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Chapter 1: The First Color of Hunger
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☠ ☠ ☠

Fourteen days.

The number didn't exist as a concept in the mind, only as a series of sunrises that failed to bring heat and sunsets that brought a deeper, more aggressive shade of blue. The Idaho wilderness didn't care for calendars. It existed in the grinding of tectonic plates and the slow, agonizing growth of lichen on frozen stone.

Kael sat in the hollow of a lean-to made from a jagged sheet of aluminum—a shard of the dead titan’s rib—and a lattice of pine branches that let the snow sift through like powdered bone. The frost was turning the skin of his hands white, then a bruised, translucent purple. The knuckles were stones under parchment. His ribs were no longer internal structures; they were a cage pressing outward, visible through the thin fabric of a shirt that had long since lost its purpose.

Beside him, Marcus was a collection of tremors.

The silence of the woods was heavy, a physical weight that pressed against the eardrums. There were no birds. No squirrels. Even the wind seemed to have died of exhaustion. The only sound was the rhythmic, wet whistle of Marcus’s lungs. It was a ticking clock. Every breath was a second closer to the end of the mechanism.

Marcus’s head rolled to the side, his eyes unfocused, tracking ghosts in the treeline. His lips were cracked, bleeding lines of dark, sluggish crimson that froze almost instantly.

"He... he used the leather one," Marcus whispered. His voice was a dry rasp, the sound of sandpaper on dry wood. "The one with the brass buckle. The heavy one."

Kael did not look at Marcus’s face. He looked at the jugular. It pulsed with a desperate, frantic rhythm. A small, rhythmic twitch beneath the translucent, dirt-streaked skin of the neck. It was the only warm thing left in the world.

"I used to hide under the porch," Marcus continued, his eyes glazing over as he spoke to a version of the world that had vanished fourteen sunrises ago. "The dirt was cold. I could hear his boots on the floorboards above me. Thump. Thump. He knew I was there. He always knew."

Kael leaned closer. He didn't move to comfort. He didn't reach out to hold the dying man’s hand. He shifted his weight, his joints popping like dry twigs, positioning his torso over Marcus's shoulder.

"The fire is out, Marcus."

The words were flat. They carried no weight of grief. They were a statement of fact. The small pile of charred twigs between them had stopped smoking hours ago. There was no more wood within reach, and Kael’s legs no longer possessed the structural integrity to carry him into the deep snow to find more.

Marcus didn't seem to hear. He was back under the porch in a house miles away, or perhaps years away. "The buckle made a specific sound when it hit the floor. A sharp clink. That was when I knew. If I didn't come out, he’d come down. And it was always worse in the dirt."

Kael’s gaze remained fixed on that pulsing vein. It was a rhythmic promise. The hollow in Kael’s center was no longer a stomach; it was a caustic, screaming void that had begun to consume his own thoughts. The faces in the wallet in his back pocket were curling at the edges, the ink fading into the gray reality of the forest. They didn't matter. The only thing that mattered was the heat trapped beneath Marcus’s skin.

Marcus’s breathing slowed. The whistle became a rattle.

"I never told anyone," Marcus wheezed, a small bubble of red foam forming at the corner of his mouth. "Not even you. I thought... if I didn't say it, it wasn't real. But I can still taste the copper. Every time he swung, I tasted it."

Kael lowered his head. The scent of Marcus was not the scent of a friend. It was the scent of salt, of iron, and of a fading electrical charge. Kael’s jaw ached. The muscles there were the only ones that felt strong.

"Your neck is warm."

Marcus’s eyes flickered, momentarily finding Kael’s face. There was no recognition in them, only the vast, empty stare of a creature that had already surrendered its place in the food chain. He didn't ask for mercy. He didn't ask for help. He simply stopped talking because the air required to form words was more than his lungs could provide.

Kael did not hesitate. The decision was not a descent into madness; it was a cold, calculated climb toward the surface of a frozen lake. He opened his mouth.

The first contact was the salt of the skin. Then, the pressure.

Kael bit down.

