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Prologue — The First Tear

Hollow's End — October 20, 1824

Half-empty, the greenhouse answered every step Valerie Voss took across its bare boards. The spaces between the shelves looked larger than they had the day before.

The medicinal herbs, labeled specimens, and earthenware vessels were packed or gone. Pale rectangles marked their places on the timber; damp circles showed where pots had stood. The smell of lavender and crushed rosemary lingered beneath the sweeter scent she could never again mistake for an ordinary flower.

Valerie ran her fingers along the edge of the worktable.

For years, Valerie had believed that every plant concealed some useful kindness. Roots relieved fevers; leaves soothed pain. With patience, even an unremarkable blossom might reveal a virtue. She had rarely asked whether a virtue could become a danger in the hands of someone certain she understood it.

Then she had entered the Black Swamp.

She remembered the sixteenth of October, the previous year, with a clarity that disturbed her. The stagnant water, the peculiar stillness beneath the trees, and the translucent petals of a flower she had never encountered in any botanical volume.

Artemisia lacrimosa.

She had given it that name because of the amber liquid gathering upon its blossoms like tears.

At first, its extraordinary powers had seemed an answer to a healer's prayers.

Damaged tissues renewed themselves. Injuries recovered in ways she could neither explain nor reproduce through ordinary remedies. The plant appeared to possess a capacity for restoring life that exceeded everything she understood about the natural world.

She had made lists of injuries it might heal, and of people who might one day walk or work without pain.

Thomas Caldwell had not appeared on any of those lists.

Valerie closed her eyes.

The young farmworker had come to her frightened and bewildered, his body changing after an accidental encounter with the plant. Valerie had tried every remedy she knew, then searched her notes for remedies she might have overlooked. She could still remember the way he waited for her to say she had found an answer. She had kept searching after she knew she could promise none.

Nothing reversed the transformation.

By the end of that October, Thomas's former physical existence had become a memory.

Yet the person who emerged from those terrible weeks had not lost her memory, her history, or the right to speak for herself. Valerie had needed longer than she liked to understand that last truth.

A floorboard creaked behind her.

"Mother?"

Valerie turned.

Lillian stood in the greenhouse doorway, wearing a traveling dress beneath a dark woolen cloak. Her hair had been carefully arranged for the journey, although several loose strands had escaped near her temples.

In one hand she carried a small leather bag.

"You're supposed to be resting," Valerie said.

"And you're supposed to have finished packing."

"I was making certain nothing important remained."

Lillian glanced around the nearly empty room.

"That may take rather longer than we have."

The warmth in her voice did not entirely conceal the reproach.

Outside the greenhouse, their carriage waited.

Hollow's End had become intolerable. Whispered accusations had hardened into open hostility, and Valerie no longer trusted the town to leave her daughter in peace. Evergreen offered distance, anonymity, and perhaps the opportunity to begin again.

Yet departure meant surrendering the home in which so much of her work had taken shape.

Lillian approached the table.

"Do you regret finding it?"

Valerie looked toward the remaining botanical specimens.

"Sometimes."

Lillian lowered her eyes.

"I see."

The change in her expression struck Valerie immediately.

"Oh, my darling, not you."

She took Lillian's free hand.

"I regret the pain I couldn't prevent. I regret believing that sufficient knowledge would allow me to undo whatever had happened. But I have never regretted knowing you."

Lillian studied her.

"Even when I wasn't the daughter you expected?"

"I never expected a daughter at all."

A small smile appeared.

"That much is certainly true."

Valerie drew her closer.

She had grown accustomed to Lillian's laughter in the kitchen and her footsteps on the stairs. The thought of losing that companionship still frightened Valerie. Sometimes she caught herself mistaking that fear for a reason to make decisions on Lillian's behalf.

She glanced at the leather bag.

"Have you packed Daniel's book?"

Lillian nodded.

"It's beneath my shawl."

Daniel Whitlock had offered Lillian a future that did not include this carriage or, perhaps, Valerie. The poetry book remained precious to Lillian. Valerie had wanted to ask what part of Daniel she was taking with her, but that question was not hers to demand an answer to.

