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CHAPTER 1: THE FIRST INCISION
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For Dr. Jaine Kael, that sharp, chemical sting at the back of her throat was the only anchor to reality in the Blackwood municipal morgue in a town that seemed entirely determined to lose its mind to ghost stories.

Outside, the coastal fog pressed flat against the high, frosted-glass windows, blotting out the jagged cliffs of the Blackwood peninsula and reducing the midday sun to a dim, sickly gray smudge. It was an unseasonably freezing autumn, the kind of cold that seemed to bypass the skin entirely and settle directly into the marrow of one’s bones.

Jaine adjusted the collar of her sharply tailored wool vest, ensuring not a single stray thread was out of place, before snapping a pair of rubber latex gloves over her hands. The sharp thwack of the rubber echoed off the white subway tiles of the subterranean room. She was a woman built on straight lines, mathematical certainties, and the unyielding laws of biology. Her platinum-streaked hair was pinned back with severe, military precision. To Jaine, the human body was the ultimate machine—a complex clockwork of tissue, bone, and electricity. When it stopped working, there was always a mechanical reason. Always.

"Are you going to stare at him all day, or are you actually going to do what the taxpayers are paying you for, Doctor?"

The voice scraped across the silence of the room like a rusted blade. Jaine didn't need to look up to know who it belonged to. Deputy Blane was leaning heavily against the brick archway near the exit, his arms crossed over a mud-splattered leather-uniform jacket. He was a broad-shouldered man with a face carved from the same hard, unforgiving granite as the local cliffs, and eyes that had spent the last three weeks tracking Jaine with an emotion dangerously close to pure hatred.

"A proper forensic examination requires observation before action, Deputy Blane," Jaine replied, her voice cool, measured, and entirely devoid of the local, rhythmic coastal accent. "If the concept of patience eludes the sheriff’s department, you are more than welcome to wait in the hall. Preferably with the door closed."

Theron let out a harsh, mocking sneer, stepping forward until the heavy soles of his riding boots clicked sharply against the tile. "This town doesn't have time for your big-city patience, Jaine." We have a dead man who was supposed to be harvesting wheat in the northern flats, and instead, he’s lying on your steel table. People are talking. They're remembering."

"Remembering what, precisely? How to spread unscientific hysteria?” Jaine stepped up to the stainless-steel examination table, her gaze dropping to the cadaver.

The victim was Thomas Fenn, a forty-two-year-old local laborer. He had been found three hours prior by a farming crew, slumped perfectly upright against a haystack in the middle of the Blackwood valley—a geographic depression situated nearly four miles inland from the sea, shielded by a dense wall of pine forest.

"Look at him," Theron muttered, his tone dropping into a lower, darker register that held a strange, reluctant reverence. "He looks like he just took a nap. No blood. No bruises. No signs of a struggle. Just... stopped."

Jaine picked up a metallic sliding caliper, measuring the strange rigidity of the victim's jaw. Theron was right about one thing: the presentation was anomalous. Fenn’s skin was completely dry, caked in a fine layer of golden wheat dust and agricultural dirt. There were no signs of lividity matching a standard outdoor death, and yet, his extremities were remarkably pale, almost translucent, as if the blood had been violently drawn away from his skin.

But it was his face that truly caught Jaine's analytical eye. Fenn’s lips were pulled back in a slight, frozen grimace—not of agony, but of profound shock. His mouth was slightly open, and tucked into the corners of his lips were tiny, glittering white structures.

Jaine leaned down, her nose inches from the corpse's mouth. She used a pair of fine tweezers to scrape a sample of the white residue into a glass petri dish.

"What is that? Poison?" Theron asked, leaning over her shoulder. His proximity brought the smell of cheap tobacco, wet horsehair, and a bitter, aggressive energy. He had been fiercely loyal to Jaine’s late husband, Dr. Malakor Kael, treating him like a brother and a savior. When Malakor drowned in a sudden, violent squall a year ago, Theron had broken down publicly. When Jaine arrived at the university hospital to claim the morgue and the estate, Theron had treated her arrival as a desecration.

"It isn't poison," Jaine said, holding the petri dish up to the dim light. She rubbed a micro-particle of the substance between her gloved fingertips, watching it break apart. "It’s sodium chloride. Pure sea salt. Crushing crystals of it, forming inside the oral cavity."

