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Chapter 1: The Ghost in the Gearbox
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The rain over the Lower Wards tasted like dissolved pennies and raw soot. It lashed the cobblestones, washing the day’s industrial grime into the bloated gutters, but it couldn't wash away the stench of roasted meat. Steam hissed in thick, angry plumes from the high-pressure grates lining Ironmonger Lane. I stood under the sputtering glare of a carbon-arc streetlamp, pulling my collar tight against the damp, and stared at a man who legally did not exist.

He was wedged shoulder-deep into a primary exhaust vent. The brass piping had cooked his tweed jacket into the grate. Blood pooled black around his neck, sizzling as it dripped onto the superheated iron below. 

Constable Briggs huddled under a heavy canvas cape, clutching a portable difference-ticker to his chest like a newborn child. The brass box chattered, spitting out a narrow strip of perforated paper. Briggs tore the strip free and handed it to me. His hands shook. 

"The local relay is clear, Thorne," Briggs said. His voice was a rasp of cheap tobacco and fear. "I ran his thumb-plate through the scanner twice. The Great Engine matched the ridges."

I held the punch-card up to the arc-lamp. I didn't need a decryption wheel to read the holes. Years in the Civic Registry burned the standard sequences into my retinas. I traced the perforations. Name: Elias Vance. Occupation: Sub-Accountant, Fourth Tier. Status: Deceased. 

Date of Termination: October 14th, 1872.

I looked down at the corpse. The blood was still wet. Rigor mortis hadn't even begun to stiffen his fingers. He was thirty-five, maybe forty. It was currently November of 1893. 

"You can't hang a man for murdering a ghost, Silas," Briggs muttered, echoing the law of the city. 

In Neo-Victorian London, flesh and blood were secondary. Existence was entirely defined by your punch-card sequence locked inside the Great Babbage Engine. If the Engine said you were alive, you could buy bread, own property, walk the streets. If the Engine said you died twenty-one years ago, you were scrap. A biological anomaly. Whoever slashed Elias Vance’s throat knew the law perfectly. They hadn't just killed him. They had deleted him first. A null-murder. Legally impossible to prosecute because, at the time the blade cut his flesh, the victim was already dust in the archives.

I turned away from the body and walked toward the local data-relay. It stood at the corner of the alley, a ten-foot obelisk of riveted copper, glass vacuum tubes, and spinning differential gears. It fed local census data directly into the central Engine miles away. 

I stripped the heavy leather glove off my right hand. The skin of my palm was a roadmap of slick, white burn scars. Briggs took a step back, making the sign of the cross. 

"Don't do that, Thorne. It ain't natural."

I ignored him and pressed my bare hand flat against the primary differential casing. 

The brass was scorching, hot enough to blister meat. I ground my teeth and let the pain anchor me. This was Haptic Resonance. Every action the Great Engine takes leaves a physical footprint. Normal data flow—births, marriages, tax levies—hums with a smooth, rhythmic thermal pulse. The gears turn in harmony, lubricated by flawless logic. 

But erasure is violent. Overwriting a central file forces the local relays to violently reverse their differential locks to scrub the local cache. That micro-stutter strips the oil. It leaves friction. Friction leaves heat. 

I closed my eyes, reading the thermal trauma radiating through the metal. I felt the baseline temperature of the street, then the steady warmth of the daily traffic logic. Beneath that lay a jagged, bleeding spike in the temperature gradient. It felt like a serrated knife dragging across my palm. 

Three hours. Three hours ago, this relay choked on a massive command override. A null-signal. 

I pulled my hand away, flexing my stiff fingers. The skin was bright red. 

"He was erased at six o'clock this evening," I said, pulling my glove back on. "Whoever did it stripped Vance from the Registry, forged a retroactive death certificate dated 1872, and then came here to kill the physical shell."

"That's impossible," Briggs said. "The core registry is housed in the Brass Vaults beneath Parliament. Triple-locked. Guarded by steam-golems. You'd need administrative clearance from the Lord Calculator himself to alter a life-sequence."

"Impossible is just a lock waiting for the right key," I said. 

I stepped back to the vent. Vance’s head was tilted back. The laceration across his throat was deep, but it was too clean. No hesitation marks. A single, surgical draw. I crouched beside him, ignoring the heat baking my shins. His jaw was locked tight, muscles clamped in a final spasm of agony. 

