that housed sixty-three unwanted children was a common enough feature of the cityscape, neither particularly brutal nor especially kind in its administration of young lives.

      No, what made Guthrie different was something more fundamental, something that caused the caretakers to watch him with wary eyes when they thought he wasn't looking, something that made the other children maintain a careful distance despite the overcrowded dormitories.

      It was the way he watched.

      On that particular autumn morning in 1878, he stood in the orphanage courtyard, a slight figure with serious gray eyes, observing with clinical detachment as the butcher's delivery boy unloaded a half carcass of pork from his cart. Most children would have been repelled by the sight of the splayed ribs, the exposed muscle tissue, the lingering bloodstains on the burlap wrapping. A few might have been morbidly fascinated, giggling nervously or daring each other to touch the cooling flesh.

      Guthrie simply watched, his gaze steady, his expression betraying neither disgust nor excitement—only intense, focused curiosity.

      "What are you staring at, boy?" The delivery assistant, a red-faced teenager named Thomas, had noticed Guthrie's unwavering attention. "Never seen meat before?"

      "Not like that," Guthrie replied, his voice oddly mature for a child so young. "Only after Mrs. Smithson has cooked it."

      Thomas snorted, heaving the pork carcass higher on his shoulder. "Well, it doesn't start out as chops and roasts, does it? Something's got to die for you lot to eat."

      "I know that" Guthrie said with a slight frown, as if offended by the suggestion he might not understand such a basic principle. "I've seen dead things before. Cats and pigeons and once a dog by the canal. But they were whole. This is... opened."

      Something in the boy's tone—the complete absence of the squeamishness Thomas expected—made the delivery assistant pause. He studied the small, solemn-faced child more carefully.

      "You're not squeamish, are you?" he observed. "Most kids your age would be green around the gills, looking at fresh slaughter."

      Guthrie shook his head. "It's interesting. How it all fits together inside. Like machinery but made of meat."

      Thomas barked a laugh, genuinely amused by the unusual response. "That's one way of looking at it, I suppose. You should see a whole pig come apart. Now that's something—watching a skilled butcher turn a carcass into all the different cuts. Like a puzzle in reverse."

      The boy's eyes widened slightly, the first real expression of emotion he had shown. "Do they let children watch that?"

      "Not generally, no." Thomas adjusted his burden, preparing to carry it into the orphanage kitchen. "Health regulations and all that. Plus, most kids would either faint or be sick all over the shop floor."

      Guthrie took a step closer, his gray eyes fixed on Thomas with unsettling intensity. "I wouldn't be sick. I'd be quiet and stay out of the way. I just want to see how it works."

      Something about the boy's seriousness, his complete lack of childish squirming or pleading, made Thomas consider the request more seriously than he might have otherwise. He studied Guthrie for a long moment, noting the careful stillness, the focused attention, the absence of the manic energy that typically characterized children his age.

      "Tell you what," Thomas said finally. "I'll speak to Old Silas—he's the master butcher I work for. If he says it's alright, maybe you can come by the shop sometime. No promises, mind you. Silas is particular about his workspace."

      Guthrie nodded solemnly, as if they were businessmen concluding a serious negotiation. "Thank you. I would appreciate that."

      As Thomas disappeared into the kitchen with his burden, Matron Smithson emerged from the building's side entrance, her sharp eyes immediately finding Guthrie standing alone in the yard.

      "Guthrie Knox! What are you doing out here? You should be in the dining hall with the others, setting tables for lunch."

      "Yes, Matron. I was just watching the delivery." Guthrie turned toward the building, his expression once again neutral, revealing nothing of the conversation that had just transpired or the anticipation he felt at the possibility of visiting the butcher's shop.

      "Always watching, that one," Matron Smithson muttered to herself as she followed him inside. "Never playing, never laughing like a proper child. Just watching everything with those old eyes. It isn't natural."

      

      Three days later, Thomas returned to Blackwell Orphanage with the regular delivery and a message: Old Silas had agreed to allow one visit from the curious orphan, provided he stayed out of the way and followed instructions precisely. Matron Smithson was reluctant—allowing a child to leave the orphanage's supervision was irregular, particularly for such an unusual purpose—but Silas Holloway was a respected businessman and significant donor to Blackwell's perpetually strained resources. Permission was grudgingly granted for Guthrie to accompany Thomas back to the shop the following Saturday morning.

      The anticipation that filled Guthrie during the intervening days was unlike anything he had previously experienced. He had always been a studious child, preferring books to the rough games that occupied most orphanage residents, but this was different—a focused excitement that manifested not in the fidgeting or chattering that might have betrayed another child's eagerness, but in an even more intense stillness, a heightened attention to detail in his chores and lessons, as if proving his worthiness for the opportunity ahead.

      Saturday dawned clear and cold, a perfect late autumn day in Daybridge. Guthrie was awake before the bell, dressed in his cleanest clothes, his hair carefully combed with water from the dormitory basin. When Thomas arrived, the boy was waiting in the entrance hall, standing straight-backed beside a suspicious Matron Smithson.

      "Now you mind your manners, Guthrie," she instructed sternly. "Mr. Holloway is doing you a great kindness allowing this visit. I expect you to be on your best behavior and return by noon precisely."

      "Yes, Matron," Guthrie replied, his serious gray eyes meeting hers directly. "I'll be good."

      The walk to Holloway's Meat Emporium took them through Daybridge's commercial district, a section of the city Guthrie had rarely visited. He absorbed the sights with his characteristic quiet attention—the shop fronts with their polished windows, the street vendors hawking hot chestnuts and meat pies, the carts and carriages navigating the cobblestone streets with varying degrees of success. He asked no questions, made no childish observations, simply processed everything with the same detached curiosity that had first caught Thomas's attention.

      Holloway's occupied a prime corner location, its large windows displaying an array of cuts arranged with artistic precision on beds of fresh straw. The shop front, painted a deep burgundy that disguised the inevitable small bloodstains, bore the establishment's name in gold lettering along with the founding date: 1842. A small brass bell tinkled as Thomas ushered Guthrie through the front door.

      The shop's interior was impeccably clean, the tile floor scrubbed to a dull shine, the marble counters wiped free of any residue from the previous day's business. Glass cases displayed premium cuts—crown roasts, tenderloins, specialty sausages—while hooks along the back wall held larger pieces awaiting further processing. The air carried the distinctive metallic scent of fresh meat mingled with the sharper notes of spices used in Holloway's signature preparations.

      Behind the main counter stood a man who could only be Old Silas himself—though the nickname, Guthrie would later learn, referred more to his position as the oldest established butcher in this district than to his actual age, which was perhaps fifty. Tall and barrel-chested, with forearms corded with muscle beneath rolled-up sleeves, Silas Holloway possessed the physical presence of a man who had spent decades working with carcasses weighing as much as he did. His face, framed by muttonchop whiskers just beginning to show threads of gray, conveyed both the sternness of a master craftsman and a hint of genuine curiosity as he regarded his unusual visitor.

      "So, this is the boy who wants to see how a carcass comes apart," Silas said, his voice a deep rumble that suited his imposing frame. "Thomas says you've got an unusual interest for one so young."

      "Yes, sir," Guthrie replied, meeting the butcher's gaze with his customary directness. "I want to understand how things work. Inside."

      Silas studied the child for a long moment, noting the serious expression, the controlled stillness, the complete absence of the nervousness or exuberance he would have expected from a boy this age. Then he nodded once, decisively.

      "Understanding is a worthy pursuit," he said. "Too many people go through life never questioning what's beneath the surface. Come through to the back, then. We've a hog to break down this morning, delivered fresh from the Hargreaves farm yesterday. You'll see the process from start to finish."

      He lifted a section of the counter, creating a passage to the workshop behind the retail space. Guthrie followed without hesitation, Thomas bringing up the rear with an expression that mingled amusement and lingering curiosity about this unusual orphan.

      The workshop was larger than the front shop, designed for the practical business of transforming animal carcasses into retail products. A massive butcher block dominated the center of the room, its wooden surface-stained dark from years of use despite regular scraping and sanding. Various tools hung from hooks on the walls—cleavers, saws, knives of different shapes and sizes, each meticulously maintained and arranged in order of use. At the far end, a large sink and drainage area provided facilities for the necessary cleaning, while a heavy door presumably led to cold storage where carcasses were kept before processing.

      "First rule in my workshop," Silas said, turning to face Guthrie with sudden sternness, "is absolute attention to instruction. One wrong move around these tools can cost a finger or worse. You'll stand exactly where I tell you, move only when I say you can, and touch nothing without explicit permission. Understood?"

      "Yes, sir," Guthrie replied without hesitation.

      "Second rule is cleanliness. Butchery is not a dirty business, despite what some might think. It requires precision, care, and proper hygiene. Thomas will get you an apron. It'll be too big, but it'll keep your clothes clean."

      Thomas fetched a canvas apron from a hook by the door, helping Guthrie tie it behind his back. The garment indeed engulfed his small frame, the bottom edge nearly touching the floor, but the boy made no complaint.