"You needn't come merely because I am leaving," Valerie said.

Lillian gave her a patient look.

"We have discussed this."

"I know."

"And I made my decision."

Valerie squeezed her hand once, then released it.

"Yes," she said. "You did."

Lillian placed the bag upon the table and opened it sufficiently to reveal several carefully wrapped packets.

"The seeds are safe."

"Keep them dry. And remember, the plant's growth depends upon conditions we scarcely understand."

"I remember."

Lillian's patience made the instruction no less unnecessary.

Valerie smiled.

"Listen to me. Even now I cannot resist giving instructions."

"Evergreen would hardly recognize you otherwise."

For a moment, they laughed together.

Then Lillian kissed her cheek and went to tell the driver they were nearly ready.

Valerie remained beside the worktable.

Her most personal journals were packed for the journey, along with the specimens she could preserve safely. Yet one older botanical notebook remained, containing preliminary descriptions of the Black Swamp, imperfect drawings, and observations too fragmentary to constitute a proper study.

She considered burning it.

Someone less cautious could mistake the notes for instructions, or the pressed flower for an invitation.

Yet burning it would mean deciding, for every person who came after her, that nothing good could ever be learned from her failure. She had spent too much of the past year making decisions for other people.

Valerie opened the notebook to its final blank leaf.

Beneath the date, October 20, 1824, she wrote:

The greatest kindness is not to remake a suffering person, but to restore what illness has taken and allow them to live as themselves.

Even the word restore suggested a certainty she no longer possessed.

Below it, she added:

Where restoration is impossible, let us remember that the life which remains belongs to the one who must live it.

She blotted the ink and closed the volume.

Then she placed it beneath a protective sheet of glass upon the worktable, beside a pressed specimen whose translucent petals had dried to a faint amber.

She did not call the notebook a warning. She could not be certain anyone would read it as one.

Outside, Lillian called to her.

Valerie took one last look around the greenhouse.

She had once thought the greatest service she could offer was to find a remedy.

Now she knew that knowing when to stop was part of caring for someone, and that she was still learning how.

At the carriage, Lillian offered her a hand.

Valerie accepted it.

Together they left the house, the garden, and the familiar road behind, turning toward Evergreen beneath a pale autumn sky.

As the carriage disappeared beyond the trees, the greenhouse stood empty in the morning light.

Upon its abandoned worktable, beneath a square of clouded glass, the pressed flower remained.


Chapter One — The Blackthorn Inheritance

The road to Blackthorn Hall was new enough that the rain had nowhere useful to go. Water gathered along the old stone edging, bypassing drains that someone had apparently forgotten to improve when they resurfaced the drive. Beyond the clean black ribbon of asphalt, trees pressed close to the windows of Elliot Ward’s hired car.

Someone had spent generously on the approach to Blackthorn Hall. Someone else had decided the woodland could keep trying to reclaim it.

The car passed a rusted gatehouse and climbed toward a mansion rising beyond the branches. Elliot, twenty-nine and suspicious of impressive entrances, counted the towers first. Then he noticed what the roofline was concealing: glass corridors, ventilation stacks and the faint blue points of security sensors.

The building had not escaped its past. It had made room for another century inside it.

“First visit?” the driver asked.

“Is it that obvious?”

“You’ve been looking at it since the turn.”

“I’m trying to work out where the laboratories are.”

“Most people ask about ghosts.”

“Less useful on a first day.”

Elliot knew the terms of his appointment almost as well as his own research: Senior Research Associate, Regenerative Systems; six-month residency; access to instruments he had previously booked by the hour. The salary would clear his debts. More importantly, the position promised time to test a repair model his last employer had declared commercially impractical.

VOSS ÉTERNELLE sold creams priced like jewelry. Its published work on tissue recovery interested him far more. Some of the results were almost too good; he had read the supplementary data three times on the journey. That was a reason to examine the research closely, not to stay away.

Mrs. Vale met him beneath a carved arch in a charcoal suit, introduced herself as the house administrator and took his overnight case before he could protest.

“Dr. Voss-Blackthorn is expecting you in the west drawing room.”

“I thought I’d be meeting the department head.”