Theron stiffened, his jaw tightening so hard a muscle jumped in his cheek. "The salt mist. I told you."

"Do not start with the folklore, Theron," Jaine snapped, her irritation finally breaking through her icy facade. She placed the dish down with a sharp clack. "A man dying with salt in his mouth in a coastal territory is a matter of environmental exposure or dietary anomaly. It is not proof of a localized ghost story."

"Environmental exposure?" Theron barked out a bitter laugh, stepping around the table to face her directly. "The man was four miles inland, Jaine! There hasn't been a drop of rain in the valley for ten days. The air out there is so dry that the crops are brittle. How does a man get sea salt in his throat in the middle of a dry dirt field?

"That is exactly what the dissection will determine," Jaine said, her voice dropping into a dangerous, quiet authority. She reached into the stainless-steel instrument tray and gripped the handle of a brand-new, high-carbon steel scalpel. The blade caught the pale reflection of the frosted window. "Science does not care about your fears, Deputy. It cares about data. Now, stand back."

Theron didn't move for a long, agonizing second, his dark eyes boring into hers, filled with a simmering resentment. "You think you're so much smarter than everyone else here just because you have a degree from the mainland. Malakor was brilliant—twice the doctor you'll ever be—and he respected the history of this town. He knew there were things in the Blackwood fog that couldn't be put under a microscope."

The mention of her late husband caused a cold, familiar spike of anger to twist in Jaine's chest. Her marriage to Malakor had been an elaborate, hollow theater. To the world, he was the charismatic, brilliant country doctor who left a prestigious research post to serve an isolated community. To Jaine, he was a man built on locked drawers, secret correspondence, and a calculated emotional detachment that left her living like a ghost in her own home. When he died, he left her nothing but questions, a crumbling estate, and a town full of fanatics who worshiped his memory.

"Malakor," Jaine said, her voice slicing through the air like the blade in her hand, "is currently occupying a plot in the cemetery, unable to defend his theories. I, however, am standing here. If you mention his name in my morgue again, I will have the Chancellor remove you for impeding a forensic investigation.

Theron’s chest heaved, but he slowly stepped back against the wall, his hands resting heavily on his utility belt. "Go on then, Doctor. Let’s see what your logic finds."

Jaine took a slow, stabilizing breath, centering her mind. She positioned the tip of the scalpel at the base of Thomas Fenn’s throat, just above the sternum. She intended to make a standard, deep Y-shaped incision to expose the thoracic cavity.

"Commencing internal examination of victim Thomas Fenn," Jaine spoke toward the mechanical wax-cylinder recorder hovering on a brass arm above the table. "External presentation shows localized salt crystallization at the oral margin, severe peripheral pallor, and uncharacteristic rigor of the respiratory muscles."

She pressed the blade down.

The steel sliced effortlessly through the epidermis and the underlying adipose tissue. Jaine expected the usual muted, sluggish flow of postmortem blood from the superficial vessels.

She did not get it.

The moment the blade punctured the deeper pleural membrane beneath the sternum, a sound echoed through the morgue—a wet, violent, rushing hiss, like a wave breaking against a hollow cave wall.

"What the hell—" Theron shouted, his hand instinctively flying to the holster of his sidearm.

Before Jaine could even register the sound, a massive, pressurized torrent of dark, briny seawater erupted upward from the incision. It didn't ooze; it spilled, a heavy, crashing wave of ocean water that flooded over the sides of the stainless-steel table. The dark, cold liquid splashed violently across Jaine’s canvas apron, soaking through the fabric and spraying across her face.

The smell hit her instantly—not the faint, clean scent of the bay, but the thick, suffocating, ancient stench of deep-ocean trenches, rotting kelp, and pressurized brine.

Jaine stumbled back, her boots slipping on the instantly flooded tile floor. The scalpel nearly flew from her hand as she gripped the edge of an instrument cart to steady herself.

The seawater continued to pour from Thomas Fenn’s chest, a steady, impossible river of ocean fluid draining out of a man who had died in a dry wheat field. It filled the drainage tracks of the table, bubbling into the floor drains, filling the room with the rhythmic, terrifying sound of a flowing stream.

