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Chapter 1: The Sump of Identity
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The rain in the Drowned District didn’t fall so much as it hung in the air, a warm and infected exhalation. I waded through waist-high briny floodwaters, my heavy boots kicking up the slick garbage of a sinking Singapore. The neon reflection from a defunct bio-pharmacy bled a sickly red across the black water. The air tasted of ozone, rotting kelp, and the cheap synthetic jasmine the city pumped out of the ventilation towers. It was supposed to mask the scent of urban decay. It only made the rot smell sweet.

Ahead, a rusted police skiff idled against the corroded girders of Hab-Block 4. A single forensics drone buzzed in the humid dark. Its blue spotlight cut a sharp cone through the smog, illuminating the rusted fire escape. 

Officer Vong stood on the iron grating, looking down at the black water. He held a wet handkerchief over his mouth. He didn't like the smell of the submerged slums. I didn't mind it. When you are an illegal print—a clone cooked in a bathtub incubator off the grid—you get used to the scent of biological runoff. It smells like birth.

"Thorne," Vong grunted, stepping aside. "It’s a bad one."

"They’re never good, Vong." I climbed the stairs. Brine sluiced off my heavy synthetic trench coat. 

"No blood," Vong said. "No struggle. Just lying there. But my sequencer is throwing ghost codes. I think the humidity cooked the motherboard."

I stepped into the apartment. The space was stripped bare. The walls sweated thick trails of condensation. The body lay in the center of the cracked linoleum. A male, mid-forties. Naked. 

The skin was the first thing that hit me. It wasn't the dull gray of normal death. It was slick, pale, and incredibly tight. Modified dermis. High-end synthetic weave. The kind of skin engineered to repel water and deflect ultraviolet rays. A poor man in the Drowned District didn't wear a coat like that. 

I knelt beside him. The drone hovered closer, casting harsh, flat shadows across the corpse’s hollowed cheeks. I pulled my portable gene-sequencer from my coat pocket. The heavy brass cylinder hummed a low, comforting note against my palm.

"Did you run a mucosal swab?" I asked.

"Standard protocol," Vong said from the doorway. He refused to cross the threshold. "Machine spit out a name. It’s an impossible read."

"I make my living on the impossible." I jammed my swab needle into the corpse’s pale neck, drawing a microscopic plug of tissue. I slotted the sample into my sequencer. The glass screen flickered green.

*MATCH: CHEN, LI-WEI. FORMER MINISTER OF INFRASTRUCTURE.*

I stared at the glowing letters. "Chen Li-Wei died of pulmonary rot five years ago. I watched his state funeral on the vids. They incinerated him."

"Told you." Vong coughed into his rag. "Machine is busted. Floodwater got into your relays."

"My machine is fine." 

I leaned closer to the dead man. The air around the body felt heavy. It carried a strange, latent static. I grabbed the corpse’s left wrist. The flesh possessed the cold, unyielding texture of wet silicone. I angled my optical scanner over the fingertips to pull a physical print to verify the genetic read. 

The green laser swept over the thumb. I watched the digital feed. A standard delta whorl appeared. Then, the lines blurred.

I blinked. I looked down at the physical thumb. The flesh was moving.

It wasn't a trick of the drone’s light. The ridges of the fingerprint were actively dissolving. The skin melted like hot wax left too close to an open flame. The whorls smoothed out into a featureless, blank pad. A second later, new ridges pushed up from the dermal layer. They formed tight loops and sharp arches that had not existed a moment before.

"Vong," I said quietly. "Are you seeing this?"

"Seeing what? I ain't looking at that thing."

I scanned the thumb again. The screen flashed red. *NO MATCH.* The Chen Li-Wei identity was gone. Deleted. The body had just scrubbed its own forensic history. 

A biological countdown. I had heard the rumors whispered in the black clinics. The Hourglass Genome. A cycle-deleting genetic structure designed to prevent post-mortem identification. 

My own regulated system hitched. My pulse hammered a frantic rhythm against my ribs. As an illegal clone, my DNA was strictly locked and static. I relied on heavy suppressants just to keep my cells from tearing themselves apart. This corpse was a fluid, shifting nightmare. It defied every law of genetic stability.

I gripped the corpse's jaw and pulled. Rigor mortis was entirely absent. The joints moved with a horrifying, oiled smoothness. I shined my penlight past the pale teeth.