“You will. The doctor preferred to welcome you himself.”

She spoke as though his preferences were among the building’s permanent fixtures.

Inside, beeswax mingled with the damp smell of wool and the mineral chill of old stone. A suit of armor stood beside a wall of smart glass, which cleared as they approached. Beyond it, researchers in white coats moved among illuminated workstations. Elliot glimpsed a sealed botanical chamber and an optical array worth more than his former department’s annual equipment allowance.

He slowed.

“You’ll have your tour tomorrow,” Mrs. Vale said.

“I was hoping to start tonight.”

“I suspected you might.”

They passed portraits of solemn women in dark varnished frames. Beneath one, a crack ran through the plaster, carefully left unfilled. The modern wing had been fitted around the house rather than over it.

In the west drawing room, a man stood beside the windows with a paper manuscript open in his hands. At their approach, he closed it, keeping his place with one finger.

“Mr. Ward.”

Photographs had prepared Elliot for symmetry, dark hair and excellent tailoring. They had not prepared him for the curious restraint of the man’s expression, as if every gesture had been considered and then reduced to the smallest necessary movement. Lucien Voss-Blackthorn looked about thirty-four.

“Dr. Voss-Blackthorn.”

“Lucien, if you can bear it. Titles make conversations unnecessarily long.” His hand was cool, his grip precise. “Did Hollow’s End survive your inspection?”

“I haven’t inspected the town. The road needs better drainage.”

Lucien’s mouth curved. “An unflattering observation within your first minute. Excellent.”

Mrs. Vale withdrew. Elliot accepted a cup of tea to occupy his hands; Lucien waited until he had chosen a chair before sitting opposite him.

“I read your paper on adaptive cellular memory,” Lucien said.

“The published one?”

“The one you withdrew.”

Elliot kept his cup steady. Four reviewers had seen that submission. It had never appeared in a public database.

“That’s an unusual choice.”

“Your published work demonstrates competence. The withdrawn paper suggests you can acknowledge an error without losing your curiosity.”

“I withdrew it because the data were insufficient.”

“Yes. You said so in your revision letter.”

Elliot put down the cup. “How did you obtain my letter?”

“Through a colleague who believed you had abandoned the question.” Lucien paused. “I should have requested permission. I apologize.”

The apology was direct enough to be disarming. It did not make the intrusion disappear. Elliot filed away both facts.

“What interested you?”

“You treated cellular damage as something more complicated than a failure to repair. Researchers ask how tissue might return to its former state. You questioned who gets to define the state worth returning to.”

“That sounds more philosophical than the paper.”

“Does that trouble you?”

“Only if philosophy replaces the missing data.”

Lucien laughed. Not a polite exhalation, but a brief sound of genuine pleasure. He placed a slim folder on the table and unfolded two graphs, stripped of logos and publicity language.

“Suppose tissue retains several viable models of itself,” he said. “What determines which one emerges?”

“Environment. Signaling. Chance, within limits.”

“And if those fail to explain the results?”

“Then we stop protecting the explanation.”

“Good. I employ enough people who know how to agree with me.”

They worked through the graphs with increasing speed. Lucien challenged Elliot’s assumptions, but never dismissed his questions. When Elliot pointed out an inference that the data could not support, Lucien turned the page toward himself, checked the figures and accepted the correction.

For a moment, Elliot forgot that this man could fund an entire institute with a signature. Lucien seemed to enjoy being contradicted.

The rain thickened against the windows. Lucien had not touched his tea. His stillness, which Elliot had first taken for composure, began to seem deliberate. One hand rested on the arm of his chair without shifting; his gaze stayed fixed on the page long after Elliot had looked away.

Elliot caught himself watching. Lucien blinked, and the ordinary motion made his scrutiny feel excessive.

“Why Blackthorn?” Elliot asked. “Why not your main campus?”

“The original work began here. I thought some of it should return.”

“What original work?”

“Botanical studies. My family collected things they did not understand.”

“The generous definition of research.”

“The less generous one is generally supplied by the next generation.”

Lucien offered to show him the library before dinner.