Jaine stood frozen, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. Her face was dripping with salt water. She wiped her eyes with the back of her gloved hand, staring at the corpse in absolute, unadulterated shock.

The thoracic cavity of Thomas Fenn was completely waterlogged. His lungs were not deflated or congested with blood; they were fully expanded, floating like pale, drowned lilies in a self-contained ocean inside his own skeletal frame.

"Explain that to me, science," Theron whispered, his voice shaking, all of his mocking bravado vanishing, replaced by a raw, primal terror. He was staring at the water pooling around his boots, his face completely devoid of color. "Tell me how a man gets an entire ocean inside his chest while walking through a field of dry dirt."

Jaine couldn't answer. For the first time in her life, her analytical mind spun into absolute, terrifying chaos. The math didn't work. The biology was impossible. A human thoracic cavity could hold, at most, a few liters of fluid before total respiratory failure occurred. But the volume of water currently pooling on her floor was immense—far more than the physical dimensions of Thomas Fenn’s body could ever structurally contain.

It was as if his chest wasn't a cavity at all, but a doorway to the sea.

Jaine slowly stepped forward, her boots sloshing through the brine. She ignored Theron's terrified staring. Her shock was rapidly mutating into something else—a deep, obsessive, and dangerous intrigue. She reached out, her trembling gloved fingers plunging into the cold seawater inside the victim’s chest, searching for the anatomical truth of the horror.



The cold water rose over Jaine's ankles, soaking into the leather of her boots. Her laboratory, usually a sanctuary of pristine porcelain and sterile instruments, had become a stagnant tidepool. The water gushing from the single Y-incision showed no signs of stopping; it spilled in rhythmic, heavy pulses that matched no biological pulse, but rather the low, booming cadence of the tide hitting the cliffs outside the town walls.

"Step back, Theron," Jaine commanded, though her own voice sounded hollow, stripped of its usual diagnostic authority. She rolled her sleeves up past her elbows, ignoring the freezing spray that misted across her sharp tailored vest. "Get me the five-liter glass carboys from the chemical cabinet. Now!"

Theron didn't move. He stood pinned to the brick archway, his hand still white-knuckled around the grip of his sidearm. His gaze was fixed on the floorboards where the water was bubbling down into the iron drainage grates, producing a wet, echoing roar that vibrated through the subterranean foundations of the building. "It’s the sea-lung," he whispered, his eyes wild under his dark brow. "Malakor told me about it before he took the ferry out that final night. He said the ocean has a way of balancing its books. If you take too much from it, it trades your breath for brine."

"Malakor was an academic romantic who spent too much time reading old maritime logs, Theron!" Jaine snapped, her irritation flaring to mask the sudden, cold knot of fear tightening in her gut. She reached out with both hands, plunging her fingers deep into the incision. The fluid inside the chest was ice-cold—far below the standard temperature of a body that had been dead for less than four hours. "This fluid displacement is mechanical. It has to be. Look at the tissue margin."

She leaned closer, her green eyes scanning the edges of the severed sternum under the harsh illumination of the copper lamps. The intercostal muscles weren't merely torn; they were smooth, clean, and bleached a dull, ghostly white, as if the blood had been completely siphoned out of them by a high-pressure vacuum before the water was introduced. There was no internal bleeding, no standard cellular breakdown. The cellular walls of the lungs were completely intact, holding the vast volume of seawater under a pressure that defied every known law of pulmonary capacity.

"The volume is wrong," Jaine murmured, her scientific skepticism fracturing against the data before her. She picked up a graduated glass pipette, her hand trembling slightly as she drew a sample of the internal fluid. "The human thoracic frame can physically accommodate approximately four to five liters of volume before the ribcage structurally ruptures under pressure. But we have already drained at least fifteen liters onto this floor, and the internal level hasn't dropped by a millimeter."

"Because it’s not coming from him, Jaine," Theron growled, finally stepping forward, his heavy riding boots sloshing through the pooling brine until he stood directly across the table from her. The bitter, long-simmering hatred in his eyes had mutated into something desperate, a jagged edge of absolute conviction. "The boy in the tower... he’s drawing it right now." I can feel the chill in the masonry. Every time a soul goes under down here, Crane pays the price in ice up there. Malakor understood the bridge between them. He spent months trying to map the connection.