The resistance of the skin lasted for a fraction of a second before it gave way. There was a sharp, wet pop—the sound of a seal breaking.[^1]

The surge of heat was violent. It flooded Kael’s mouth, a searing contrast to the sub-zero air that had been his only companion for two weeks. It wasn't just liquid; it was electricity. It was the concentrated essence of Marcus’s fourteen days of struggle, his childhood under the porch, his fear of the brass buckle—all of it distilled into a copper-thick torrent.

Kael’s throat worked convulsively. He swallowed.

The heat hit his stomach like a physical blow. It radiated outward, traveling through his veins like liquid fire, melting the ice that had settled in his marrow. His vision, which had been a blurred tunnel of gray and white, suddenly snapped into terrifying, sharp focus. He could see the individual flakes of snow caught in the pine needles. He could see the microscopic cracks in the aluminum sheet.

But then, the sound started.

It wasn't a sound from the forest. It was a sound inside his skull.

Clink.

The sound of a brass buckle hitting a hardwood floor.

Kael froze, his mouth still pressed to the cooling skin of Marcus’s neck. He wasn't just hearing it; he was standing on a cold floor. He could see the grain of the wood. He could see a pair of heavy, mud-caked boots. The air smelled of stale beer and old tobacco.

WHACK.

A sharp, searing pain erupted across Kael’s back. It wasn't his pain, but he lived it. He slumped forward, his hands clawing at the dirt—no, the snow. He was in the forest, but he was also under the porch. He was Kael, but he was tasting the copper in Marcus’s mouth from twenty years ago.

He tore another mouthful away. The gristle resisted, then surrendered.

The heat in his limbs was intoxicating. The frostbite on his fingers didn't vanish, but the agony of it was drowned out by the sheer, overwhelming volume of life pouring into him. He was no longer a starving man in a wreckage; he was a vessel being filled with the history of another.

Marcus’s body gave one final, violent lurch. A reflex. A protest from a machine that had been stripped of its operator. Then, it went still. The rhythmic whistle of the lungs stopped. The ticking clock reached zero.

Kael pulled back, his face a mask of crimson. The steam rose from the wound in Marcus's neck, a ghostly white mist that vanished into the trees. Kael looked at his hands. They were steady. The purple hue was receding, replaced by a flush of borrowed vitality.

He wasn't full. He would never be full. But he was awake.

He looked at the dead titan’s ribs, the twisted metal of the plane, and for the first time, he didn't see a tomb. He saw a cocoon.

"We... I need to stay awake."

The slip in his voice was a tremor he couldn't control. The word 'we' hung in the frozen air, heavier than the 'I' that followed it. The silence returned to the North Idaho woods, but it was no longer empty. It was crowded.

Marcus went silent, but for the first time inside Kael’s head, a door creaked open.

☠ ☠ ☠

☠ ☠ ☠

[^1]: [MILESTONE: FIRST CHOICE] — Kael Morrow prioritized survival instinct over humanity's last bond. The curse was sealed with the warmth of blood.
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Chapter 2: Voice of Bone
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☠ ☠ ☠

The aluminum floor of the plane wreckage was a sheet of frozen, unyielding grey. The rivets pressed into the skin of the cheek, cold enough to sear. Within the hollow shell of the fuselage, the silence didn't last. It couldn't. The meat had been consumed, the copper-scented heat was circulating, and now the architecture of the vessel had to change.

The transformation began with a sound that lacked a name.

It was the noise of a dry branch snapping under the weight of a glacier. A sharp, crystalline crack echoed through the lean-to, amplified by the metal walls. The left femur didn't just grow; it splintered and reformed, the marrow bubbling with a sudden, violent heat. The leg lengthened by two inches in a single, fluid motion of agony. The foot, still trapped in a boot that was suddenly too small, buckled against the aluminum.

Cartilage ground against cartilage. The sound was wet, rhythmic, and mechanical.

"The bones are too long for this skin."

The words left the mouth like an observation of a failing machine. There was no panic. Panic required a cohesive self, and Kael Morrow was currently a construction site. The ribcage began to expand, each bone unhooking from the sternum before clicking back into a broader, more terrifying arc. The lungs, once compressed by the cold and the hunger, now had room to swell.

The skin didn't stretch; it tore on a microscopic level and knit itself back together with a frantic, silver-white speed. It tightened across the shoulders, pulling taut until the pores wept a thin, clear fluid. The spine was a ladder of lightning, each vertebra shifting, rotating, and locking into a new alignment. Kael’s height was no longer his own. He was being stretched onto the rack of Marcus’s ghost.