      "Now," Silas continued, "I'll explain each step as we go. Questions are permitted, but only between steps, not during cutting. Sharp tools require complete concentration."

      With these preliminaries established, Silas nodded to Thomas, who disappeared through the heavy door at the rear of the workshop. He returned moments later, struggling slightly under the weight of half a pig carcass, already split lengthwise down the spine but otherwise intact from snout to tail. With practiced efficiency, he hoisted it onto the butcher block, positioning it precisely according to some system Guthrie didn't yet understand.

      Silas studied the carcass with a professional eye, running his hand along certain sections as if confirming what his vision told him about the quality and condition of the meat. Then he turned to a sink, washing his hands thoroughly before selecting a specific knife from the array on the wall.

      "We begin with separation of the primal cuts," he explained, positioning himself at the butcher block. "Observe the natural seams in the muscle structure. A good butcher works with the animal's anatomy, not against it. The knife follows the paths already present in the carcass."

      What followed was a revelation to young Guthrie Knox. With movements that combined raw strength and balletic precision, Silas began transforming the uniform mass of the carcass into distinct sections—shoulder, loin, belly, ham—each separated along natural divisions in the muscle tissue with minimal sawing through bone. His commentary was sparse but precise, identifying each cut, explaining its characteristics, noting its best culinary applications.

      Guthrie watched with unprecedented fascination. His already remarkable focus intensified, his gray eyes tracking every movement of Silas's hands, every incision of the blade, every separation of muscle from bone. He absorbed the terminology without effort—Boston butt, picnic shoulder, baby back ribs, pork belly—connecting each name to the specific part of the animal's anatomy as it emerged under Silas's skilled hands.

      Most striking to both Silas and Thomas was the boy's complete comfort with the process. Where most children might have flinched at the occasional snap of cartilage or the subtle resistance of the knife against gristle, Guthrie showed only deepening interest. There was no disgust, no squeamishness, not even the morbid fascination that sometimes drew boys to bloody spectacles. Instead, there was only pure, clinical curiosity—the satisfaction of seeing a complex system revealed and understood.

      As Silas moved from primary separation to the more detailed work of trimming and final preparation, he began to direct occasional questions to the unusually attentive child.

      "Why do you think I'm cutting along this line here, boy?" he asked, his knife poised above a section of loin.

      Guthrie studied the exposed muscle structure, his brow furrowed in concentration. "Because the fibers change direction there," he replied after a moment. "They run lengthwise on this side, but crosswise over there."

      Silas's eyebrows rose slightly. "That's exactly right. Different muscle groups have different fiber orientations. Cutting against the grain gives you tender meat for quick cooking. Cutting with the grain gives you pieces that hold together during long, slow cooking." He nodded approvingly. "You've got a good eye."

      The work continued, Silas occasionally testing Guthrie's understanding with similar questions, the boy responding with increasingly accurate observations as he began to grasp the underlying principles of the butcher's craft. Thomas, initially amused by the unusual situation, found himself impressed by the child's aptitude and seriousness.

      When the final cuts had been wrapped and set aside for transfer to the shop displays, Silas turned to the cleaning process, demonstrating the same meticulous care in maintaining his workspace and tools that he had shown in the butchery itself. Guthrie assisted where permitted, his small hands surprisingly capable as he helped wipe down surfaces and organize tools for proper storage.

      As they completed these final tasks, Silas studied the orphan with renewed interest. "You've got an uncommon mind, young Knox," he said finally. "Most boys your age couldn't sit still for ten minutes of this work, let alone a full morning. And fewer still would understand what they were seeing."

      Guthrie looked up from the cleaver he had been carefully drying. "It makes sense to me," he said simply. "Everything has a structure. Once you see it, you can understand how it works."

      "Indeed it does," Silas agreed, taking the cleaver and hanging it in its designated place. "And that understanding is the difference between a butcher and a mere meat-cutter. Anyone can hack a carcass to pieces with enough strength and sharp tools. But to do it properly—to respect the animal's design, to maximize the value of each part, to create cuts that will cook well and taste good—that requires knowledge and precision."

      He paused, studying the serious-faced child before him. Something in the boy's focused attention, his natural affinity for the systematic approach that characterized good butchery, resonated with Silas in a way he hadn't anticipated when agreeing to this unusual visit.

      "How would you like to come back next Saturday?" he asked abruptly. "There's a lamb scheduled for processing. Different animal, different muscle structure. Might be educational to see the comparison."

      Guthrie's eyes widened slightly; the first real expression of emotion he had shown all morning. "I would like that very much, sir," he replied, his voice carefully controlled despite the obvious eagerness beneath the words.

      "I'll speak to your matron, then," Silas said with a decisive nod. "If she's agreeable, perhaps we can make this a regular arrangement. Saturday mornings, before the shop opens to customers. You'd help with cleanup afterward, of course—earning your education, as it were."

      "Yes, sir," Guthrie agreed immediately. "I'd work hard. I wouldn't be any trouble."

      "I believe you," Silas said, and realized with some surprise that he meant it. There was something in this unusual child that inspired confidence—a seriousness of purpose, a natural discipline, that belied his seven years. "Thomas will walk you back to the orphanage now. We'll see about next week."

      As Thomas escorted Guthrie back through the shop toward the front entrance, Silas Holloway watched the small figure in the oversized apron with thoughtful eyes. In his forty years as a butcher, he had trained several apprentices, but never one so young—and certainly never one who had shown such natural aptitude from the very first observation.

      There was something different about Guthrie Knox, something in the way those serious gray eyes watched and analyzed and understood. Silas couldn't quite name it, this quality that set the boy apart, but he recognized its value. In his profession, such clinical detachment, such precise attention to structural detail, was not merely useful but essential.

      The butcher nodded to himself; decision made. He would speak to Matron Smithson about a formal arrangement—Saturday mornings to start, perhaps expanding as the boy grew older and more capable. Blackwell Orphanage was always in need of financial support, and Silas had no children of his own to inherit his business. It was an unconventional arrangement, certainly, but one that might benefit all concerned.

      As the shop door closed behind young Guthrie Knox, Silas returned to his workshop, unaware that his impulsive decision would shape not only the boy's future but, decades later, the very fabric of Daybridge itself. He could not have known that the skills he would teach—the precise dissection, the intimate understanding of how living things were constructed, the methodical transformation of once-living flesh—would one day be applied in ways he could never have imagined.

      He saw only a serious child with unusual aptitude and focus—not the seeds of something that would one day become a monster.

      

      In the years that followed, Guthrie's Saturday mornings at Holloway's Meat Emporium expanded into a formal apprenticeship. By age twelve, he was spending every day after school at the shop, learning every aspect of the butcher's trade under Silas's exacting tutelage. By fifteen, he had left school entirely to work full-time, developing skills that impressed even veteran butchers who visited from other districts.

      Guthrie's quiet intensity, his meticulous precision, his absolute focus on mastering each technique—these qualities made him an exceptional apprentice. Where other boys might have been distracted by social pursuits or youthful rebellions, Guthrie remained singular in his dedication to understanding the structural intricacies of his chosen profession.

      What neither Silas nor anyone else at the orphanage fully recognized was that this same clinical detachment, this ability to separate form from feeling, structure from sentiment, was developing in all aspects of Guthrie's interaction with the world. The emotional distance that made him an excellent butcher—able to transform living creatures into marketable products without distress or hesitation—was simultaneously creating a young man who moved through human society with the same analytical remove, observing social connections and emotional exchanges as systems to be studied rather than experiences to be felt.

      By the time Guthrie Knox reached adulthood, he had become exactly what Silas Holloway had hoped for—a master butcher whose skills equaled or surpassed his own. But he had also become something neither of them had anticipated: a man whose understanding of physical structures far exceeded his comprehension of human emotion, whose precision with a knife was matched only by his disconnect from normal human bonding, whose perfect knowledge of how bodies were assembled existed alongside a profound ignorance of how hearts and minds connected.

      It was this unique combination—technical mastery paired with emotional detachment—that would one day attract the attention of Eliza Blackwood, a woman whose own interest in the transformation of flesh extended far beyond conventional butchery. When she first observed Guthrie's work at Holloway's, she recognized something special in his methodical precision, his complete comfort with the intimate details of mortality, his natural talent for understanding how living things could be taken apart and, perhaps, put back together in new configurations.

      In Guthrie Knox, master butcher and emotional outsider, Eliza saw the perfect candidate for a very particular kind of transformation—one that would require both his skills and his psychological distance from normal human concerns. She saw not just a craftsman, but a canvas for her most ambitious work yet.

      She saw the man who would become the Ogre of Daybridge Bridge.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            THE BOY ON STYGIAN STREET

          

        

      

    

    
      The air hung heavy with coal smoke as dawn broke over Daybridge in the spring of 1870. The city was transforming—brick factories rising like monoliths along the Shadowlair River, their chimneys belching black plumes that dimmed the morning sun. Horse-drawn carriages clattered over cobblestones while workers shuffled toward the textile mills and ironworks that had sprung up seemingly overnight, turning what had once been a sleepy river town into an industrial powerhouse.