"If my late husband had spent more time mapping actual biological vectors instead of chasing the psychological delusions of a reclusive lighthouse keeper, he might still be alive to explain why his research journals are filled with nothing but incomplete formulas and anonymous correspondence," Jaine stated, her voice slicing through the hum of the exhaust vents like her scalpel. She capped the glass vial containing the sample, her jaw set in a hard, uncompromising line. "I do not build diagnoses on empathetic resonance, Deputy Blane. I build them on chemistry."

She walked over to her secondary workbench, where a brass microscope and a series of reagent bottles stood lined up with geometric precision. The contrast between her clean, structured station and the flooded floor beneath her feet was stark—the classic opposition of her structured mainland mind against the chaotic, fluid reality of Blackwood.

As she adjusted the mirror of the microscope to analyze the salt crystals, the heavy double doors of the intake corridor whined open. A cold, damp draft swept through the basement, carrying the distinct, heavy scent of expensive French lavender perfume mixed with something else—something faint, sweet, and metallic that made Jaine’s clinical instincts instantly lock into place.

Chancellor Orfeus Sterling stepped into the morgue.

He was a man built for public reverence—tall, impeccably groomed, with silver-threaded hair that caught the pale light from the frosted windows and a warm, supportive smile that had kept the town’s factions from tearing each other apart for over a decade. He wore an elegant, heavy wool cloak of midnight blue, pinned at the right shoulder with a polished silver anchor signet. He walked with a slow, measured dignity, leaning heavily on a cane with a silver handle shaped like a stylized wave.

But as he stepped into the light of the copper lamps, Jaine noticed the anomalies that no one else in Blackwood seemed willing to see. The Chancellor’s face was covered in a thick layer of theatrical stage makeup, applied with an almost desperate liberality to mask the skin around his temples, which had turned an unnatural, translucent white. And beneath his high, stiff silk collar, which came up to his very jawline, she could see the edges of a gray, sloughing patch of tissue that smelled faintly of localized ischemia.

"Dr. Kael," Orfeus said, his deep, resonant voice filling the damp room with a profound sense of administrative calm. He paused at the edge of the water line, his sharp, calculating eyes scanning the flooded floor, the waterlogged table, and the glass jars Jaine had begun to fill. "It appears the sea has brought its arguments directly to your table. Deputy Blane, report."

"It’s the same as the fisherman from the southern cove, Chancellor," Theron said, his posture straightening instantly into a defensive, rigid respect. He pointed a trembling hand toward the corpse. "Thomas Fenn. Found in the middle of the wheat flats, dry as a bone on the outside, but full of the bay on the inside. Dr. Kael thinks she can solve it with a chemical kit."

"Science is our greatest tool for understanding the transitions of the flesh, Deputy," Orfeus replied, his smile remaining warm, though his eyes remained entirely cold, tracking Jaine’s every movement as she capped her reagent bottles. He turned his gaze to her, his voice dropping into a softer, paternal register. "Jaine, my dear, your husband's passing was a catastrophic blow to the scientific community of this province." I supported his work, as you know. I funded his laboratory here because I believed—and I still believe—that Blackwood requires a modern mind to heal from its historical shadows. But what does your intellect tell you about this volume?

Jaine stood tall, her hands flat against her zinc workbench, her green eyes locking onto the Chancellor's with an unyielding intensity. She didn't let her gaze drop to his decaying collar, but she registered the data nonetheless. The man was rotting from the inside out. His physical machine was failing, yet his mind remained sharp, authoritative, and deeply invested in the outcome of this dissection.

"The data indicate a localized atmospheric anomaly or a highly sophisticated mechanical delivery system, Chancellor," Jaine stated, her voice cool and entirely devoid of the local reverence. "The internal pressure required to condense this volume of moisture out of the air and into the pleural space without structurally fracturing the skeletal frame implies a method that violates our standard understanding of pulmonary resistance. I am running a chemical analysis of the sodium chloride structures to identify any synthetic or inorganic catalysts.

Orpheus let out a soft, low chuckle, a sound that held a note of genuine, melancholic sorrow. He adjusted his grip on his silver cane, his gloved right hand trembling slightly from what Jaine recognized as advanced neurological degeneration. "Always looking for the levers and the gears, Doctor. Malakor was the same when he first arrived from the university. He believed that every shadow in the fog could be dismantled by a sharp knife and a proper logbook. But some structures are built on a rule of equilibrium that cannot be balanced by a mainland spreadsheet.

