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Dedication
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For the monsters who never got a sequel-may this lag remind them they're not forgotten.
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Epigraphs
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“Beware, for I am fearless, and therefore powerful.”
-  Frankenstein (1818)
“Listen to them, the children of the night: what music they make.”
-  Dracula (1897)
“I beheld, unclouded by doubt, a magnificent vision of all that invisibility might mean to a man.”
-  The Invisible Man (1897)
“To everything there is a season.”
3:1
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Dramatis Personae
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Frankenstein’s creature: eight feet tall, stitched and careful, a body that learned patience the hard way.
Count Dracula: old hunger in a modern coat, a connoisseur of air and timing.
Griffin, the Invisible Man: a brilliant absence, fingers quick on wires, jealous of bodies that still cast shadows.
Dr. Rowan Vance: once a physicist, now the man who taught a delay to live.
The Wraith: not a ghost, a 24-second gap made arrogant.
Abby: twelve, curious, unafraid of blue light that thinks it knows her name.
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A Note on Time
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In these pages a 24-second lag sometimes takes the Bay of life. When it speaks, seconds may be counted on the page exactly three times, no more. The count is not a trick, it is the Universe telling the truth.
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Places
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Bay 24: a decommissioned tunnel under Geneva where the console first learned to hum.
The Hospital on the Hill: rooms that keep breath and refuse drama.
The School: a building that prefers its own minute.
The Bank and the Station: glass, pride, schedules that like to be admired.
The River: a shoulder against stone.
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Chronology
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Morning after the storm: the hospital breathes.
Late morning: the school learns to ignore perfection.
Afternoon: money and movement try to make lateness fashionable.
Night: the bay narrows its wound.
Years later: a white room opens, and a girl named Abby says hello.
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1  -  The Blood Is the Life
Three old monsters hear a new hum, and a city tests their names.
2  -  The Birth Mark
Vance admits what he built, and the delay learns it likes being seen.
3  -  The Voice in the Dark
The hum practices sentences, and doors forget who they are for.
4  -  The Dead Travel Fast
A storm rehearses its entrance, and the rails learn to listen.
5  -  The Modern Prometheus
Vance pays for his fire while the console asks for more.
6  -  The Thousand-and-One Desires
The lag samples appetites, then chooses rhythm over blood.
7  -  The Storm Is Coming
Lightning arrives out of order, and timing tries on a crown.
8  -  The Agony of the Living
Hospitals keep their minutes, and a school refuses a perfect bell.
9  -  The Unseen Killer
Money and trains flirt with lateness, and nobody gets a headline.
10  -  The Unseen Hammer Stitch
The bay learns a smaller room, and a girl finds a new door.
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For the nurses who hold breath without asking for applause, the operators who choose the local clock, and the readers who do not mind when a chapter waits one beat before it lands.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Author’s Note
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The originals belong to the public domain: Shelley’s Frankenstein, Stoker’s Dracula, and Wells’s The Invisible Man. Their sentences still breathe. This book bows to them and then walks forward.
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Chapter One: The Blood Is the Life
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The first sound was not the city and not the sea of traffic on the ring road, not the wind in the alleys or the shoe of a late drinker on wet cobble. It was a hum, plain as a held note, low as a cellar thought, steady as a clock that has chosen a new hour and will not be reasoned with. It came from beneath Geneva like breath held too long. If you stood in the right place and let the air scrape your teeth, you could count a rhythm inside it. Twenty-four. The number did not speak its name. It lived in the intervals.

Bay-24 had been forgotten by almost everyone who deserved to forget it. The tunnel wore the 1960s the way abandoned rooms do, concrete leaching a cold that could not decide if it was damp or memory, a black stripe fading along the curve where warning paint had once insisted that men keep to the right. Sodium bulbs spaced every twenty feet burned with a weak patience. Their buzz sat perfectly on the hum, not quite the same frequency, just close enough to teach attention fatigue. The grate underfoot had a sheen that came only from years of being walked and never loved. If you looked through it and held your breath, your reflection arrived twenty-four seconds behind the face you knew, which is to say it was useless and upsetting at the same time.