      On Stygian Street, in the shadow of the hulking Blackwell Orphanage, a woman's scream pierced the predawn quiet. Inside a small, filthy room at Madame Lowell's boarding house, seventeen-year-old Josephine Knox clutched at bloodied sheets, her labor having started hours earlier. The midwife—a withered crone who smelled of gin and carbolic soap—shook her head gravely.

      "Push, girl," she commanded, her voice like rusted hinges. "The baby's comin', but you're losin' too much blood."

      Josephine, a thin wisp of a woman with copper hair and emerald eyes now dulled with pain, summoned her remaining strength. With one final, agonizing effort, she brought her son into the world. The newborn's first cry was powerful, almost unnaturally so for a baby born to such a frail mother.

      "A boy," the midwife announced, wrapping the unusually large infant in a threadbare blanket. "Strong one, too."

      But Josephine would never hold her child. Even as the midwife worked to stem the bleeding, the young woman's life ebbed away, her final whisper naming her son: "Guthrie... after my father."

      By noon, the orphanage cart arrived, and Guthrie Knox—not yet twelve hours old—began his life as ward number 342 of Blackwell Orphanage, a grim, Gothic structure that loomed like a sentinel of misery over the Eastern Quarter of Daybridge.
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        * * *

      

      Seven years passed in a blur of gray walls, watery gruel, and the constant drone of children's coughs. Blackwell Orphanage operated less as a sanctuary for Daybridge's abandoned children and more as a warehouse for unwanted humanity. Headmaster Silas Blackwell—a cadaverous man with fingers like talons and breath that reeked of cheap whiskey—ruled the institution with casual cruelty.

      Young Guthrie stood out from his earliest days. By age seven, he was already larger than boys several years his senior. His broad shoulders and thick limbs seemed at odds with the malnourishment that plagued the other children. While they grew pale and thin, Guthrie thrived like a stubborn weed, drawing strength from the same meager rations that left others weakened.

      It was this physical vitality, combined with the unsettling intensity of his gray-eyed gaze, that first caught the attention of Thomas, the butcher's delivery boy. The encounter in the orphanage courtyard—Guthrie's unwavering focus as he watched Thomas unload the day's delivery, his odd maturity as he questioned the process of breaking down a carcass—marked the beginning of the boy's journey from mere orphan to apprentice butcher, from unwanted child to something far more ominous.

      At seven, Guthrie Knox already understood that he was different. The way he watched, the things that held his interest, the detached curiosity with which he observed the world—all set him apart from the other children at Blackwell. When Thomas offered him the chance to visit Holloway's Meat Emporium, to see firsthand how death was transformed into sustenance, the boy seized the opportunity with a focus that belied his years.

      That first visit to the butcher shop opened a door in Guthrie's mind, one that could never be fully closed again. The sight of carcasses being methodically disassembled, flesh parted from bone with ritualistic precision, blood flowing in controlled rivulets—it resonated with something deep inside him, some wordless hunger that craved understanding of how things worked beneath the skin.

      Silas Holloway, master butcher and owner of the shop, recognized the boy's unusual aptitude immediately. The uncanny stillness, the unblinking absorption of each phase of the process, the penetrating questions that cut to the hidden logic of the craft—in Guthrie, the old butcher saw a kindred spirit, someone who instinctively grasped the sacramental nature of his work.

      And so, the orphan became an apprentice, trading the gray misery of Blackwell for the cathedral of blood and bone that was Holloway's. Every spare moment—stolen from chores and lessons, earned through impeccable behavior—Guthrie spent at the shop, learning at the master's side. His hands, so clumsy with childish games, proved preternaturally deft with a blade. His mind, so often chided for inattention in the classroom, focused like a burning glass when presented with the intricacies of anatomy.

      In the blood-spattered sanctuary of the butcher shop, Guthrie Knox found more than a trade. He found a calling, a purpose that resonated in his very marrow. The first time he made the killing cut himself—the long, precise slice that transformed a living creature into mere meat—something shifted inside him. A hunger, long denied, took its first full breath.

      And deep in the shadowed corners of Daybridge, ancient eyes marked the boy's progress with avid interest. Wheels that had been turning since before the city rose from the riverbank mud clicked into a new configuration. A plan, centuries in the making, saw a new piece slide into place on the board.

      Guthrie Knox, so young, so full of promise. The boy who watched, and learned, and hungered. He would learn to cut so much more than mere meat, in time.

      All the time in the world.
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CHAPTER TWO


          

          
            THE APPRENTICE'S BLADE

          

        

      

    

    
      The summer of 1883 brought a blistering heat wave that turned Daybridge into a kiln. The sun beat down mercilessly on cobblestone streets, baking the stench of horse manure and human sweat into a noxious miasma that clung to clothes and skin. In the slums and rookeries, the very air seemed to shimmer with fever, heavy with the groans of the sick and the dying.

      Guthrie Knox, now thirteen, barely noticed the oppressive weather. His world had narrowed to the blood-slicked sanctuary of Holloway's Meat Emporium, where he spent every waking moment honing his craft under the watchful eye of Silas Holloway. Five years as the master butcher's apprentice had transformed the once-spindly orphan into a youth of impressive size and strength, his body forged by countless hours wielding cleavers and hauling carcasses.

      But it was his skill with a blade that truly set Guthrie apart. His cuts were swift, precise, almost elegant in their economy of motion. He could disassemble a side of beef with a speed and surety that made even the seasoned journeymen shake their heads in wonder. For Guthrie, it wasn't just a matter of rote technique or practiced efficiency. It was an art, a calling, a form of communion with the fundamental workings of flesh and bone.

      "The lad's got a gift," Silas Holloway often said to customers who marveled at the young apprentice's prowess. "A true feel for the work. He'll be a master in his own right one day, mark my words."

      Guthrie accepted such praise with characteristic reserve, his expression seldom shifting from its habitual mask of composed detachment. But inside, each compliment kindled a fierce glow of pride, stoking the hunger that had first awakened when he watched Thomas unload that pig carcass so many years ago. It was a hunger not just for skill or recognition, but for a deeper understanding of the mysteries that lay beneath the skin.

      That hunger found an outlet in the strays that haunted the alleyways behind the shop. Guthrie, who rarely showed warmth or empathy toward his fellow humans, developed a curious affinity for these wretched creatures. He would save scraps from the day's butchery and, when work was done, distribute this bounty among the assembled dogs and cats, his manner almost tender as he ensured each animal received its share.

      One dog in particular—a scarred, one-eyed terrier he simply called Dog—became his special favorite. With infinite patience, Guthrie coaxed the half-wild creature to accept his touch, eventually training it to perform simple tricks in exchange for choice morsels. It was the closest thing to a friendship the solitary apprentice had ever known.

      This idyll of blood and companionship might have continued indefinitely, had fate not intervened in the form of a trio of young swells out "slumming" one August night. Sons of wealthy industrialists, flush with gin and the arrogance of privilege, they amused themselves by tormenting the stray dogs with kicks and thrown stones.

      Guthrie, making his nightly rounds with Dog trotting faithfully at his heels, turned a corner to find the three young men whooping with drunken laughter as they cornered one of the smaller strays. They had tied a string around the terrified animal's neck and were taking turns yanking it back each time it tried to flee.

      Something ignited behind Guthrie's eyes then, a cold conflagration of rage that swept through him like a killing frost. He did not shout or posture. He simply strode forward, a tall figure in a blood-stiffened apron, and seized the nearest swell by the throat.

      What followed was not a fight but an education. Using nothing more than his bare hands, Guthrie imparted a lesson in the frailty of human anatomy to the three young men. Bones cracked. Blood flowed. Screams rent the fetid night air. Through it all, the apprentice butcher's expression never wavered from its mask of icy composure, as if he were demonstrating a particularly tricky cut of meat rather than systematically dismantling three human beings.

      When it was over, when the swells lay groaning and weeping in the filth of the alley, Guthrie calmly untied the string from the whimpering stray's neck and scooped the animal into his arms. He carried it back to the shop, where he cleaned its wounds and fed it a generous portion of liver before sending it on its way.

      News of the incident spread quickly through the neighborhood. The wealthy victims, eager to avoid embarrassment, concocted a story of being set upon by a gang of "river scum" to explain their injuries. But the denizens of Daybridge's meaner streets knew the truth. They had seen the tall, silent figure in the bloodied apron, had heard the screams and the sickening crunch of breaking bone. And from that night forward, they accorded Guthrie Knox a wary respect bordering on fear.

      For his part, Guthrie seemed unmoved by his newfound notoriety. If anything, he withdrew even further into the world of the slaughterhouse, speaking only when necessary and shunning all companionship save that of his beloved strays. Even Silas Holloway, who had come to view his apprentice with an almost paternal regard, found the boy increasingly difficult to read, his silences more loaded, his gaze opaquer.