"Equilibrium is a physical law, Chancellor, not a mystical contract," Jaine countered, her sharp voice slicing through the wet hum of the room. "If there is a displacement of matter, there is a corresponding cost. The water in Thomas Fenn’s lungs came from somewhere in this bay, and the mechanism that moved it left a signature. I intend to find it."

"And you shall have the full support of my office to do so," Orfeus said, his expression turning grave as he stepped back toward the dark corridor. He paused under the brick archway, his silver anchor signet catching a reflection of the copper lamps. "But be careful where you cut, Jaine." In Blackwood, if you dissect the dark too deeply, you may find that the dark has already completed its incision on you. Go to the lighthouse if you must. See the boy. But remember that Malakor’s logic failed him when the tide turned.

As the Chancellor slipped back into the foggy twilight of the upper stairs, Theron Blane let out a heavy, ragged breath, his shoulders dropping. He looked at Jaine, his eyes filled with bitter, unresolved jealousy that seemed to burn hotter in the quiet aftermath of the Chancellor’s visit.

"You think you can just march through this town and put everyone in a category, don't you?" Theron whispered, his voice shaking with a raw, emotional intensity that made Jaine pause. He stepped closer to her, his shadow falling across her microscope. "You never looked at Malakor the way you look at these files. You didn't love him. You just wanted to analyze him. And now you're going to do the same to Zeph Crane."

"My relationship with my late husband is not a matter of public record or police business, Deputy Blane," Jaine said, her voice dropping into an icy, dangerous register that made the room feel even colder than the brine around their feet. She picked up her leather-bound ledger, closing it with a definitive, loud snap. "I do not look for love in a morgue. I look for the truth. If Zephyrin Crane’s art contains the data of my dissections before I even perform them, then he is either my prime suspect or my most critical piece of evidence. I am going to that lighthouse. And you are going to clean this floor before I have you logged for contaminating a forensic scene."

Theron stared at her for a long, agonizing second, his jaw working as he fought back a torrent of furious words. Finally, he turned on his heel, his heavy riding boots sloshing violently through the water as he bolted up the stairs, leaving her alone in the flooded, silent dark of the subterranean room.

Jaine didn't move for a long time. She stood by her workbench, the water still lapping against her boots, her face pale under the green light of the copper lamps. She looked down at the glass petri dish where the salt crystals from Thomas Fenn’s mouth were resting under the microscope. She leaned down, adjusting the lens once more, her breath catching as she saw the microscopic structures shifting, branching outward into the distinct, perfect shape of dead leaves—a black, beautiful geometry that had nothing to do with science, and everything to do with the artist waiting for her on the northern cliffs
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CHAPTER 2: THE KEEPER OF SHADOWS
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The Blackwood lighthouse did not feel like a structure built by human hands; it felt like an ancient, weather-beaten stone spike driven into the bleeding edge of the earth to hold the sky and the sea apart. High atop the jagged northern cliffs, where the black granite dropped three hundred vertical feet into a churning cauldron of white foam, the wind did not merely blow. It screamed. It was a relentless, predatory entity that battered the thick, curved windowpanes of the lantern room until the cast-iron frames groaned and the ancient mortar bled white salt-dust into the stagnant air. The glass was permanently etched with a milky film of dried brine, blurring the horizon so that the world outside appeared as a shifting, featureless canvas of gray, bruised purple, and silver.

Inside the narrow stone chamber, the temperature was plummeting at a terrifyingly, mathematically impossible rate.

Zephyrin "Zeph" Crane dropped to his knees on the cold, salt-encrusted floorboards, his limbs locking into place as if the marrow in his bones were turning to solid ice. His lungs burned—a raw, blistering internal heat that stood in agonizing contrast to the freezing draft whistling through the micro-fissures of the masonry. Beside his left knee lay a waterlogged leather boot, hauled up from the northern cove by a panicked shoreline scout less than an hour ago. The leather was thick, warped by prolonged exposure to deep brine, and heavily encrusted with the same strange, glittering white structures—pure, jagged sodium chloride crystals—that Dr. Jaine Kael was currently scraping into a petri dish miles away in her subterranean morgue.