He came first because the old stories had given him the habit of arriving where the worst thing awaited a witness. The creature that the world calls Frankenstein stepped from a service stair into the tunnel’s breath, and the stair surrendered a bolt to his weight that should have been surrendered years ago. He paused, not because the noise troubled him but because the air tasted like a battery on the tongue. Eight feet of stitched argument resolved itself on the last step. The light found yellow skin that had never decided to be tan or sallow, just alive and unwilling. Stitches lay neat where careful hands had insisted on borders between borrowed parts. The neck carried iron, not for show, because the work of being held to yourself has hardware in it.

He listened. He did not know the word for this particular frequency, only that it had the ethics of a freezer door left open in a house where the room is no one’s responsibility. He hated it and he trusted it. He set his palm to the hatch in the floor where the hum became a physical fact, and the hatch warmed him in return as if the metal liked the idea of being touched by someone who could pull it free out of courtesy rather than spectacle. He lifted. Rust argued for a second, then admitted its retirement. The panel swung and gave the tunnel the smell of ozone and meat. He dropped into Bay-24 without permission. He had never needed permission and he never learned the taste of it.

Air moved near his shoulder and he turned too late to see it become a man, which suited the man. The black he wore drank the sodium light and let a little back where it pleased him. The white of his shirt was too clean for a basement. His face had studied mirrors and taught them jealousy. He moved the way a line of expensive handwriting moves when the ink is still wet. The hum made a low tremor through the floor and he turned toward it with the asocial attentiveness of a predator that has learned to act as if it is polite.

The world had called him many names and had meant one thing by them: trouble for families. He had chosen for himself the name that contained both a title and a territory, the count whose patience makes other people poor. He stood at the lip of a secondary corridor and watched the tall one consider metal and decision, and he thought of blood because he always did. He did not need to taste to know it had changed here. Blood has songs. This place let its songs fall into the floor and then taught the floor a new melody. He smiled and his teeth did what teeth have done to history.

It was an old habit with him to become less than smoke when rooms offered insult. He tried it now because habit is an easy religion and a difficult cure. His outline loosened. Cloth misted. The hum paused, only a fraction, and returned its debt by showing him the edges he had taken from himself. For a moment he was not smoke, not man, only the bad etiquette of a once-living idea. He reassembled with the smallest offense in his eyes, the same look he had given church doors that would not open when he insisted. He made a mental note to hate this place more efficiently.

A voice inside the wall said a word and at first they took it for a pipe. Then it paused and finished itself twenty-four heartbeats later. The word was not a word so much as a shape made by a mouth that believed it had done this before. The sound passed the ear and felt for bone. The creature frowned because the sound had the quality of an order spoken by someone who had not earned rank. The count laughed once, without teeth, and the laugh had old dust in it.

A pair of footsteps joined them that were not accompanied by a body. The tunnel did not have the range to show you this properly, so it showed you an absence of reflection where a reflection should have been, showed you a quiet that was too informed to be silence. The third had wrapped himself for years against visibility, had wound bandage upon bandage across a face that would not stay present for cameras, and then had learned to walk inside the space he did not occupy. He came through the concrete at the creature’s left shoulder and did not apologize.

Only the hum acknowledged him. It stuttered. His invisibility hiccuped and gave him back the outline of a man for the length of a blink. He swore in a voice that had learned to speak in rooms where no one would see him brewing contempt. It was the voice of a scientist disappointed with a colleague and a thief insulted by a better thief.

They stood together in the mouth of Bay-24, the man made of many men, the man who makes himself smoke, the man who had unthreaded his own outline in order to be free of it. None of them liked the other two. The creatures in old tales do not share dens and call it a house. The earth under them was ordinary, the walls a clean, ugly concrete that does not want your sentiment, the lighting a sick hospital patience. The hum thickened by a degree, like anesthesia deciding to introduce itself to a vein.