      And yet, the old butcher could not help but marvel at Guthrie's ever-growing mastery of their shared craft. The precision, the surety, the almost mystical communion between blade and flesh—it was as if the boy had been born to this bloody work, his hands shaped for the cleaver before they ever grasped a rattle.

      What Silas Holloway did not know, could never have guessed, was that the incident in the alley had awakened more than just Guthrie's rage. It had provided the first true taste of a hunger that had long lurked beneath the surface of the apprentice's tightly controlled facade. A hunger for dominion, for the hot, salt-copper tang of absolute power over living flesh.

      In the blood-drenched world of the slaughterhouse, Guthrie Knox had found his calling. And in the savage lessons of the street, he had discovered a deeper truth—that he wielded the power of life and death not just over dumb beasts, but over men as well.

      It was a truth that would shape the course of his life in ways even he could not yet imagine. A truth that would lead him inexorably into the shadow of the bridge, and the dark embrace of the being that waited there, patient as centuries, hungry as the Void.

      Guthrie Knox, apprentice butcher, master of the killing cut. He had learned to slice flesh and shatter bone, to reduce the twitching intricacies of life to mere meat for the block. In time, he would learn to practice his art on a far grander scale, in service to appetites older and colder than any human hunger.

      The blade was eager in his hand, its edge honed to a scalpel's keenness. All of Daybridge lay spread before that blade, quivering and oblivious. Waiting for the cuts to come.
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CHAPTER THREE


          

          
            RED HANDS RISING

          

        

      

    

    
      The spring of 1895 dawned on a Daybridge much changed from the city of Guthrie Knox's youth. The industrial revolution had tightened its grip, transforming the once-modest river town into a sprawling metropolis of brick and iron. Factory smokestacks dominated the skyline, belching black clouds that stained the clouds and settled like a shroud over the city's poorer quarters. The Shadowlair River, once clear enough to see fish darting beneath its surface, now ran thick with industrial waste, its waters taking on a different color each day depending on what the textile mills were dyeing.

      Within this transformed landscape, Holloway's Slaughterhouse remained one of the few bastions of traditional craftsmanship. While newer, mechanized facilities had sprung up along the city's outskirts—vast, impersonal places where animals were processed with assembly-line efficiency—Holloway's maintained its reputation for quality over quantity. This was due in no small part to the skills of its head butcher, Guthrie Knox.

      At twenty-five, Guthrie had grown into his considerable build. Standing six feet four inches tall, with shoulders broad enough to fill a doorway and hands that could crack walnuts without effort, he cut a commanding presence. Nine years of working with heavy carcasses had hardened his muscles into bands of steel beneath pale skin marked by a latticework of small scars—the inevitable badges of his profession. His face remained a study in harsh angles, now accentuated by a short beard that he kept meticulously trimmed. Only his eyes had changed significantly, their gray depths seeming to have receded further, as if the man behind them was retreating from the world even as his physical presence expanded to fill it.

      Old Silas had passed away two winters before, leaving Guthrie as the undisputed master of Holloway's killing floor. The older man's final illness had been brief but painful, a wasting disease that had reduced his once-wiry frame to a skeletal husk in a matter of months. Throughout it all, Guthrie had visited his mentor daily, bringing small comforts—a bottle of decent whiskey, fresh bread, news from the slaughterhouse. On the final night, as Silas's breathing grew labored and his grip on life tenuous, he had pulled Guthrie close.

      "Remember what I taught you," the old man had whispered, his voice barely audible. "About respect. For the blade. For the beasts. For death itself. It matters, lad. More than you know."

      They were the last words Old Silas would speak. By morning, he was gone, leaving Guthrie with a hollow ache in his chest that he couldn't name. The funeral had been modest—a few fellow slaughtermen, Franklin Holloway himself looking uncomfortable in a black suit, and Guthrie, standing apart from the others, his face as impassive as always despite the unaccustomed moisture that blurred his vision as the plain pine coffin was lowered into the earth.

      Now, two years later, Guthrie had assumed not just Silas's position but something of his mantle as well. The younger slaughtermen and apprentices approached him with the same mixture of respect and wariness that they had once shown his mentor. They sought his approval, flinched at his rare rebukes, and exchanged whispered stories about his uncanny abilities with a blade.

      "Saw him take down a bull with one cut yesterday," a new apprentice would murmur. "Clean through the spine. Never seen anything like it."

      "That's nothing," another would reply. "Last month he processed an entire wagon of pigs by himself when half the men were out with fever. Didn't even break a sweat."

      These tales, passed from man to man like folk legends, only enhanced the aura of otherness that had always surrounded Guthrie. He was respected, certainly—feared, perhaps—but never truly accepted. He remained as solitary as he had been in his youth, speaking little except to issue instructions or correct a technique.

      His routine had changed little over the years. He still lived in the small apartment above the slaughterhouse, though he had gradually improved it with simple furnishings built by his own hands—a sturdy table, a bookshelf filled with volumes on anatomy and butchery, a comfortable chair where he would sit in the evenings, reading by lamplight. His collection of knives had grown impressive, each one maintained with obsessive care. And he still fed the strays that gathered in the alley behind Holloway's, though the individual animals had changed over the years as the harsh realities of street life claimed them one by one.

      What had changed was Holloway's itself. The financial pressures bearing down on the old slaughterhouse were impossible to ignore. Orders had decreased steadily as cheaper, mass-produced meat flooded the market. Even their loyal customers—the better restaurants and hotels that had always valued quality—were being forced to cut costs as Daybridge's economy stagnated.

      Franklin Holloway, now in his sixties and battling gout that made his every step an agony, had become increasingly bitter about the changes. "No craftsmanship anymore," he would complain to anyone who would listen. "Just cheap goods for cheap people. Quality means nothing in this godforsaken city."

      Guthrie said nothing during these tirades, but he understood the implications. The slaughterhouse was struggling, and with it, his own future. While his skills would certainly secure him a position elsewhere, the thought of leaving Holloway's—the only real home he had ever known—left him with an unfamiliar sense of dread.

      It was against this backdrop of uncertainty that Jeremiah Crowe entered Guthrie's life, bringing with him an opportunity that would forever alter the butcher's path.
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      The day began like any other—before dawn, with Guthrie supervising the delivery of livestock that would meet their end under his knife. A late spring rain fell in sheets, turning the cobblestones slick and the holding pens into mud. The cattle lowed nervously, sensing what lay ahead in a way that never failed to impress Guthrie with its primal awareness.

      "Knox!" Holloway's voice echoed from the office doorway. "Visitor for you. Important gentleman. Don't keep him waiting."

      Guthrie looked up from the steer he was examining, his brow furrowing slightly. Visitors were unusual, especially ones that Holloway described as "important." He wiped his hands on his apron, trying without much success to remove the blood and grime that were the constant companions of his trade.

      The office was small and cluttered, dominated by a battered desk piled high with ledgers and invoices. Seated in the room's only comfortable chair was a man who seemed as out of place in the slaughterhouse as a peacock in a chicken coop.

      Jeremiah Crowe was in his late forties, though he carried himself with the vigor of a much younger man. His tailored suit of charcoal gray wool was clearly expensive, as was the gold watch chain that stretched across his vest. His face combined the ruddy complexion of a man who enjoyed fine living with the sharp, calculating eyes of one who knew exactly how to acquire the means for it. His hair, once dark but now salted with gray, was cut in the latest fashion, and his mustache was waxed to precise points.

      "Ah, Mr. Knox," Crowe said, rising smoothly and extending a hand. "A pleasure to make your acquaintance at last. Jeremiah Crowe, at your service."

      Guthrie hesitated before taking the offered hand, acutely aware of the stark contrast between his own blood-crusted appearance and Crowe's immaculate presentation. The businessman didn't seem to mind, his grip firm and confident.

      "I'll leave you gentlemen to your business," Holloway muttered, shuffling out of the office with a grimace of pain as his gout-swollen foot touched the floor.

      Alone with Crowe, Guthrie stood awkwardly, unused to social interactions that didn't involve the direct exchange of orders or the haggling of prices for meat.

      "Please, sit," Crowe gestured to Holloway's vacated chair. "I've been hoping to meet you for some time now. Your reputation precedes you, Mr. Knox."

      "My reputation?" Guthrie's voice was rough from disuse; his social skills having atrophied over years of minimal conversation.

      Crowe smiled, a gesture that didn't quite reach his calculating eyes. "Indeed. Throughout Daybridge, among those who appreciate true craftsmanship, your name is spoken with respect. 'The finest butcher in the city,' they say. 'Perhaps in all of New England.' High praise indeed."

      Guthrie shifted uncomfortably. Compliments were as foreign to him as silk cravats and fine cologne. "I just do my job," he replied.

      "With exceptional skill, by all accounts," Crowe countered smoothly. "I've spent my life recognizing talent, Mr. Knox. It's how I've built my various enterprises. And you, sir, have a rare talent indeed."

      There was a quality to Crowe's voice—a silken persuasiveness that reminded Guthrie of the rare occasions when traveling salesmen would visit the orphanage, convincing Headmaster Blackwell to purchase tonics and remedies that inevitably proved worthless. It put him instantly on guard.