The moment Zeph’s bare, charcoal-dusted fingers had brushed the sodden leather, his world had vanished.

The somatic shock hit him like a physical blow from a sledgehammer to the sternum. His spine snapped straight with a sickening, audible click, his head jerking backward against the rough stone wall of the tower. The vibrant, stormy blue of his eyes dissolved instantly, the pupils dilating outward like spilled ink until they swallowed the irises entirely, leaving two hollow pools of absolute, bottomless void.

He was drowning.

He could not breathe, yet there was no water in his throat. His chest heaved in frantic, desperate spasms, his ribs straining violently against the heavy, unwashed yarn of his oversized, charcoal-stained knit sweater. His veins turned a prominent, frozen silver beneath his pale skin, mapping a network of icy geometric lines across his forearms. Every biological instinct screamed at him to tear at his own throat, to rip open his shirt, to break the skin to find the oxygen that had suddenly vanished from the atmosphere. He was trapped in the final, terrifying sensory memory of Thomas Fenn, experiencing the exact moment the ocean was pulled out of the sky to crush the fisherman’s chest.

But his right hand was no longer his own.

Guided by a violent, frantic muscle memory that bypassed his conscious brain entirely, his fingers locked around a thick, jagged piece of raw willow charcoal. His hand slammed onto a massive, blank canvas stretched across a heavy oak easel, dragging thick, aggressive strokes of black across the white fabric. The sound of the charcoal tearing against the grain of the cloth was a rhythmic, frantic scratching—a desperate, violent sound that easily drowned out the howling of the storm outside. He was not creating art; he was transcribing an execution.

The somatic connection deepened, shifting from the blunt trauma of the drowning to something infinitely more terrifying: the dissection.

Zeph let out a wet, strangled gasp as a phantom agony sliced down the center of his chest. It was a cold, perfectly straight line of sensory tracking. Miles away, Jaine’s high-carbon steel scalpel was piercing the flesh of Thomas Fenn, and through the brutal medium of his curse, Zeph’s nervous system was mirroring the incision. He could feel the exact point where the blade punctured the deeper pleural membrane beneath the sternum. A sudden, phantom pressure flooded his chest, a sensation of ancient, heavy sea-brine filling his own lungs, suffocating him from the inside out while his physical body remained bone-dry on the lighthouse floor. His hand moved even faster, the charcoal snapping into smaller fragments under the frantic, desperate pressure of his fingers.

"Zeph! Zeph, look at me! Stop it! You’re freezing your blood!"

The heavy iron trapdoor in the center of the floor slammed open, and Isolde Thorne burst into the room. Her breathing was ragged, her face flushed a dark, furious crimson from sprinting up the hundred and forty-two winding stone steps of the tower without a single pause. She dropped her heavy, brass-buckled leather apothecary bag onto the floor, the glass vials inside clinking like frantic, terrified wind chimes against the masonry.

She rushed to his side, her hands—stained a deep yellow and bruised purple from hours spent crushing foxglove, nightshade, and winter root—grabbing a thick, heavy wool blanket from the corner cot. She threw it around his shaking shoulders, pulling him back against her chest with a strength born of pure panic. She could feel the unnatural, radiating cold vibrating through his clothes, a freezing aura that threatened to numb her own skin.

"Let go of the charcoal, Zeph! Please, break the connection! You’re going to be arrested!" Isolde cried, her voice cracking with a mixture of raw terror and a fierce, suffocatingly possessive desperation.

Zeph didn't hear her. He couldn't. His consciousness was miles away, drowning in a dry wheat field and bleeding on a stainless-steel table. He felt the phantom pressure of an invisible ocean condensing out of the dry air, filling his throat, turning his blood to sludge. His hand continued to race across the canvas, his fingers snapping the charcoal stick in half from the sheer, desperate force of his movement. He used the jagged edge of the broken piece to dig deep, black gouges into the cloth, ripping the fabric in places until the white threads frayed like muscle fibers.

Visions flashed behind his pitch-black eyes: a pair of polished, expensive riding boots stepping through dry grass; a heavy wool coat smelling of French cologne and rotting kelp; a hand extending into the air, fingers curling as if pulling invisible threads out of the fog. The face of the figure remained stubbornly hidden, shrouded in a dense, shifting mist that resisted the reach of his curse.