They did not ask one another for names. The world has named them beyond repair. The tall one did not lift his hand any higher than he had, the small courtesy you give a wild animal and a man with a temper. The count did not try to own the room by simply standing in it, because the room had decided to owe no one anything. The invisible man tilted his head as if a sound had walked in behind them and he would like to invoice the sound for its impertinence.

The grated floor carried a trick that none of them enjoyed. Their shadows, when they dared to glance down, lagged by a thought, then a thought longer, then by the fullness of twenty-four beats. The creature lifted his hand and watched the gesture repeat itself in the metal below only when his arm was tired of the original work. He hated that. He had been punished by men and weather and a father who feared him, but he had never been punished by time and he resented its amateurism.

The count breathed through his mouth and let the air choose him. He tasted iron, not the red heat of a body doing its daily business, rather the thin cold iron of circuits that have learned to pretend they are nervous systems. He tasted dust that had not settled. He listened to the bulbs. Twenty feet, twenty feet, the sound found him again. The hum tucked itself under that rhythm like a serpent under a rug. He moved toward it because hatred and appetite are easily confused in a man who has lived too long.

The invisible man put his palm against the wall at shoulder height, found a seam that did not belong to construction plans, and let the hand slip through. The concrete admitted him as if it had been waiting to be the wrong thing for the correct man. Inside the wall a second tunnel ran alongside the first, white where the other was gray, lit by a light that made twenty-four feel like a number that had been written in the air for a child to memorize without understanding why it would matter. He stepped into the offset corridor and did not tell the other two he had done it.

The humming grew. It was not louder, it was closer, as if the floor had decided to be the lid of a box and the box, being what boxes are, preferred to contain something rather than be accused of vacancy. The creature moved. He took three steps that showed courtesy to the grate and then none, and the grate paid him the compliment of holding. At the center of Bay-24 a rectangle of matte black sat with the arrogance of an altar designed by a miser. There were no buttons, no screens, only a slit of blue that was neither flame nor bulb, a narrow mouth that had learned the trick of looking harmless. The slit breathed out cool air that smelled like ozone and copper coins buried in ice.

The count studied it without moving forward. He saw not the color but the invitation inside the color. There are shades of blue that are not for sailors or skies. There are shades of blue that have been inside machines so long they hate the sun. This blue held that hatred with an easy hand. He wanted to burn it. The thought made his teeth sit wrong.

The creature reached the box with the forward rightness of a factory worker who has reached the belt and will not be stopped by a clerk with a clipboard. He set his broad fingers on the housing. The metal surrendered a temperature that did not live in rooms where people eat. The hum stepped inside his bones and borrowed the hallway between rib and heart. He had carried too many foreign rhythms in his chest to grant this one tenure.

Inside the offset corridor the invisible man discovered that the white walls were only a better lie. A grid of vents exhaled the same blue hum in short breaths, and if you listened with the wrong ear you could hear those breaths count in a miserable Morse. Two, two, two, long, two. He set his cheek to the grill until the cold burned. Beyond the vent a chamber repeated itself like a bad photograph. Black consoles waited in a circle, each with a slit, each with its own polite killing light. The map drew itself. Twenty-four meters from center to wall, twenty-four consoles around the circumference, twenty-four vents. He did not need to be good at arithmetic to hate the pattern. He smiled without pleasure, then let the smile fall away because the muscle wasted heat.

A voice arrived. This time they recognized it as a voice because it wore a man’s vowels. It came through the slit and the vents and the floor. It moved a mouth somewhere near at hand, stopped, reconsidered its allegiance to sequence, and only then let the words be heard. I am. That was all. The count clucked his tongue, a tiny sound that had guided women to ruin and enemies to prayer. The creature’s jaw tightened, not because of blasphemy but because of theft. The voice had stolen a sentence and failed to return it in the same condition.