      "What do you want?" he asked bluntly.

      Rather than taking offense at the directness, Crowe seemed amused. "Straight to the point. I appreciate that in a man." He leaned forward, his expression becoming more serious. "I want to offer you an opportunity, Mr. Knox. One that would make use of your particular skills in a way that would be... exceedingly profitable for both of us."

      "I'm a butcher," Guthrie stated flatly. "That's all."

      "Is it?" Crowe's head tilted slightly, those calculating eyes seeming to see through Guthrie's impassive exterior. "I wonder. I've watched you, you know. Not personally, of course, but through the eyes of those who frequent establishments like this. The way you work, with such precision and detachment. It speaks of a mind that understands anatomy on an instinctual level. A mind that sees the underlying structures of things, the connections that others miss."

      Guthrie remained silent, unsettled by how accurately this stranger had assessed his approach to his craft.

      "Let me be direct, Mr. Knox," Crowe continued, lowering his voice though they were alone. "Daybridge is changing. The old ways—craftsmanship, quality, tradition—are being swept aside in favor of efficiency and profit. Men like you, with genuine skill, are being replaced by machines and unskilled laborers."

      He gestured toward the window, where the outline of a massive new meatpacking plant was visible in the distance, its chimneys belching smoke into the already murky sky.

      "Holloway's is dying," Crowe said, his tone matter of fact rather than cruel. "You must sense it already. Within a year, two at most, this place will close its doors forever. And then what becomes of Guthrie Knox and his extraordinary talents?"

      The words struck Guthrie like physical blows, all the more painful for their undeniable truth. He had known Holloway's was struggling, had seen the ledgers awash in red ink, had noticed how the workforce had been reduced by half over the past three years. But to hear it stated so baldly, to have the precariousness of his position laid bare by this elegant stranger, filled him with a cold dread.

      "What exactly are you proposing?" he asked, his voice even lower than usual.

      Crowe smiled again, this time with genuine satisfaction. "I have interests throughout Daybridge—properties, businesses, investments of various kinds. Occasionally, these interests generate... problems. Problems that require discreet handling by someone with specialized skills."

      He reached into his coat and withdrew a small leather case, from which he extracted a card. It was simple but expensive, the heavy cream paper embossed with Crowe's name and an address in Graystone Heights, Daybridge's wealthiest district.

      "I'm hosting a small gathering this Saturday evening. Nothing elaborate, just a few associates and their wives. I'd like you to attend. We can discuss potential arrangements in more detail then."

      "I'm not a socialite," Guthrie protested, eyeing the card as if it might bite him. "I wouldn't fit in with your kind of people."

      Crowe waved a dismissive hand. "Don't concern yourself with that. Come at eight o'clock, through the servants' entrance at the back of the house. My butler will be expecting you and will show you to my study. No one else need even know you're there."

      Reluctantly, Guthrie took the card, its smooth surface alien against his callused fingers.

      "One more thing," Crowe added, reaching once more into his coat. This time he withdrew a small envelope, which he placed on the desk. "A token of my seriousness. Consider it an advance on our future association."

      Without waiting for a response, Crowe stood and adjusted his immaculate cuffs. "Saturday at eight, Mr. Knox. I believe this will be the beginning of a most productive relationship for us both."

      With that, he departed, leaving behind only the card, the envelope, and the lingering scent of expensive cologne that seemed jarringly out of place amid the abattoir's pervasive odor of blood and offal.

      For a long moment, Guthrie stared at the envelope, wariness warring with curiosity. Finally, he picked it up and broke the seal. Inside was a stack of banknotes—more money than he earned in three months at Holloway's.

      The implications were clear. Whatever "problems" Crowe wanted handled, they weren't legal. They likely weren't even moral. And yet, as Guthrie tucked the envelope into his pocket, he couldn't deny the surge of something like relief. Here, perhaps, was an answer to the uncertainty that had been looming over him like a storm cloud—a way to secure his future, even if that security came at a price he couldn't yet fully comprehend.

      

      Saturday arrived gray and drizzling, the damp chill of late spring settling into Guthrie's bones as he made his way through Daybridge's winding streets toward Graystone Heights. He had spent his half-day at the slaughterhouse as usual, then returned to his apartment to wash away the blood and grime with painstaking thoroughness. He had even purchased a new shirt and coat for the occasion, the first such indulgence he had allowed himself in years.

      Still, as he approached the imposing iron gates of Crowe's mansion, Guthrie felt acutely out of place. Graystone Heights was a world apart from the industrial quarters he knew—a realm of manicured gardens, gaslit streets, and houses that seemed to have been built for giants. Even in his new clothes, Guthrie knew he must look like what he was: a laborer, a man who worked with his hands, a denizen of Daybridge's grimier precincts.

      Following Crowe's instructions, he circled to the rear of the property, where a smaller gate led to a service yard. A thin, austere man in a butler's uniform was waiting, his expression carefully neutral as he assessed the massive figure before him.

      "Mr. Knox, I presume," the butler said, his voice as precisely modulated as his appearance. "Please follow me. Mr. Crowe is expecting you."

      Guthrie was led through a maze of servants' corridors, the muffled sounds of music and conversation suggesting that Crowe's "small gathering" was well underway in the main part of the house. The contrast between the opulent glimpses he caught through partially open doors and the utilitarian passages they traversed was stark—a physical manifestation of the divided nature of Daybridge itself.

      Finally, they arrived at a heavy oak door. The butler knocked once, then opened it without waiting for a response. "Mr. Knox has arrived, sir," he announced, then stepped aside to allow Guthrie to enter.

      Crowe's study was a temple to masculine luxury—dark wood paneling, leather-bound books lining the walls, a massive desk of polished mahogany, and comfortable chairs arranged before a fire that cast dancing shadows across the room. The air was fragrant with tobacco smoke and the subtle scent of beeswax polish.

      "Ah, Mr. Knox. Right on time." Crowe rose from behind his desk, a glass of amber liquid in one hand. "Thank you, Harrison. That will be all."

      The butler bowed slightly and withdrew, closing the door with a soft click that somehow emphasized the room's isolation from the rest of the house.

      "Brandy?" Crowe offered, gesturing to a crystal decanter on a nearby table.

      Guthrie shook his head. "I don't drink."

      "A man of discipline. I admire that." Crowe took a seat in one of the leather armchairs, indicating that Guthrie should do the same. "I'm glad you decided to come. I believe we can help each other tremendously."

      The chair creaked under Guthrie's weight as he sat, his discomfort obvious in the stiffness of his posture. "You mentioned problems that need handling," he said, getting straight to the point. "What kind of problems?"

      Crowe smiled, swirling the brandy in his glass. "Direct as always. Very well." He leaned forward, his voice dropping to a confidential murmur despite the room's privacy. "I am a businessman, Mr. Knox. A successful one, with interests that span from textiles to shipping, real estate to mining. Such success inevitably creates rivals, some of whom are less than... ethical in their competition."

      He took a sip of his brandy, his eyes never leaving Guthrie's face. "One such rival has recently caused me considerable difficulty. A man named Hargreaves, who has been systematically undercutting my textile operations, bribing my workers for information, and generally behaving in a most ungentlemanly fashion."

      "And what do you want me to do about it?" Guthrie asked, though he suspected he already knew the answer.

      "Hargreaves had an unfortunate accident this morning," Crowe replied, his tone as casual as if discussing the weather. "A fall down a particularly steep flight of stairs. Fatal, I'm afraid. The body is currently in a warehouse I own near the docks. It needs to disappear. Completely."

      The implications hung in the air between them, as tangible as the smoke from Crowe's expensive cigar. Guthrie's mind raced, processing the request with the same methodical precision he brought to his work at the slaughterhouse. Disposing of a body would not be technically difficult for someone with his expertise. The moral implications, however...

      "You want me to butcher a man," he said flatly, needing to hear it stated plainly.

      Crowe winced slightly at the bluntness. "I prefer to think of it as solving a problem using your particular skill set. But yes, essentially, that is what I'm asking."

      "Why me? There must be others who could do this for you."

      "None with your abilities," Crowe countered. "This needs to be done efficiently, cleanly, and with absolute discretion. Your reputation suggests you are capable of all three."

      Guthrie fell silent, weighing the proposal. He had never killed a man, though there had been moments—particularly during his youth at Blackwell Orphanage—when he had come close. He had certainly thought about it, had even mentally mapped out how he would do it if the necessity arose. But to actually take a human life, to apply his butcher's skills to a person rather than an animal...

      And yet, did it matter? Hargreaves was already dead, according to Crowe. It wasn't as if Guthrie would be murdering him. And the money—that envelope of banknotes had been merely an "advance." How much more might there be for the actual work?

      As if reading his thoughts, Crowe spoke again. "I'm prepared to pay five hundred pounds for this service. Half now, half upon completion. Additionally, should our arrangement prove satisfactory, there would be further opportunities in the future. Lucrative ones."