With a final, agonizing gasp that tore a fleck of bloody froth from his lips, Zeph’s hand made one last, sweeping crescent stroke across the canvas.

The connection severed.

Zeph collapsed forward, his forehead slamming onto the wooden floorboards as a violent fit of chattering teeth seized his jaw. The ink-black void in his eyes receded like a low tide, leaving his irises a fractured, bloodshot blue. The temperature in the room slowly began to rise, the oppressive chill breaking as the supernatural feedback loop dissipated. But the toll had already been taken. Ice crystals, fine and delicate as lace, had formed along the edges of his dark eyelashes and the tips of his unruly, wind-blown hair. His breath came in shallow, ragged puffs of white vapor.

"Breathe... just breathe, Zeph," Isolde whispered fiercely. She cradled his head in her lap, pulling a small silver flask from her apron. She forced a few drops of a warm, pungent ginger-and-clove elixir between his chattering teeth. "I've got you. The chill is passing. It's passing."

Zeph swallowed the burning liquid, a shuddering breath finally tearing into his lungs, though it felt like inhaling broken glass. "I had to... draw it, Isolde," he choked out, his voice a soft, airy whisper that sounded as if it had been scraped thin by the wind. His hands, permanently stained with charcoal dust down to the cuticles, were trembling so violently he had to tuck them deep into the sleeves of his sweater. "The killer... he isn't a man from the docks. He leaves no footprints. Only the mist. He pulls the sea out of nothing. And she... she's down there. She's cutting into the dark with a knife."

Isolde didn't look at the drawing immediately. She kept her eyes fixed on Zeph’s pale, haunted face, her fingers gently brushing the ice crystals from his brow. A bitter, burning spark of jealousy twisted deep in her gut. She had spent three years caring for Zeph, brewing the warming tinctures that kept his heart from stopping after a vision, guarding his secret from a town that would gladly burn him as a witch if they knew the true nature of his fits. She loved him with a quiet, suffocating intensity that he seemed entirely blind to, focused as he was on the ghosts that haunted his mind.

And now, she knew exactly where this drawing was going.

"You can't send it to her, Zeph," Isolde said, her voice dropping into a hard, protective edge as she finally looked up at the canvas.

The sketch was terrifyingly beautiful, a masterpiece of horror born from agony. Out of the chaotic, frantic black lines emerged the distinct structural shape of a human thoracic cavity, rendered with an impossible, microscopic precision. But inside the ribcage, Zeph had not drawn lungs. He had drawn a churning, miniature vortex of ocean waves, perfectly capturing the impossible pressure of a localized sea. Standing over the victim was a faceless, towering silhouette, its arms outstretched like a conductor commanding a symphony of fog.

"She’s a woman of science, Zeph," Isolde sneered, her tone dripping with hatred for the newcomer at the morgue. "Dr. Jaine Kael doesn't believe in curses or visions." She looks at this town like we’re a collection of backward savages who need to be taught how to think. If you give her this, she won't see your pain. She will see a puzzle. She will dissect you just like she dissects the dead, looking for the mechanical gears behind your suffering. "

Zeph slowly pushed himself up, using the edge of the heavy oak easel to steady his weak, hypothermic limbs. His blanket slid from his shoulders, but he ignored the cold, his gaze locked entirely on the charcoal ribcage. A profound, aching intrigue burned in his chest—a feeling he hadn't experienced in all his years of isolation. For five years, his drawings had been treated as omens of doom by the townspeople, or as tools of political convenience by Chancellor Sterling. They were feared, hidden away, or used to justify the town's paralysis.

But when he had looked down from the high cliffs earlier that week and seen Jaine arriving in her sharp, uncompromising mainland attire, he had felt something shift in the very air of Blackwood. She was a woman who did not cower in the dark; she demanded answers from it.

"She won't see a monster, Isolde," Zeph murmured, his voice gaining a fragile thread of certainty. He reached out, his trembling fingers tracing the edge of the canvas without touching the charcoal. "She sees the structure. She sees the math of things. I can feel it in the ink... she is the only one who might actually understand the rules of the ice. Everyone else just runs away from it. She walks toward it with a scalpel.