☠ ☠ ☠

The nausea arrived not as a wave, but as a physical fist.

The stomach, a small, shriveled organ that had known only the emptiness of the Idaho winter, was suddenly burdened with the weight of Marcus. Not just the meat. Not just the blood. The undigested life of the man was a poison the body couldn't yet process.

Kael rolled onto his side, his new, larger hands clawing at the frozen dirt and metal. A violent spasm racked his core. The first heave brought up nothing but a string of red bile. The second was more substantial. He vomited the life he had stolen, a dark, steaming mess that hissed against the frost.

As the liquid hit the floor, the world shifted.

The sound of the wind outside the wreck vanished. It was replaced by the heavy, rhythmic thwack of leather hitting skin. The air in the aluminum shelter suddenly smelled of stale beer and old tobacco.

Stand still and take it like a man.

The voice was a jagged rasp, coming from a corner of the wreckage where no one stood. It was Marcus’s father. The memory wasn't a vision; it was a physical weight. Kael’s back erupted in a phantom heat, the skin there screaming as if a brass buckle were currently carving lines into the muscle.[^2]

The sound of the belt continued. Snap. Thwack. Snap. Every hit resonated in Kael’s teeth. He clutched his head, but his fingers found something different. His hair was coarser. His brow was heavier.

Another heave. More of Marcus’s life spilled out—fragments of a childhood spent hiding in closets, the taste of a copper penny held under the tongue to keep from crying, the sight of a shadow looming in a doorway. Kael watched his own vomit and saw Marcus’s secrets swimming in the red.

The phantom pain in his back was so intense that the muscles locked. He couldn't move. He was a child again, small and terrified, waiting for the next strike. The aluminum walls of the plane became the wood-paneled walls of a house in Coeur d'Alene.

He stayed there, shivering, until the echoes of the belt faded into the whistle of the mountain wind. The house was gone. The father was a ghost. Only the wreckage remained.

☠ ☠ ☠

Standing up was a lesson in foreign geometry.

Kael pushed himself off the floor. His center of gravity had shifted upward and forward. His arms felt heavy, the musculature of the forearms thickening until the sleeves of his jacket strained against the bulk. He reached up, his fingers trembling as they traced the new geography of his face.

The jawline was wider, slanted at a more aggressive angle. The skin was no longer smooth; a thick, dark stubble had pushed through the chin and cheeks, rough as sandpaper. He touched his nose. The bridge was broken—a permanent crook that hadn't been there an hour ago.

He was wearing Marcus’s face like a wet mask.

He looked at his hands. The fingernails were jagged, the knuckles scarred from years of manual labor and bar fights he had never fought. These were the hands that had held a steering wheel for twenty years. These were the hands that had reached out for help as the plane went down.

We... I need to find the road.

He stopped. The internal correction was a sharp needle in the brain. There was no 'we'. There was only the hunger and the host. But as he looked down at the empty shell of Marcus lying in the snow outside the lean-to, the distinction felt like a lie.

The eyes were the worst part. As Kael moved his head, the vision in his left eye lagged by a fraction of a second. The world smeared, two different perspectives trying to merge into a single image. The left eye was still Kael’s, pale and analytical. The right eye was Marcus’s, dark and clouded with a lifetime of quiet resentment.

He turned away from the body. He couldn't look at the original anymore. It was a reminder of the theft, a receipt for a debt he intended to never pay.

☠ ☠ ☠

The exit from the wreckage was a violent transition. The cold should have bitten into him, but the borrowed vitality acted as a furnace. The snow didn't feel like ice; it felt like a texture, a minor resistance against the new power in his legs.

Kael stepped out into the white expanse of North Idaho.

"The snow is turning grey."

It wasn't the light. The sun was hidden behind a shroud of leaden clouds, but the grey was in the perception. The world was losing its vibrance, replaced by a high-contrast map of heat and shadow. He could see the warmth radiating from a squirrel huddled in a pine tree fifty yards away. He could see the faint, dissipating heat signature of the wreck behind him.

He looked down at his feet.