Somewhere inside the white annex a figure in a coat leaned his weight into a console with the desperate posture of a man who has turned himself into a verb and cannot easily return to being a noun. The invisible man saw him for a moment through the grid, then the figure shivered out of sequence. Hand, then sleeve, then shoulder, then head, each element arriving after the eye had done its duty. The scientist’s face had the hungry look of those who are too clever to die when they should. He mouthed a second word, the shape familiar, the timing obscene. The invisible man could not help it. He laughed once, a dry little mercy that made no one happy. Not God, he said, barely more than a breath. Lag.

The hum pressed against the back of the count’s tongue the way a low note in a church presses anyone who has the misfortune to be alive. He licked a tooth and tasted distance. The blue slit winked at him without light. He could see a thin thread of condensation drifting under the grate, no thicker than a hair, curving as if the air had learned to flow in a new geometry. He glanced at the tall one and found in the set of his shoulders the beginning of a fight he had not chosen and would go on choosing until morning. Good. Hate is still better than erasure.

The creature flexed his hands to feel the stubborn parts of himself answer, then set his knuckles against the black and listened for the small change of note that tells a man the difference between a door and a wall. The console kept its secret. He did not look down to see his shadow consult the floor and return an answer to the version of him that had already stopped moving. He drew breath through his teeth and the air lodged there tasted like a storm that will not bother with lightning.

They did not speak the truth out loud, not yet. The truth was that the hum had called them and they had obeyed. The truth was that they had each thought to be the cleverest animal in the room and the room had decided to be the clever animal instead. The invisible man dragged a palm along the vent and memorized the shape of the screws. The count let his eyes count the consoles in the annex and think about blood obeying mathematics. The creature narrowed everything in him that was human size into the length between fist and face.

The hum did not change. It simply continued being the most patient thing in the world. Far above, on a street that did not know their names, rain trembled in the air and chose not to fall. In the grate below their boots, three reflections tried to be faithful and could not keep up. The sodium bulbs breathed. The blue slit watched the room with the indifference of a cold star.

The creature tested the housing the way a carpenter tests a stubborn beam, not with rage, with knowledge. Skin against metal, a small give, a smaller refusal, a sound that was not the honest ring of a plate and not the trick-knock of a hollow box. He could feel a current that had nothing to do with electricity and everything to do with a rule installed beneath it. In the white annex the invisible man traced a quick rectangle in the dust along one vent with the edge of his hand, a habit from laboratories and robberies, then slipped two fingers through the grid and let the cold bite him to be sure he was here at all.

The count drifted along the curve of the tunnel as if the floor had been designed for his stride, not because he wished to be graceful, because grace is simply what happens when appetite and patience agree. He found a patch of air near the blue slit where the hum set the hairs along his wrist upright. He held his arm there and watched them choose a new north. The smell of old coins sweetened into something like copper syrup. He did not lick it. He closed his mouth on the thought and preserved dignity.

A line of light arrived in the annex, slim as a violin string struck in the wrong room. The invisible man followed it with his eyes across the circle of consoles and discovered that each slit answered the others in sequence, one, then the next, like a single note running around the rim of a glass. Twenty-four lights made a loop, then rested as if pleased with themselves. He counted the delay between positions and felt his stomach do the small wrong dance it does when a train is moving and the platform pretends to move with it.

He spoke toward the wall, the way men speak toward witnesses they do not intend to credit. Quiet, cold, already irritated, he said that somebody had mapped this place to the number that belongs to a missing hour, and that either a fool had built a shrine to arithmetic or a cleverer fool had decided that time would like to be a circle after all. The creature heard the voice through concrete and replied without looking up, a flat suggestion to stop admiring the room and find where it had hidden its spine. The count let the smallest sound escape his teeth, an
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