Isolde stood up, her hands clenching into tight fists at her sides as she stepped back from him, her posture rigid with betrayal. The jealousy in her chest was a living, breathing thing now, black and poisonous, feeding on the soft tone he used when speaking of a woman he hadn't even formally met. "She will destroy you, Zephyrin. She will tear your life apart to satisfy her own curiosity, and when she leaves you freezing on a stone floor because her logic can't rewrite a curse, don't expect my medicine to bring you back from the dark."



An hour later, the tension shifted from the high lantern room down to the isolated rocky path cutting through the jagged teeth of the northern cliffs. Isolde Thorne had descended the tower, the heavy roll of Zeph's canvas clutched tightly against her apron like a stolen shield. She had intended to throw it into the sea, to let the black waves tear the charcoal ribcage to shreds before Jaine Kael could ever set her analytical eyes upon it.

But a shadow was waiting for her at the crossroads where the pine wood met the granite shelf.

Deputy Theron Blane was leaning against a weathered stone marker, his heavy uniform coat damp from the creeping mist. His horse was tethered to a stunted pine nearby, its breath forming rhythmic, anxious clouds of vapor in the cold air. Theron’s face was dark, his jaw set in that hard, unforgiving line that meant he had spent the last hour nursing his resentment in the quiet of the woods.

"You're carrying his doom under your arm, Isolde," Theron said, his voice cutting through the roaring of the wind below the cliffs. He stepped into the center of the path, blocking her descent. His dark eyes fixed on the twine-bound canvas. "I saw the horse messenger head up here earlier. A boot from the cove. That means Crane had a fit. That means he drew what happened to Thomas Fenn."

Isolde stopped, her boots sliding slightly on the wet pine needles. She gripped the canvas tighter, her knuckles turning the color of bone. "Get out of my way, Theron. This isn't police business." This belongs to the tower. It stays in the tower."

"The hell it does," Theron growled, taking a heavy step toward her, the leather of his boots creaking. "There's an ocean sitting on the floor of the municipal basement right now. Jaine Kael is down there tracking the salinity levels and measuring lung tissue like she’s writing a university dissertation. She wants a culprit, Isolde. And if she sees this drawing, she’s going to put a pair of iron cuffs on Zephyrin before the sun sets tomorrow."

"Let her try," Isolde spat, her eyes flashing with a volatile mix of hatred and terror. She stepped back, her heel catching on a granite ridge. "She’s a mainland elite with a box of glass bottles and a severe attitude. She doesn't understand the balance of this town. She doesn't understand what Zeph gives up every time his blood turns to slush. "

"She doesn't care about the balance, Isolde! That's what you don't see! " Theron shouted, his voice rising above the gale, cracking with a raw, long-buried emotional torment. He stepped closer, his broad chest looming over her. "She looks at this town like it’s a sick dog that needs to be put down or dissected. She looks at me like I’m an illiterate savage because I don't know the Latin names for a ruptured airway. She looks at Malakor’s memory like it’s a stain on her clean ledger.

The mention of Jaine’s late husband caused a heavy, suffocating silence to fall between them, broken only by the distant, rhythmic groaning of the harbor foghorn. Theron’s chest heaved, his dark eyes wide with a bitter, desperate jealousy that had been festering since the day Jaine arrived to claim the Kael estate. He had worshiped Malakor. He had been the doctor’s shadow, his loyal enforcer, his cousin by blood, and his brother in secrets.

"She never loved him," Theron whispered, his tone dropping into a jagged, painful register. He looked away, staring down at the white foam crashing against the black rocks below. "Malakor gave his whole life to this territory. He built that laboratory with his own hands to protect us from the things in the fog. And she arrives from the city, breaks his locks, and calls his entire life a collection of unscientific delusions. She’s cold, Isolde. She’s colder than the ice in Crane's room."

"Then let her stay cold," Isolde said, her voice softening slightly as she recognized the shared shape of their obsession. She stepped closer to the deputy, her sharp, purple-stained fingers reaching out to touch the leather sleeve of his jacket. "We have the same enemy, Theron. You want her out of Malakor’s house. I want her out of Zeph’s head. He’s up there right now talking about her like she’s some kind of savior. He thinks her logic can warm him. He thinks she can decode the curse."

Theron let
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