I wedged a brass pocket-lever between his molars and forced them apart. The bone gave way with a dull crack. The smell of copper and stale gin drifted up. I reached two fingers deep into his pharynx. Something hard and sharp lodged against the cartilage of his windpipe. 

I pinched it, twisting it free from the swelling tissue, and pulled it into the light. 

It was a silver punch-card stylus. The kind registry clerks used to manually perforate data cards. But this one was solid silver, heavy and cold. Engraved into the thick end of the handle was a crude seal: a crescent moon bisected by a jagged gear. 

The Void-Walkers. 

I wiped the blood off the silver with my thumb. The Void-Walkers were a gang of Luddite anarchists who lived in the sunken tunnels beneath the Thames. They smashed looms and bombed relay towers. They were blunt instruments. They didn't possess the surgical precision required to bypass the triple-locked Brass Vaults and manipulate a secure data stream. Slipping a digital ghost into the machine took a scalpel. The Void-Walkers only owned hammers.

Someone was trying to weave a false narrative. They had erased Vance’s life, forged his history, and left a loud, shiny prop in his throat to point the police toward the tunnels. 

I slipped the stylus into my coat pocket. The rain fell harder, drumming a frantic rhythm against the metal relay. The machine hummed in the dark, calculating the sum total of human existence, blind to the dead man bleeding on its doorstep. The Great Engine never made mistakes. That was the gospel of the city. But staring at the empty shell of Elias Vance, I knew the truth. 

The machine was lying. And I was going to find out why.
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Chapter 2: The Friction of Absence
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Morning arrived like a wet rag slapped across the city’s face. The storm had eventually washed Elias Vance’s blood into the storm drains, but it couldn't wash away the void he left behind. The Great Babbage Engine had decreed him a ghost. I needed a ghost's footprint. 

I took a steam-tram down to the soot-choked arteries of Cinder-Row. The air here tasted of crushed sulfur and cheap gin. Vance had a life before he was reduced to a negative space on a punch-card. The address was scraped into the brass lid of a matchbox I’d pulled from his coat before the Watch arrived. 

Tenement 44 sat leaning against a crumbling viaduct. The hallway smelled of boiled cabbage and damp brick. I bypassed the main door and found the landlord in a ground-floor parlor, a shriveled man named Finch who looked like he’d been pressed between the pages of a heavy book. 

Finch coughed into a stained handkerchief. He didn't care about the Civic Registry. He cared about the sixpence Vance owed him. 

"Quiet sort," Finch rasped, eyeing the half-crown I placed on his desk. "Paid his rent on the first. Worked down at the sorting yards. Left early, came back late. Had a bad left leg. Limped on the stairs."

"The Ministry says he doesn't exist," I said.

Finch let out a dry, barking laugh. "Ministry don't sleep in his bed. Go up to room three. See for yourself."

I climbed the narrow stairs. The room was no larger than a storage closet. A single cot, a washbasin, a cracked mirror. It was stripped bare, but human lives are messy. They snag on the environment. I found a loose floorboard. Beneath it lay a tin tin-type photograph of a woman with sad eyes, and a carved wooden spinning top. I walked to the doorframe. Barely visible under a layer of fresh grime were tiny notches carved into the wood. Height markers. A child had grown up here.

The physical world held onto Elias Vance. The wood remembered him. The Great Engine was lying. 

I left Cinder-Row and crossed the river. The Ministry of Computation loomed over the waterfront, a sprawling cathedral of iron, glass, and polished brass. Inside, the noise was a constant, deafening crunch of numbers. The air was thick with the scent of ozone and hot machine oil. Miles of pneumatic tubes coiled along the vaulted ceiling, sucking the data of millions into the Brass Vaults below.

Chief Archivist Percival Sterling was a man constructed entirely of right angles. His uniform was starched into stiff plates. His desk was a barren expanse of mahogany, save for a single brass query-terminal connected directly to the central axle of the Great Engine.

"You are wasting Ministry time, Mr. Thorne," Sterling said. He didn't look up from his ledger. "I have run the sequence three times. There is no Elias Vance."

"I was standing over his corpse four hours ago, Sterling. He bled red. He had a landlord
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