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CASE 5: The Surgeon’s Cut

Episode 18: Mirror, Mirror
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The clinic looked closed in a way that felt theatrical.

Padlock on the glass. Lights out. A tasteful sign that blamed a water main and promised a prompt return to excellence. Jack Colder rested a palm against the door and felt the thrum of air handlers working anyway. He glanced up. One camera in the soffit, dead on purpose. One farther down, alive. He turned his face to glass and let it see a man who belonged to no one.

Vivian Locke stood a step behind him, hood up, perfume low. Street glow smeared her reflection into something between old and new. She did not fidget. She watched the corridors she could not see.

“Round back,” Jack said.

They took the alley trucks liked. A service door sat two feet off the ground behind a short iron stair. The keypad wore a brass cover with a pinhole the fire marshal would never notice. Jack pulled a paperclip from his wallet, found the reset, timed the chirp, and turned the handle. Inside, the building exhaled clean air that had been taught to smell like citrus instead of chemicals.

The public walls upstairs were cream. The corridor down here was blue. Calm blue. Gallery blue. Vivian’s breath caught and steadied. They walked past Imaging, past Records, to the corridor that had been locked last time. Tonight the door stood open a finger. A bulb farther in flickered like a pulse under a blanket.

Photos lined the walls, a history of miracles mounted in white frames. Every frame held two faces, then one face again. Before. After. Men and women. Chin lines corrected. Brow softened. Skin made to behave. The good ones made you forget the first photo had ever been a person who laughed. The bad ones looked like the wearer had borrowed a stranger for a party and forgot to give it back.

Vivian stopped.

Her hand went to a frame without touching it. “That is mine,” she said. Not the woman, not the date, not the caption. The mouth. The plane of cheek before the first pass. The exact curve at the corner where she always bit her lip in thought. It had been stitched onto a different face, and it still read like her.
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