It was a long room overlooking the gardens. Old shelves enclosed a reading table with concealed screens; a conservator’s lamp lit an open folio. Through the windows, the glasshouse shone in the gathering dark like a ship carrying its own weather.

“Some of the older records are being catalogued,” Lucien said. “You may consult the digitized collection. The physical volumes require permission.”

“Because they’re valuable?”

“Because people are careless when they’re curious.”

“You’ve recruited the wrong man.”

“On the contrary.”

There was something in the answer that invited Elliot to ask what Lucien already knew about his curiosity. Before he could, Mrs. Vale appeared with a question about the evening arrangements.

Lucien excused himself. He invited Elliot to dinner and to the following morning’s demonstrations, if he wished. Preparations for the Éternelle Masquerade, he added, would soon take over much of the household as Halloween approached.

“Research event or party?” Elliot asked.

“In this house, we prefer not to make the difference too obvious.”

Left alone, Elliot approached the open folio. Roots, stems and flowers filled its pages, annotated in several hands. Beneath a protective sheet lay a pressed bloom, pale and nearly translucent, its petals curled inward. The older ink had browned with age.

One marking had not.

WARD was written in dark graphite beside the flower.

Elliot leaned close without touching the page. No date followed the surname. No initials, no accession number. The strokes cut sharply across the paper’s grain, conspicuous among the patient botanical notes.

He looked toward the doorway. Lucien did not return.

Another Ward, perhaps. A cataloguer’s shorthand. A coincidence waiting to make him feel foolish. He made himself consider each possibility, but the letters remained precisely what they were: his name, written where he had no reason to expect it.

When Mrs. Vale returned to take him upstairs, he asked whether the library was used often.

“More often lately,” she said.

His room overlooked the western gardens. Elliot opened his notebook and began a list for the morning: the recovery curves; the withdrawn letter; the flower. He wrote WARD beside the final entry, then stared at it until the familiar letters seemed less familiar.

Outside, lights burned along the glasshouse roof. Another line of lights came on beneath the level of the paths, revealing pale rectangles through windows set into a structure he had taken for foundations.

Blackthorn Hall had rooms beneath its roots.

He should have found the discovery unsettling. Instead, he moved closer to the glass, trying to see how far the lower corridor ran.

He was already imagining the questions he would ask Lucien to persuade him to open the door.
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Chapter Two — The Perfect Man

By nine the following morning, Elliot Ward had discovered that Blackthorn Hall kept two kinds of time.

In the eastern wing, grandfather clocks sounded the hours from beneath portraits of people who had died before electricity arrived in Hollow's End. Polished wood, worn carpets, and the faint smell of beeswax conspired to make the house seem patiently indifferent to the century outside its gates.

Past a security door in a former servants' passage, the past ended with a soft electronic click.

Glass walls rose where dark paneling should have been. Robotic instruments worked behind transparent partitions, their movements delicate enough to suggest watchmakers rather than surgeons. Researchers in pale gray coats argued over images of living tissue enlarged beyond anything the naked eye could have understood. The air smelled of antiseptic with a faint floral note beneath it.

Elliot stopped before a suspended biological scaffold. Its latticed surface appeared almost weightless.

“Impressed?”

Dr. Anika Saye stood beside him, a tablet tucked beneath one arm. As director of applied regenerative systems, she had the manner of someone with more urgent things to do than entertain a visiting researcher.

“Concerned,” Elliot said.

“About?”

“How long I'll last before inventing a reason to use every machine in the room.”

Her smile was immediate. “Usually the first question is whether visitors are permitted to touch anything.”

“Are they?”

“Most things.”

“That is an alarming answer from a scientist.”

“Then you're going to enjoy working here.”

She led him between workstations. Elliot had followed VOSS ÉTERNELLE's research for years. Its luxury cosmetic business supplied the money and the public-facing miracle; Éternelle Regenesis, the medical division beyond the advertisements, pursued regenerative therapies on a scale that smaller institutions could only envy.

Yet the expensive equipment was not what held his attention. A junior scientist corrected an automated imaging sequence without asking permission. Two technicians disputed an anomalous result with the comfortable irritation of colleagues who expected to be heard. Nobody paused to impress the newcomer.