The footprints in the fresh powder were massive. They were the size of Marcus’s boots, deep and authoritative. Kael stepped into one of his own previous tracks—the tracks he had made as a starving, dying man. The new footprint swallowed the old one completely.

He began to walk. Every step triggered a flare of pain in his back, a reminder of the leather belt and the brass buckle. The trauma was a hitch in his stride, a ghost-limb that refused to be ignored. He wasn't just carrying Marcus’s weight; he was carrying his history.

He moved toward the ridge, his movements becoming more fluid as the bones finished their settling. The grinding sounds had stopped, replaced by the steady, heavy thud of a man who weighed two hundred and twenty pounds.

He reached the top of the rise and looked down. In the distance, a thin, black ribbon cut through the white. The road. It was miles away, a scar on the face of the wilderness.

He needed to reach it. He needed to find a town. He needed to find more of what Marcus had been. The hunger was already beginning to stir again, a low, thrumming vibration in the base of the skull. It wasn't a desire for food. It was a desire for more selves.

He opened his mouth to call out, to see if the mountain would answer. He wanted to hear the strength in his new chest. He wanted to prove that Kael Morrow was still the one holding the leash.

I tried my own voice, but Marcus’s childhood sob broke from my throat.

☠ ☠ ☠

☠ ☠ ☠

[^2]: [TRAUMA TRANSFER: INITIALIZING] — Kael Morrow is now a vessel for Marcus (K1). Level 1 Trauma: Physical Abuse / Paternal Aggression. Sensory overlap: 84%.
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Chapter 3: Portland's Gray
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☠ ☠ ☠

The transition from the jagged, white silence of the Idaho panhandle to the suffocating grey of Portland was a fever dream of asphalt and static. The journey remained a fractured sequence of sensory inputs—the vibration of a floorboard in a freight car, the smell of grease on a roadside diner’s vent, and the rhythmic thud of boots that no longer fit the feet inside them. There was no memory of buying a ticket or hitching a ride. There was only the blur of movement and the constant, thrumming pressure at the base of the skull.

Kael Morrow stood under the rusted overhang of a bus stop on West Burnside.

The rain here was different from the mountain snow. It wasn't clean. It tasted of exhaust, old pennies, and the damp rot of a city that never fully dried. It clung to his skin like a second, heavier layer of oil. He adjusted his stance, shifting his weight to match the slumped, defeated posture of the man standing three feet to his left. He watched the man’s shoulders—how they rolled forward to protect the chest from the wind. Kael’s own shoulders moved in a slow, grinding imitation.

Posture: Mimicry complete. Blend probability: 84%.

His boots were ruined. The leather had cracked and peeled away in the salt of the mountain, and now the grey slush of the Portland gutter seeped through the soles. His toes were numb, but it wasn't the numbness of cold. It was the absence of a signal.

A bus hissed past, throwing a curtain of oily water onto the sidewalk. The man next to him cursed, a wet, rattling sound in his throat. Kael didn't flinch. He watched the way the water beaded on the man’s synthetic jacket.

"The rain is heavy today," Kael said.

His voice sounded like two stones rubbing together in deep water. It wasn't his voice. It was deeper, thicker, carrying the resonance of a chest cavity that had been shattered and rebuilt with reinforced bone.

The man didn't look up. He just spat into the gutter. "It’s Portland. It’s always heavy."

Kael turned his gaze back to the street. The hunger wasn't a growl in the stomach anymore. It had evolved. It was a high-frequency vibration behind his eyes, a needle-fine prickling that turned the world into a map of heat signatures and pulsing veins. He could see the carotid artery in the man’s neck, a steady, rhythmic throb beneath the grime.[^3]

The static in his head grew louder. It wasn't just noise; it was a crowd. Marcus was there, a low-level hum of anxiety, the sound of a leather belt snapping against a radiator. But there were other frequencies now—static from the city, the collective trauma of a thousand strangers passing by in steel boxes.

He needed to ground himself. He needed to feed.

☠ ☠ ☠

The target was a man who lived in the spaces between the light. He was a shadow draped in a moth-eaten wool coat, shuffling near the mouth of a dead-end alley behind a boarded-up theater. He smelled of cheap fortified wine and the sharp, acidic tang of untreated infection.

Kael followed.