      Five hundred pounds. It was an astronomical sum for a butcher who earned perhaps a hundred pounds in a year. It was security, independence, a buffer against the inevitable collapse of Holloway's Slaughterhouse. It was a future.

      "If I agree," Guthrie said slowly, "I would need certain things. Tools. A secure location. Somewhere to dispose of the... remains."

      Crowe nodded, clearly pleased by this shift from questioning to practical considerations. "All arranged. The warehouse has a section that's been prepared with everything you might require. As for disposal, the river is conveniently close, and the currents at that point are particularly strong. Anything entering the water there is quickly carried out to sea."

      It was all so neat, so carefully planned. Guthrie wondered how many times Crowe had arranged similar "solutions" to his problems. But that wasn't his concern. His concern was the job itself, and whether he could do it.

      "When?" he asked simply.

      "Tonight," Crowe replied. "Now, in fact. My carriage is waiting in the mews. It will take you to the warehouse and wait to bring you back once you've finished."

      The suddenness startled Guthrie, though he kept his expression neutral. He had expected some time to prepare, to mentally adjust to what he was agreeing to do. But perhaps it was better this way—no time to reconsider, to let doubt creep in.

      "Five hundred pounds," he repeated. "Half now."

      Crowe smiled and reached into his desk drawer, withdrawing a small leather pouch that clinked with the unmistakable sound of gold coins. "Two hundred and fifty pounds, as agreed. The rest upon completion."

      Guthrie took the pouch, its weight substantial in his palm. He tucked it into his coat pocket without counting—a show of trust that wasn't lost on Crowe, whose smile widened appreciatively.

      "Shall we proceed, then?" the businessman asked, rising from his chair.

      Guthrie nodded; his decision made. Whatever moral line he was about to cross, he would do so with the same methodical precision he brought to every task. "I'll need an apron," he said. "And proper tools."

      "All waiting for you," Crowe assured him. "Along with a change of clothes for afterward. Harrison will show you to the carriage."

      As Guthrie followed the butler through the servants' passages once more, he was acutely aware of the weight of the gold in his pocket—and the heavier weight of the decision he had just made. By the time he returned to his apartment above Holloway's Slaughterhouse, he would be different. Not just financially, but fundamentally. The line between butcher and something far darker would have been irrevocably crossed.

      

      The warehouse was near the eastern docks, a looming structure of corrugated iron and timber that had seen better days. The carriage pulled up to a side entrance, where a burly man with a face like a battered anvil stood guard. He nodded to the driver, then unlocked the door without a word, gesturing for Guthrie to enter.

      Inside, the warehouse was cavernous and mostly empty, with a few scattered crates and barrels suggesting it was still occasionally used for legitimate purposes. The guard led Guthrie through the echoing space to a smaller room at the back, secured with a heavy padlock. Once inside, he handed Guthrie a key.

      "Lock it behind me," he grunted. "When you're done, find me out front. Don't rush. Do it right." With that cryptic advice, he departed, leaving Guthrie alone in what could only be described as a makeshift butchery.

      The room was perhaps twenty feet square, with a concrete floor sloping gently toward a central drain. Heavy plastic sheeting covered the walls and floor, secured with tape—a practical measure to prevent blood spatter from leaving evidence. Bright electric lights hung from the ceiling, illuminating the space with harsh clarity. A large metal table dominated the center of the room, beside which stood a smaller table laden with tools—knives of various sizes, saws, cleavers, all professional quality.

      And on the table lay a body.

      Hargreaves had been a man of middle years, with the soft physique of someone who enjoyed the finer things in life. His neck was bent at an unnatural angle, confirming Crowe's story about a fall. His eyes were open, glazed in death, staring at the ceiling with an expression of permanent surprise.

      Guthrie approached slowly, studying the corpse with the detached interest of a craftsman assessing his materials. He had seen death countless times, had caused it with his own hands in the slaughterhouse. But this was different. This was a man, not a steer or a pig. A human being who had woken up that morning not knowing it would be his last day on earth.

      For a moment, Guthrie hesitated, the full weight of what he was about to do pressing down on him. Then he remembered Old Silas's words: "Respect. For the blade. For the beasts. For death itself. It matters."

      Perhaps it was a perversion of his mentor's teaching, but Guthrie decided that if he was to do this, he would do it with the same respect and precision he brought to his work at Holloway's. Not rushed, not careless, but methodical and clean.

      He removed his coat and rolled up his sleeves, then donned the butcher's apron that had been provided. It was new, the canvas still stiff, but it would serve its purpose. Next, he examined the tools, testing the edge of each blade with his thumb. They were excellent quality, better even than his own collection. Whoever had procured them knew their business.

      Finally, he turned his attention back to Hargreaves. The man had been dead for several hours, judging by the pallor of his skin and the beginning stages of rigor mortis. That would make the work slightly more difficult but not impossible.

      "I'm sorry," Guthrie murmured, the words surprising him as they left his lips. He wasn't sure if he was apologizing to Hargreaves, to Old Silas's memory, or to some part of himself that he was about to leave behind forever.

      Then, with a deep breath, he began.

      The work was both familiar and alien. The basic principles were the same as with any large mammal—major blood vessels to be severed first, allowing what blood remained in the body to drain; joints to be separated; meat to be removed from bone. But the human form, while similar to the animals he butchered daily, had its differences. The proportions were wrong, the muscle groups arranged in subtly different patterns.

      And yet, as he worked, Guthrie found himself slipping into the same focused trance that characterized his best days at the slaughterhouse. His hands moved with practiced efficiency, his mind mapping the anatomy before him with intuitive precision. There was no revulsion, no hesitation—only the pure, cold concentration of a master craftsman at work.

      Hours passed, marked only by the soft sounds of his labor and the steady drip of fluids into the drain. Hargreaves, once a man with ambitions and appetites, was systematically reduced to his component parts, no different in Guthrie's hands than any other carcass.

      When it was done, when what had been Hargreaves was packed neatly into weighted sacks ready for their journey to the river's depths, Guthrie stepped back and surveyed his work. The rubber sheeting had contained most of the mess, and what blood had escaped had been washed down the drain with the bucket of water provided for that purpose. The tools lay clean and gleaming on their table, wiped as meticulously as Guthrie cleaned his knives at Holloway's.

      He removed the apron, now stained beyond salvation, and added it to one of the sacks. Then he washed his hands in the remaining water, dried them on a towel that would also go into the river, and changed into the fresh clothes that had been provided—simple workman's garb that would not attract attention.

      Only then did the full impact of what he had done begin to register. He, Guthrie Knox, had dismembered a human being with the same dispassionate skill he brought to his legitimate work. And he had done it well. There had been no disgust, no moral queasiness, no sense that he was crossing a line that should not be crossed. Only the same satisfaction he always felt after completing a difficult job with precision and care.

      What did that make him? The question echoed in his mind as he gathered the sacks and began the laborious process of carrying them one by one to the small dock attached to the warehouse, where he methodically dropped them into the swiftly flowing river. The current caught each one immediately, dragging it down and away toward the distant sea. Within minutes, all physical evidence of Julian Hargreaves had disappeared beneath the Shadowlair's murky waters.

      Guthrie watched the ripples fade, his face as impassive as always. But inside, something had shifted, an internal barrier broken. He had discovered something about himself tonight—a capacity for a kind of work that few could stomach, fewer still could execute with such clinical detachment, and perhaps none could perform with his level of skill.

      It should have horrified him. Instead, as he returned to the warehouse's entrance and found the guard waiting as promised, Guthrie felt something almost like peace. The rage that had been his constant companion since childhood, that had simmered beneath the surface of his being like magma beneath a volcano's peak, had temporarily subsided. The focused work, the absolute concentration required, had quieted it in a way even his regular butchery never fully achieved.

      "All done?" the guard asked, his expression suggesting he neither knew nor cared about the specifics of what had occurred inside.

      Guthrie nodded. "It's finished."

      "Carriage is waiting. Boss says to tell you he's pleased. The rest of your payment will be delivered tomorrow."

      And so, it was done. His first "special job" for Jeremiah Crowe, but not, he suspected, his last. As the carriage carried him back through Daybridge's darkened streets toward Holloway's Slaughterhouse, Guthrie contemplated the path that had led him to this point—and the one that now stretched before him.

      He had crossed a line tonight, one that could never be uncrossed. Yet he felt no remorse, no self-loathing, no fear of divine judgment. Only a cold, clear certainty that he had found a new application for his skills, one that would ensure his survival in a city that cared nothing for traditional craftsmanship or the men who practiced it.

      Old Silas had taught him to respect death, to make it clean and quick. In his own way, Guthrie believed he had honored that teaching tonight. Hargreaves was already dead when Guthrie received him. What followed was merely... processing. No different, really, than his daily work at Holloway's.

      Or so he told himself as dawn broke over Daybridge, casting long shadows from the factory chimneys and turning the polluted river into a ribbon of fire. So, he would continue to tell himself in the days, months, and years to come, as Jeremiah Crowe's "problems" became a regular part of his life, and the name Guthrie Knox began to inspire a different kind of fear in Daybridge's shadowy underworld.