That, Elliot thought, was encouraging.

At a display of regenerated tissue samples, Saye showed him paired sets of structural images and functional measurements.

“The architecture is consistent,” she said. “The behavior isn't. Two samples can look equally repaired and respond very differently.”

Elliot studied the cellular arrangements, then the graphs. “May I see the original recovery curves?”

She brought them up.

“You're comparing the new structure against the old one,” he said.

“The healthy baseline.”

“The previous baseline. Which isn't necessarily the same thing.”

Saye turned toward him. “Go on.”

“If an injured tissue has altered the way it responds to its environment, restoring its appearance might not restore its function. You can rebuild the right shape around the wrong set of instructions.”

“Precisely,” said a voice behind them, “the difficulty your withdrawn paper attempted to describe.”

Lucien Voss-Blackthorn stood in the doorway, wearing a dark waistcoat over an ivory shirt. In the clean laboratory light there was something disconcertingly untroubled about his face. No trace of fatigue accompanied the polite warmth of his expression.

“Good morning, Elliot.”

“Lucien.” Elliot resisted the absurd urge to straighten. “I see you've been reading my less successful work.”

“I found it more interesting than some of your successful work.”

“That's either flattering or a serious criticism of my publication record.”

“Perhaps both.”

Saye glanced at the screen. “He's already challenged our baseline.”

“Then he's settling in.”

Lucien joined them. They spent several minutes moving between images and functional measurements while Saye challenged every assumption they made. When Elliot suggested a different comparison, Lucien enlarged a minor divergence early in one curve.

“What if the sequence itself is wrong?” Lucien asked.

“The structural recovery precedes the functional improvement,” Saye said.

“According to when we chose to look.” He separated two nearly overlapping lines. “What if the organism begins changing its response before its shape catches up?”

Elliot felt the quick, almost physical pleasure of a difficult idea becoming clearer.

“Then those aren't two measures of a single recovery,” he said. “They may be different processes.”

“Processes that occasionally disagree,” Lucien replied.

“That could explain the failures in the second sample group.”

“Or it could expose a flaw in the way we've grouped the samples. How would you tell?”

Elliot accepted the tablet. He drew a comparison that separated functional change from visible repair and then changed the timing of the measurements. For a moment he forgot that he was speaking to the founder of the company, forgot the silent machines and the extraordinary building around them.

Lucien let him finish.

“That would test the assumption,” Lucien said, studying the sketch, “without throwing away the experiment.”

“It could also prove the assumption wrong.”

“Then we would have learned something.”

Saye took the tablet back. “I'll arrange a preliminary review before either of you reorganizes my entire laboratory.”

After she left, Elliot remained beside the display. “You saw that divergence rather quickly.”

“I have had a great deal of practice being mistaken.”

“Your public reputation suggests otherwise.”

“My public reputation is managed by people who find the truth about my limitations commercially inconvenient.”

Elliot laughed. Lucien looked unexpectedly pleased, not because Elliot had complimented him, but because the conversation had led somewhere neither had entirely predicted.

The distinction was dangerous to notice. Elliot noticed it anyway.

Later that morning, they crossed into the quieter rooms of the Éternelle Foundation. The immaculate corporate surfaces gave way to practical chairs, a child's drawing near the waiting-room window, and a stack of donated books that had clearly defeated every attempt to organize it.

Dr. Nadia Rahman, the foundation's medical director, greeted them without deference to Lucien.

“We make clinical and funding decisions independently of the commercial division,” she told Elliot. “That was a condition of my appointment.”

“Do you ever regret insisting upon it?” Elliot asked.

“Not once.”

Lucien inclined his head. “Dr. Rahman takes an unreasonable satisfaction in telling me no.”

“Only when necessary,” Rahman said. “Which is often.”

She showed Elliot the patient advisory material. The foundation supported rehabilitation and regenerative care, and helped people obtain gender-affirming treatment when they had freely chosen it. She was careful about that distinction, and Elliot was glad of it.

A woman carrying a folder approached. Rahman introduced her as Leah, a former grant recipient now serving on the advisory panel. Leah spoke of the years she had spent struggling to afford treatment and of finally working with physicians she trusted.