There was no cinematic tension in his gait. He didn't creep. He walked with the heavy, deliberate pace of a man who belonged in the dark. His wet boots made a rhythmic squelch-slap on the pavement. The sound didn't alert the man; in this part of the city, the sound of approaching footsteps was a constant, ignored background noise.

The man turned into the alley, seeking a corner away from the wind. Kael stepped into the shadow after him. The light from the streetlamps died ten feet in.

"Hey," the man croaked, sensing a presence. He fumbled in his pocket, likely for a knife he didn't have the strength to use. "Move on. Nothing here for you."

Kael kept walking. The vibration in his skull was now a roar. His jaw felt loose, the hinges of his skull beginning to slide out of their sockets with a series of wet, muffled pops.

"You are shaking," Kael said.

It was an observation of fact. The man’s hands were vibrating so violently that he dropped a small plastic lighter. It clattered on the wet concrete.

"Get back," the man whispered.

Kael reached out. His fingers felt longer, the skin stretching tight over knuckles that were turning a bruised, translucent purple. He didn't feel the cold of the alley. He didn't feel the dampness of his clothes. He only saw the map of the man’s life—the weak points in the neck, the fluttering rhythm of a heart that was tired of beating.

He lunged.

The movement was too fast for a human. It was a blurred arc of grey and shadow. Kael’s jaw unhinged, the skin around his mouth tearing slightly and then instantly knitting back together as his teeth elongated.

The sound of the kill was a dull, wet crunch followed by the frantic scraping of boots against brick.

As Kael’s teeth sank into the man’s throat, the world dissolved.

☠ ☠ ☠

The alley vanished.[^4]

The smell of Portland rain was replaced by the scent of burnt toast and floor wax.

Kael was small. His hands were tiny, pressed against the cold linoleum of a kitchen floor. It was night. A single lightbulb flickered overhead, casting long, sickly shadows across the yellowed wallpaper.

A suitcase stood by the door. It was brown, with a broken latch held together by a piece of twine.

A woman stood over it. She wasn't looking at him. She was looking at the clock on the wall. Her coat was buttoned wrong, one side hanging lower than the other. She looked tired—not the tiredness of a long day, but the tiredness of a finished life.

"Stay there, Eli," she said. Her voice was thin, like paper tearing. "Stay right there on the rug. Don't move until the big hand is on the twelve."

"Where are you going?" Kael’s mouth—Eli’s mouth—asked.

She didn't answer. She picked up the suitcase. The twine groaned. She opened the door, and a blast of winter air rushed in, smelling of pine and impending snow. She stepped out.

The door slammed.

Kael—Eli—waited. He watched the big hand of the clock. It moved with an agonizing, mechanical click.

Click. Click. Click.

The realization began to set in. It wasn't a thought; it was a cold weight settling in the pit of his stomach. She wasn't coming back. The house was empty. The world was empty. The silence of the kitchen was a predator, swallowing him whole.

They aren't coming back.

Suddenly, another sound cut through the memory.

The sound of a brass buckle hitting a radiator.

"He’s not coming back either, Eli," Marcus’s voice whispered in the dark of the kitchen.

The two memories collided. The cold kitchen of the 1970s bled into the Idaho wilderness. The woman’s face blurred into the image of Marcus’s father. The abandonment and the violence shook hands inside Kael’s skull, forming a new, jagged architecture of pain.

Kael screamed, but the sound that came out was a mixture of a child’s sob and a dying man’s rattle.

☠ ☠ ☠

The alley returned.

Kael was standing over the remains. The man—Elias—was gone. Not just dead, but consumed. What was left was a hollowed-out husk, a shell of clothes and brittle bone that seemed to be dissolving into the grey Portland muck.

Kael’s body began to react to the influx of life.

His ribs, cracked from the plane crash and poorly set, began to shift. A series of wet, grinding sounds echoed off the brick walls as the bone dissolved and reformed, knitting together into a seamless, unbreakable cage. The ruined skin on his feet peeled away in thick, grey flakes, revealing new, pink flesh that hardened into callouses within seconds.

He stood up straight. His spine elongated, each vertebra clicking into place like the tumblers of a lock.

He looked at his hands. They were steady. The purple bruising was gone. He looked like a man in his prime—strong, capable, and utterly hollow.