      His hands had always been red from his work. Now they were simply red with a different kind of blood. And in time, he would find that the distinction mattered less and less.
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      The summer of 1896 descended upon Daybridge like a fever dream, bringing with it oppressive heat that transformed the industrial quarter into a steaming cauldron of coal smoke and river stench. The polluted waters of the Shadowlair receded under the relentless sun, exposing muddy banks littered with the detritus of a city in flux—rusted machinery parts, broken bottles, and occasionally, the bloated corpses of dogs and rats. Sometimes, if rumors were to be believed, things far worse washed up when the tides were especially low.

      For Guthrie Knox, the changing seasons meant little. His life had settled into a new pattern, as regimented and disciplined as ever, but now divided between two worlds that rarely intersected. By day, he remained the head butcher at Holloway's Slaughterhouse, his reputation for precision and efficiency unchallenged. By night, however, he had become something else entirely—a shadow figure known to only a select few among Daybridge's elite.

      In the ten months since that first "special job" for Jeremiah Crowe, Guthrie had handled a dozen similar tasks. Each one arrived the same way—a sealed envelope delivered to Holloway's, containing an address, a time, and half his payment in banknotes or gold sovereigns. Never any details, never a direct connection to Crowe. Just the implicit understanding that a problem needed solving.

      Most were like Hargreaves—already dead when Guthrie arrived, requiring only his skills at dismemberment and disposal. A few had been more complicated, involving transport of live subjects who became dead ones under circumstances Guthrie neither questioned nor particularly cared about. He performed each task with the same meticulous care he brought to his legitimate work, earning not just substantial payment but also a reputation among Crowe's circle as reliable, discreet, and thorough.

      What surprised Guthrie was not the work itself but how easily he had adapted to it. The moral line he had feared crossing that first night with Hargreaves had proven to be far more permeable than he'd imagined. The emotional detachment that had been his survival mechanism in childhood now served him well, allowing him to compartmentalize these nocturnal activities as simply another form of butchery. The fact that his subjects were human rather than animal seemed a technicality rather than a fundamental distinction.

      This ability to separate himself from the moral implications of his actions made him invaluable to men like Crowe. Unlike the typical thugs and cutthroats who populated Daybridge's criminal underworld, Guthrie brought a professional's precision and a craftsman's pride to his work. There was no sadism, no unnecessary cruelty, no messiness born of emotional involvement. Just clean, efficient disposal of problems that threatened the business interests of wealthy men.

      As his reputation grew, so did his clientele. Crowe began to act as an intermediary, connecting Guthrie with others among Daybridge's upper echelon who required his particular services. Industrialists whose rivals suffered convenient accidents. Bankers whose debtors disappeared without trace. Politicians who needed certain scandals permanently buried.

      The money flowed steadily, far more than Guthrie could earn in a lifetime at Holloway's. He kept most of it hidden in a series of lockboxes beneath the floorboards of his apartment, using only enough to improve his living conditions modestly. A better bed. Some quality clothes for his rare ventures into the city's respectable districts. Books on anatomy, physiology, and medical procedures that expanded his understanding of the human body and its vulnerabilities.

      To anyone observing him, Guthrie's life appeared unchanged. He still lived above the slaughterhouse, still worked the same grueling hours, still kept to himself. The stray dogs in the alley behind Holloway's continued to receive their nightly offerings, though now the scraps were supplemented with proper meat purchased from a butcher across town—a small luxury Guthrie allowed himself as his finances improved.

      But beneath this facade of continuity, significant changes were taking place. The most substantial was the workshop Guthrie had created in a forgotten corner of Holloway's basement.
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        * * *

      

      The slaughterhouse had been built in the 1840s, during Daybridge's first industrial expansion. Like many buildings of that era, it contained spaces that had been rendered obsolete by changing methods or forgotten entirely during renovations. One such space was a large storage room accessible only through a heavy iron door hidden behind stacks of rarely-used equipment in the basement. The room had likely been used for aging meat in the days before mechanical refrigeration, but modern methods had made it superfluous.

      Guthrie discovered it during his early years at Holloway's, when he was still exploring every corner of the building that would become his home. At the time, it had been nothing more than a curiosity—a damp, chilly chamber with stone walls and a floor that sloped toward a central drain, much like the killing floor above but on a smaller scale. He had noted its existence and then largely forgotten about it.

      Now, however, it presented an ideal solution to a growing problem. The warehouses and abandoned buildings where he had been conducting his "special work" were becoming increasingly risky. Daybridge was changing, with development pushing into formerly derelict areas. Each new location required scouting, preparation, and afterward, thorough cleaning—all of which increased the chances of discovery.

      Over several weeks in the early spring of 1896, Guthrie quietly transformed the forgotten room into a purpose-built workshop for his clandestine activities. He replaced the rusted old drain, ensuring proper flow to the sewer system. He installed a series of gas lamps for reliable lighting. He brought in a sturdy metal table, similar to those on the killing floor but smaller, and bolted it to the floor. Along one wall, he mounted a rack for his growing collection of specialized tools—some from Holloway's stores, others purchased with his newfound wealth, a few custom-made by a blacksmith in the industrial quarter who asked no questions about their intended use.

      The finishing touch was a heavy lock for the iron door, the key to which never left Guthrie's person. The room was now secure, accessible only to him, and practically soundproof due to the thick stone walls and its location deep within the slaughterhouse's foundations.

      The workshop solved several problems at once. It eliminated the need for external locations, reducing risk. It was already equipped with proper drainage for bodily fluids. And most importantly, it was located within Holloway's, where the constant sounds and smells of regular butchery provided perfect cover for Guthrie's darker activities. Who would notice an extra carcass being processed in a building where death was the daily business?

      Franklin Holloway, increasingly consumed by his failing health and the slaughterhouse's declining fortunes, never ventured into the basement anymore. The few workers who might have occasion to go there were easily avoided by conducting the special work late at night, after everyone else had gone home. And if anyone did happen to notice Guthrie working unusual hours, they would think nothing of it—his legendary dedication to his craft was well-established.

      The workshop became Guthrie's sanctuary, a space where he could practice his craft without constraint or observation. It was here, in the cold silence of that stone chamber, that he began to refine his methods, developing techniques specifically adapted to human subjects rather than simply applying his butchery skills.

      And it was here that he began the journal.
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        * * *

      

      The idea came to him after a particularly complex job involving a labor organizer who had been causing problems for one of Crowe's associates in the textile industry. The man had been brought to Guthrie still alive—gagged and bound, his eyes wide with terror. Crowe's associate had specific requirements about the disposal, wanting certain body parts preserved as warnings to other potential troublemakers.

      The technical challenges had been considerable, requiring Guthrie to improvise solutions that combined his butchery knowledge with information gleaned from his medical texts. Afterward, he found himself mentally reviewing the procedure, identifying aspects that could be improved. On impulse, he purchased a leather-bound ledger the next day and began to record his observations.

      The first entry was clinical, detached—a technical description of the methods used, the tools employed, the challenges encountered, and potential improvements for future reference. There was no mention of the subject as a person, no acknowledgment of the moral dimension of what had occurred. Just a craftsman's notes on a complex project.

      That initial record evolved into a habit. After each special job, Guthrie would add to the ledger, documenting his techniques with the same meticulous attention to detail that characterized his work. Over time, the journal expanded to include sketches of the human anatomy, precise measurements of blood loss rates from various wounds, observations on the effectiveness of different disposal methods, and other technical details that might prove useful.

      The ledger itself was kept in a false-bottomed drawer in Guthrie's apartment, secured by a lock whose key he wore on a chain around his neck. Not that anyone ever visited his sparse quarters or would have reason to examine his few possessions. The precaution was born not of practical necessity but of the same exacting thoroughness that defined all aspects of Guthrie's life.

      To an outside observer, the journal would have appeared monstrous—the meticulous record-keeping of a man who had lost all connection to humanity. But to Guthrie, it was simply a professional tool, no different from the diagrams of cattle and pigs that guided apprentice butchers in their training. If his subjects were human rather than animal, that was a distinction that had ceased to matter in any meaningful way.

      This emotional severance—this ability to regard human beings as simply another form of meat to be processed—had not come suddenly. It had developed gradually, nurtured by the isolation and abuse of his childhood, reinforced by years of slaughterhouse work, and finally perfected through his nocturnal activities. By the summer of 1896, Guthrie's capacity for empathy had atrophied to the point where it functioned only in the narrowest of contexts—primarily toward the stray animals he continued to feed and protect.

      Toward humans, he felt... nothing. Not hatred, not anger, not even the cold satisfaction of power that motivates many who kill. Just a vast, echoing emptiness where such emotions might have resided in another man.

      This emotional numbness was perhaps Guthrie's most valuable asset in his new line of work. It allowed him to approach each task with clinical detachment, untroubled by conscience or remorse. It was what made him so effective—and so frightening to those few who understood what he had become.