There. Tucked deep in the sublingual pocket under the tongue.

It lacked organic symmetry. It was a translucent sheath, glistening wetly under the harsh LED beam. It wasn't dormant. The object vibrated at a low, steady frequency. It emitted a mechanical hum I could feel aching in my molars.

I drew a pair of tungsten tweezers from my kit. I reached into the cold mouth and clamped down on the sheath. The moment I pulled it free, the corpse twitched. Just a micro-spasm in the cheek, but enough to make Vong swear loudly and unholster his sidearm. 

The sheath was tough and slick with unnatural, viscous saliva. It wasn't a biological growth. It was a synthetic payload housing. And it was empty. Whatever it had contained had already flooded the host's system. 

I needed to know what this body remembered. I needed the cellular echo before the Hourglass Genome wiped the slate completely blank. 

I unlatched the heavy silver case strapped to my thigh. Inside rested my rig: a mechanized autoinjector filled with immunosuppressants and neural-binders. Phenotypic Empathy. It is an illegal, highly agonizing investigative process. You take a sample of the victim's shifting DNA, you mix it with the static suppressants, and you shoot it straight into your own vein. You force their cellular memory to piggyback on your nervous system. You feel what they felt in their final moments.

"Thorne, don't do it," Vong warned. "That freak is melting. You put that in your blood, you'll destabilize."

I looked at my sequencer. The DNA profile was rapidly degrading, restructuring into something entirely alien. Chen Li-Wei was dead again. The new identity was compiling. I had maybe three minutes before the raw memory data unspooled into garbage code.

"I have to catch the ghost before it changes its sheet," I muttered.

I prepped the extraction syringe and drove it deep into the corpse’s reforming thumb. The fluid I drew wasn't red. It was a murky, viscous violet. It smelled sharply of burnt ozone.

I slotted the vial into my autoinjector. The device whirred. It mechanically mixed the dead man's shifting code with my own stabilizing agents. The compound glowed a sickly, phosphorescent blue. 

I pressed the cold metal barrel against my carotid artery. Vong groaned in disgust and stepped out into the rain.

I pulled the trigger.

The punch of the needle was brutal. The payload burned like liquid nitrogen down my neck. My vision fractured. The neon red of the defunct bio-pharmacy outside snapped into a blinding, clinical white.

The damp rot of the Drowned District vanished. The sound of the briny floodwaters faded into a dead, sterile silence.

I was no longer kneeling on cracked linoleum. I was standing in a gleaming laboratory. My hands—no, *his* hands—were pressed against a cold glass window. I looked down. My fingerprints were melting. I felt the agonizing, cellular tear as my identity was rewritten. I felt the vibrating sheath beneath my tongue crack open, releasing a cold, invasive sub-routine into my bloodstream.

And I felt the absolute, terrifying certainty that I was not a human being. I never was. I was a vessel. A living, breathing biological hard drive. Packed inside my shifting cells was a genetic payload large enough to overwrite the population of the entire city. 

Someone had just hit the format button. And the download had already begun.
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Chapter 2: The Second Skin

[image: ]


I ripped the empathy shunt from my forearm. The silver needle clattered against the surgical tray, leaving a fat bead of blackish blood on my skin. I collapsed against the steel edge of the autopsy table, lungs burning. My own regulated clone-biology went to war, violently flushing the victim's cellular memories out through my sweat glands. I vomited into the scrub sink. It tasted of ozone and copper. 

The echo of the biological hard drive faded from my mind, but the dread stayed anchored in my gut. The dead meat on the slab was not a murder victim. It was a Trojan horse. 

Outside, the briny floodwaters of a drowning Singapore pressed heavy against the morgue’s reinforced glass. Spiderweb fractures caught the murky green light of the submerged district. Inside, the exhaust vents rattled, pumping cheap synthetic jasmine into the room to mask the scent of the rising tide. It didn't work. The room just smelled like rotting flowers and salt.

Sixty minutes crawled by. The hum of the gene-sequencer was the only sound left in the room. I sat in the corner, nursing a bruised vein, watching the Hourglass Genome do its work.

The corpse was deleting itself.

It wasn't magic. It was rapid, horrifying cellular turnover. The body radiated a feverish heat, steaming against the chilled steel of the slab. I watched the victim’s jawline soften. Cartilage snapped and reshaped underneath a slick sheen of melting fat. The skin tone shifted, bleeding out its pale alabaster
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