He reached down and adjusted his jacket, smoothing out the wrinkles. He looked "normal." If a passerby saw him now, they would see a handsome man in a dark coat, perhaps a little damp from the rain, but otherwise unremarkable.

Except for the eyes.

The eyes were too wide, the pupils dilated until there was no color left, just two black pits reflecting the dim light of the alley.

He stepped over the pile of clothes and walked toward the mouth of the alley.

The hunger was gone, replaced by a heavy, leaden satiety. But the silence was gone too.

Marcus was there, crying about the belt. Elias was there, staring at a clock that would never reach the twelve. Their voices didn't fight; they harmonized, a low-frequency drone of misery that vibrated in Kael’s marrow.

He stepped out onto Burnside. The rain was still falling. The city was still grey. He blended into the crowd of commuters and night-shift workers, his posture perfect, his gait smooth.

"We are still here, Marcus," Kael whispered to the empty air in front of him.

A woman walking past him glanced his way, her brow furrowing in confusion. She saw a man talking to himself, but when she looked into his eyes, she quickened her pace, her umbrella shielding her from the sight of him.

Kael didn't mind. He wasn't alone.

There were two of us inside now, and Marcus was still the one shouting the most.

☠ ☠ ☠

☠ ☠ ☠

[^3]: [BORROWED VITALITY: DEPLETING] — Estimated time to cognitive erosion: 4 hours. [^4]: [TRAUMA TRANSFER ACTIVATED] — Subject: Elias Thorne. Age: 58. Primary Trauma: Abandonment.
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Chapter 4: Mirrorless House
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☠ ☠ ☠

The rain in Portland did not fall; it drifted, a grey shroud that clung to the brickwork of the Burnside buildings like a damp lung. Inside the apartment on the fifth floor, the air was still. It tasted of stale floor wax and the metallic tang of a radiator that hadn't been bled in years. There was no furniture yet, only a single suitcase in the corner and the heavy, oppressive silence of a space that had forgotten the sound of a heartbeat.

Kael stood in the center of the living room. His coat was damp, the wool heavy against his shoulders. The pulse in his throat hit the starched collar of his shirt with the rhythmic persistence of a trapped moth. His hands, pale and long-fingered, remained steady at his sides. The vitality he had taken from the snow-covered wreckage in Idaho still hummed beneath his skin, making his movements too precise, his posture too straight. He was a machine calibrated to mimic a man.

He walked toward the bathroom. Every step was a calculated distribution of weight. The floorboards didn't groan; he wouldn't allow them to.

The bathroom was a narrow, tiled box that smelled of bleach and old copper.

A rectangular mirror hung above the sink, held in place by four chrome brackets. Kael didn't look at the center of the glass. He kept his gaze fixed on the upper left screw. To look into the silvered surface was to risk seeing the dilation of his pupils—the black pits that swallowed the light and refused to give it back. It was to risk seeing the way his skin didn't quite settle over the bone, like a garment that had been tailored for someone else.

He reached into his pocket and withdrew a small, flat-head screwdriver. The metal was cold. It stole the heat from his thumb instantly.

Turn. Screech. Turn.

The first screw yielded. The sound of metal grinding against metal echoed in the small room, vibrating through Kael’s jawbone. He didn't blink. He didn't pause.

We are making progress, a voice whispered in the back of his skull. It was thin, like wind through a cracked window. It was Marcus.

I am making progress, Kael corrected internally.

The second screw came free. The mirror tilted slightly. Kael caught the edge of the glass with his left hand. The weight was surprising—a cold, flat burden that threatened to slice through his palm. He could see the dust patterns on the wall behind the glass, a grey ghost of the mirror's shape. It was a dead space, a rectangle of drywall that had been denied light for a decade.

He unscrewed the final bracket and the mirror was untethered.

He carried it out of the bathroom, holding it away from his body like a sheet of biohazardous waste. He moved through the hallway to the small coat closet near the entrance. He didn't look at his reflection as he passed the window. The city lights outside were blurred by the rain, creating a smeared kaleidoscope of amber and red.

Inside the closet, he leaned the mirror against the back wall, face-in. The silvered side was pressed against the dark wood. He took the hallway mirror next—a long, decorative piece with a faux-gold frame. It was heavier. The wire on the back strained against his grip.