      

      The change in Guthrie's status within Daybridge's criminal hierarchy was subtle but significant. Where once he had been merely a tool to be used by men like Crowe—a skilled craftsman hired for specific tasks—he was increasingly becoming a power in his own right, someone whose favor was sought and whose displeasure was feared.

      This shift became apparent during a gathering at Crowe's mansion in late August of 1896. Unlike the first time Guthrie had been summoned there, on this occasion he was invited to enter through the front door, not the servants' entrance. He was escorted not to a private study but to a well-appointed drawing room where a dozen of Daybridge's most influential citizens were engaged in what appeared to be a social evening but was, in reality, a council of sorts.

      Industrialists, bankers, shipping magnates, and politicians—men whose names appeared regularly in the city's newspapers and whose decisions shaped Daybridge's future—greeted Guthrie with the cautious respect normally reserved for dangerous but necessary allies. They offered him brandy (which he declined), cigars (also declined), and then, more significantly, a seat at their table.

      "Gentlemen," Crowe announced once they were all settled, "I believe most of you know Mr. Knox, at least by reputation. For those who don't, suffice it to say that he has been instrumental in resolving various... challenges that have confronted our business interests over the past year."

      Murmurs of acknowledgment rippled around the table. Several men nodded to Guthrie, their expressions a mixture of respect and wariness.

      "I've asked him to join us tonight because we face a situation that requires his particular expertise," Crowe continued. "The dock workers' union is becoming increasingly problematic. Their latest demands would increase shipping costs by nearly thirty percent—an unacceptable figure that would render Daybridge's port uncompetitive with New York and Baltimore/"

      One of the men—a heavy-set individual with the florid complexion of someone who enjoyed the finer things in life—pounded his fist on the table. "Damned socialists! They'll ruin this city with their demands. We should bring in strikebreakers from Chicago, teach them a lesson they won't forget."

      Crowe raised a hand. "Violence on that scale would attract unwanted attention. The newspapers, even those sympathetic to our interests, would be forced to report it. No, we need a more... surgical approach."

      All eyes turned to Guthrie, who sat impassive and silent, his massive frame seeming out of place among these well-fed, well-dressed men of business.

      "The union has five leaders," Crowe explained, sliding a folder across the table toward Guthrie. "They're the driving force behind the more radical elements. With them removed from the equation, we believe the rank and file would be more amenable to reasonable negotiations."

      Guthrie opened the folder, examining the photographs and handwritten dossiers it contained. Five men, ranging in age from their late twenties to early fifties. Names, addresses, habits, routines—all meticulously documented.

      "All five?" he asked, his voice quiet but carrying clearly in the hushed room.

      Crowe exchanged glances with the others before responding. "Yes. Spaced out over several weeks, of course. Made to look like accidents or common crimes. Nothing that would suggest a pattern."

      Guthrie considered the request. Until now, his work had primarily involved disposal or, at most, execution of individuals already detained by others. What Crowe was proposing was different—active hunting of targets who were not already in custody. It represented a significant escalation of his role.

      "My usual fee would need to be adjusted," he said after a moment. "Given the increased complexity."

      Relief visibly washed over several faces around the table. They had been uncertain whether he would accept the assignment—not for moral reasons, which they correctly assumed would not trouble him, but because it went beyond his established parameters.

      "Of course," Crowe agreed smoothly. "Shall we say double the standard arrangement? Half in advance, as usual."

      Guthrie nodded once, closing the folder and tucking it inside his coat. "I'll need two weeks for the first one. Preparation is essential."

      "Understood. We leave the details entirely in your capable hands."

      The meeting continued, moving on to other business matters, but Guthrie's role was done. He sat quietly, observing the interactions among these powerful men, noting the alliances and rivalries that surfaced in their discussions. It was educational, in its way—a glimpse into the machinery that truly drove Daybridge, far from the public facades these same men presented in newspaper photographs and civic ceremonies.

      When the gathering dispersed shortly before midnight, Crowe took Guthrie aside, pressing an envelope into his massive hand. "The first installment," he murmured. "And my personal thanks. This situation has been... concerning."

      Guthrie pocketed the envelope without checking its contents. Trust had been established between them over the past year—not friendship, certainly, but a professional understanding. "Two weeks," he repeated. "The first one will appear to be a robbery gone wrong."

      Crowe nodded, satisfied. "Excellent. Oh, and Guthrie," he added, using the butcher's first name for the first time in their association, "I want you to know that your position in our circle is appreciated. You've become quite indispensable to Daybridge's prosperity."

      It was a compliment, but also a recognition of the changing power dynamic. Guthrie was no longer merely a tool but a partner of sorts. A man who knew too many secrets to be treated as a simple hireling.

      As he made his way back to Holloway's through the warm summer night, Guthrie considered this new development. He had never sought power or influence. His needs were simple—security, solitude, the freedom to practice his craft without interference. But power had found him, nonetheless, born from his unique skills and his willingness to use them without moral constraint.

      The folder in his coat pocket represented a new chapter in his evolution. No longer just a butcher of the dead, but a hunter of the living. A harbinger of death rather than merely its processor. The distinction might have troubled another man. For Guthrie, it was simply a technical challenge to be approached with his usual methodical precision.

      He would need to plan carefully. Study his targets. Learn their habits, their weaknesses. Develop methods that would appear as random street crime or unfortunate accidents. It was complex work, but not fundamentally different from breaking down a carcass. Just another form of butchery, with additional steps beforehand.

      By the time he reached his apartment above the slaughterhouse, Guthrie's mind was already mapping out approaches, evaluating tools, calculating risks. He would record it all in his journal, of course. The Crimson Ledger, as he had come to think of it—a meticulous accounting of debts paid in blood.
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        * * *

      

      The first target was Daniel Hewitt, treasurer of the dock workers' union and, according to the dossier, the most financially vulnerable of the five leaders. A man with a weakness for gambling that had left him deeply in debt to some unsavory characters in Daybridge's Eastern Quarter.

      Guthrie spent a week observing Hewitt's routines, noting his regular visits to a particular tavern near the docks where illegal card games were held in the back room. The man would typically leave well after midnight, often intoxicated and either flush with winnings or, more commonly, depressed by losses. He would then walk the four blocks to his modest home, taking a shortcut through an unlit alley that ran behind a row of warehouses.

      It was an almost laughably easy scenario—a drunk man, alone at night, in one of Daybridge's more dangerous districts. The perfect setup for what would appear to be a routine robbery gone violently wrong.

      On the chosen night, Guthrie positioned himself in the darkest section of the alley, wearing nondescript workman's clothes and a cap pulled low over his face. He carried a lead-weighted cosh—a common weapon among Daybridge's criminal element—and had roughened his hands with coal dust to eliminate the possibility of leaving identifiable prints.

      Hewitt appeared right on schedule, stumbling slightly as he made his way down the alley. From the slump of his shoulders and the muttered curses Guthrie could hear, it had been a losing night at the tables. Good—a robbery would seem even more plausible.

      The actual deed took less than thirty seconds. A swift, silent approach from behind. The cosh brought down with precise force at the base of the skull—enough to stun but not kill. Hewitt dropped like a stone, unconscious before he hit the ground. Guthrie dragged him deeper into the shadows, then applied the techniques he had developed during his year of "special work."

      A particular pressure point at the junction of the neck and shoulder, held for exactly two minutes and seventeen seconds—a method he had perfected through careful experimentation and documented in his journal. It left no marks, caused no trauma that would be visible during a cursory autopsy, and mimicked the effects of a heart attack or stroke. Hewitt's known drinking habits and the stress of his union activities would provide plausible explanations for such a medical event.

      Once he was certain Hewitt was dead, Guthrie rifled through the man's pockets, taking his wallet, watch, and a small silver flask—items whose absence would support the robbery narrative. These he would dispose of in the river later that night. Then he arranged the body in a position consistent with someone who had collapsed suddenly, adjusting the limbs to account for the effects of rigor mortis that would set in over the next few hours.

      The entire process, from initial attack to final arrangements, took less than five minutes. Guthrie left the alley the way he had come, encountered no one, and was back in his apartment above Holloway's within the hour. There, he meticulously recorded the details in his journal—the effectiveness of the cosh, the precise time required for the pressure point technique to take effect, observations about Hewitt's physical responses during his final moments.

      The entry, like all those in the Crimson Ledger, was clinical and detached. There was no mention of the man's expression as death took him, no reflection on the family he left behind, no consideration of the moral dimensions of the act. Just technical details, useful for refining his methods for future assignments.

      The next morning, Guthrie went about his regular duties at the slaughterhouse as if nothing had changed. When news of Hewitt's death reached Holloway's—brought by a dock worker who delivered a shipment of ice—Guthrie expressed the same mild interest as his colleagues, then returned to his work without further comment.

      That evening, a messenger delivered an envelope containing the second half of his payment for the Hewitt job, along with a newspaper clipping about the "tragic death" of the union treasurer, apparently the victim of a heart attack after being robbed in an alley near the docks. The police were investigating but had no leads on the robbery. The medical examiner had determined the cause of death to be natural causes, likely brought on by the shock of the attack combined with Hewitt's known heart condition.
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