He used the leather one, Kael. The one with the brass buckle. It always whistled before it bit.

Kael’s hand jerked. The screwdriver slipped, gouging a thin line into the drywall. A sharp, stinging heat blossomed across his own shoulder blades, though there was no one behind him. The trauma transfer was a physical residue, a ghost-pain that Marcus had carried in his marrow and now Kael carried in his.

"Be quiet, Marcus," Kael said. His voice was a flat, dry rasp. It sounded foreign in the empty apartment.

He finished removing the hallway mirror. He placed it in the closet, stacking it against the first one. The glass clinked—a fragile, dangerous sound. He closed the closet door and turned the deadbolt. The click of the lock was final. The mirrors were gone. The reflections were trapped in the dark where they couldn't betray the lie of his face.

☠ ☠ ☠

Kael returned to the hallway. He stood exactly where the long mirror had been. The wall was a dull, flat grey, illuminated only by the weak light spilling from the bathroom.

He waited.

The silence in the room began to thrum. It was the sound of his own heightened senses, the frequency of a predator waiting for a movement that wouldn't come.[^5]

A small twitch started in his right index finger. It was rhythmic, a tiny hammer striking an invisible anvil. He watched it with clinical detachment. The vitality he had borrowed was beginning to settle, the initial surge of power giving way to the grinding gears of the 21-day cycle.

He looked at the grey wall.

His eyes searched for a face.

It was a reflex, an ancestral itch. A man stands before a wall and expects to see himself. Kael’s mind projected the image—the sharp jawline, the dark hair, the eyes that should have been brown but were now bottomless. But the wall remained blank. There was only the shadow of his head, a dark, featureless blur cast by the bathroom light.

He leaned forward. His breath didn't fog the wall. The drywall was porous, cold, and indifferent.

Where are we? Marcus whispered. I can't see us. Did he take us away? The man with the belt?

"The wall is grey," Kael said. He needed the sound of the words to anchor him. He needed to prove that his lungs still worked, that his vocal cords could still vibrate.

He reached out. His fingertips touched the paint. It was gritty, the texture of dried salt. He wanted to see the curve of his lip. He wanted to see if the bruise on his neck had truly vanished or if it was just hiding beneath the stolen skin.

He began to scratch.

At first, it was a gentle movement, his nails tracing the outline of where his jaw should have been in the reflection. Then, the tremor in his hand flared. The 4% intensity surged. His fingers stiffened into claws.

The sound of nails on drywall was a high-pitched scream in the silence.

He dug into the paint. White dust spiraled down, coating his knuckles like flour. He wasn't looking for the wall; he was looking for the man beneath it. He was trying to excavate a reflection from the solid matter of the building.

Scratch. Scratch. Scratch.

He could feel the grit under his fingernails, the pressure building in his cuticles until the skin began to tear. He didn't stop. He couldn't. The phantom reflex was a command. If the mirror wouldn't show him, he would carve his own image into the world.

"We... I am settling in," he muttered. The "We" slipped out like a drop of oil in water. He bit his tongue, the metallic taste of his own blood filling his mouth. It was warm. It was the only thing in the room that felt real.

The tremor worsened. His entire arm was shaking now, a violent, mechanical vibration that rattled his shoulder. Marcus was screaming now, a silent, internal howl of a child locked in a cellar. The pain on Kael's back intensified, the ghost-belt lashing his skin until he could almost smell the old leather and the brass polish.

He dragged his nails down the wall, leaving four deep, jagged parallel grooves in the grey paint.

He stopped. His chest heaved, the air whistling in his throat. He looked at his hand. The tips of his fingers were raw, the skin shredded, but there was no blood. The Borrowed Vitality was already sealing the micro-tears, the cells knitting together with an efficiency that made his stomach turn.

He looked at the grooves in the wall. They were ugly. They were a confession of the beast lurking behind the starched shirt.

He stepped back, his heels clicking on the hardwood. The apartment felt smaller now. The walls were closing in, the grey paint becoming a skin that was too tight for the rooms.

He walked to the window. He looked out at the Portland rain. Below, on the street, people were moving under umbrellas. They were rushing home to mirrors, to dinner, to lives that didn't require them to lock their own faces in a closet. They were "normal."

Kael leaned his forehead against the cold glass of the window. The vibration of the city—the distant hum of tires on wet asphalt, the groan of the wind—flowed into his skull.

We are hungry, Kael, Marcus whispered, his voice now heavy with a different kind of weight. The belt is gone, but the hole is still there.

"I am not," Kael lied to the empty room.

He looked at his hands. They were steady again. The tremor had retreated, leaving behind a dull ache in his joints. He was alone in the dark, in an apartment without a single reflection, surrounded by the echoes of a dead man’s childhood.

He had twenty days left before the hunger became a scream. Twenty days to pretend that the grey wall was enough. Twenty days to convince the world that the man in the dark coat was the same man who had walked into the alley.

He turned away from the window and walked back to the suitcase in the corner. Every movement was smooth. Every step was perfect.

If I forgot who I was, I couldn't fool anyone.

☠ ☠ ☠

☠ ☠ ☠

[^5]: [CONDITION: DAY 1 OF 21] — Symptom: Concentration threshold decreasing. Auditory artifacts (Residual Echoes) increasing in volume. Tremor onset: 4% intensity.
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Chapter 5: White Apron, Black Night

[image: ]




☠ ☠ ☠

The rhythmic hiss of the ventilator was the only thing keeping Room 412 from becoming a tomb. It was a mechanical, soulless sound—push, wheeze, click—repeated every four seconds.

I stood at the foot of the bed, my shadow stretched long by the harsh fluorescent light of the hallway. The patient, a man named Arthur whose chart was thicker than a dictionary, was currently transitioning from a person into a statistic. His skin had the translucency of wet parchment, and his breathing had shifted into the jagged, uneven rhythm of Cheyne-Stokes.

I didn't reach for his hand. I didn't whisper that everything would be fine. Comfort was a currency I had stopped spending years ago. Instead, I lifted my left wrist and looked at my watch.

03:39.

The oxygen saturation monitor flickered. 82%. 79%. 74%. The numbers were red, bleeding into the sterile darkness of the room. Arthur’s chest gave a hitch, a desperate, reflexive grab for air that his lungs no longer knew how to process. His eyes were half-open, rolled back so only the yellowish whites showed.

I noted the tremor in his throat. It wasn't a struggle; it was a malfunction.

☠ ☠ ☠

The fluorescent lights in the hallway flickered with a high-pitched hum that most people ignored. I didn't. I heard the electricity struggling within the tubes, a dying gasp of light before the next surge.

"Voss," a voice barked.

I didn't turn. I knew the cadence of Dr. Aris. He was a man who wore his authority like a poorly tailored suit—too tight in the shoulders, too loud in the fabric. He stepped into Room 412, smelling of expensive coffee and the metallic tang of the surgical wing.

"He's still hanging on?" Aris asked, not looking at Arthur, but at the monitor.

"His heart is stubborn," I said. "The rest of him gave up an hour ago."

Aris sighed, tapping his tablet. "We need the bed. Triage is backing up. There’s a pile-up on the I-5 and a dozen 'unexplained' neuro cases coming in from the east side. If he doesn't pop in the next ten minutes, increase the morphine. Let’s move this along."

I looked at the doctor. I saw the way his tie was slightly crooked, the way he didn't look at Arthur’s face because Arthur was no longer a patient to him—he was a logistics problem.

"The dosage is at the limit," I said.

"Then find a way," Aris snapped, finally looking at me. His eyes were bloodshot. "You're a nurse, Voss. Do your job. I don't need a vigil. I need a bed."

He turned and vanished back into the sterile hum of the corridor. He didn't see the way Arthur’s hand twitched. He didn't see the way the monitor suddenly dipped into a flat, continuous tone.

I didn't call it.

I looked at my watch again. 03:41.

I stood there for exactly thirty seconds. I watched the color drain from Arthur’s earlobes. I watched the stillness settle into his marrow. The transition was fascinating in its coldness. One moment, there was a biological machine attempting to repair itself; the next, there was only meat.

I felt a dull thud in my chest—not grief, but a heavy, leaden exhaustion. The shift was twelve hours long, and I had already seen three people become meat tonight.
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