“The difference,” she said, “was that nobody told me what kind of person I ought to be. They listened.”

Lucien's expression grew still. “That matters.”

“It does,” Leah replied. “More than some people understand.”

“I suspect,” he said, after a brief pause, “that they understand less than they believe.”

Elliot looked at him. The answer was too measured to be a slogan, and too careful to be casual. Yet Lucien listened when Leah spoke of her current work, remembered the name of an organization she had mentioned months earlier, and redirected her thanks to Rahman and her team.

Elliot had expected a philanthropic showcase. Instead he found decisions made by people who appeared capable of opposing their benefactor.

He couldn't decide whether that made Lucien easier or harder to understand.

In the afternoon he searched the company's archival publications: patents, proceedings, research awards, photographs. Lucien appeared repeatedly, as one might expect of the man at the center of the organization.

What Elliot hadn't expected was how little he changed.

A photograph taken fourteen years earlier showed Lucien among a cluster of senior scientists. The cut of his suit belonged to another fashion; his face did not. Elliot opened a more recent picture, then returned to the older one.

Perhaps a skilled retoucher had been employed. Perhaps Lucien had been an early recipient of the treatments his company now sold. Perhaps money, genetics, and exceptional vanity accounted for the rest.

None of those explanations satisfied him.

“Investigating my professional history?”

Elliot looked up. Lucien stood in the doorway.

“Trying to establish whether you've ever taken a holiday.”

“A brief inquiry, unfortunately.”

Elliot closed the photographs but left the archive open. “Your family has been involved in regenerative medicine for a remarkably long time.”

“Longer than I have.”

“Is Blackthorn an inheritance or an obligation?”

Lucien considered that. “Both. It depends on what one is asked to preserve.”

“And what one decides to improve?”

“Precisely.” He folded his arms. “I don't believe suffering deserves protection merely because it happens naturally.”

“Neither do I. But improvement is a convenient word. It can mean an injured person walking again, or it can mean someone else's idea of how a life ought to look.”

“Then it must be questioned.”

“By whom?”

“By everyone concerned.”

“Especially the person being changed.”

Lucien's gaze settled on him. For an instant, the silence held another subject.

“Yes,” he said at last. “That is an essential question.”

Not an answer, Elliot thought. Or not quite the answer he'd asked for.

Lucien invited him to the west garden before dinner.

The rain had stopped, though water remained on the paths and darkened the stone terrace. Late roses leaned into the evening air. Ancient trees stood at inconvenient angles among borders that had been carefully tended without being forced into symmetry. Elliot appreciated the restraint.

“You could have replaced all of this,” he observed.

“I could.”

“Why haven't you?”

“Because restoration and correction are different enterprises.”

“That sounds inconsistent with what you said in the archive.”

“I hope so. A few inconsistencies keep me tolerable.”

“Are you certain they've worked?”

“Not in the least.”

They walked on, the exchange leaving a warmth Elliot had not expected to feel. Through the branches, the glasshouse shone faintly against the darkening grounds. Modern reinforcements were almost invisible behind its older ironwork.

“Did you grow up here?” Elliot asked.

“Partly.”

“Was it as hospitable then?”

“Considerably less.”

They stopped beside a weathered stone bench.

“There were unused rooms,” Lucien said, “and corridors full of things belonging to people who had left without quite allowing the house to forget them.”

“That sounds lonely.”

“It was.”

The simplicity of his answer caught Elliot off guard.

“I used to hide in the library,” Lucien continued. “There was a broken globe beside the fireplace. I'd turn it until I found a place so far away that no one could reasonably expect me back by dinner.”

“Where did you decide to go?”

“Several places.”

“And?”

“I became very accomplished at staying.”

Elliot had an impulse to touch his sleeve and did not act upon it. “I don't come from a house like this, but I recognize the feeling. Spending years preparing for a future you can't quite imagine inhabiting.”

“What future did you imagine?”

“A laboratory. Problems worth solving. Enough freedom to make a mistake without seeking permission.”

“And now?”

Elliot glanced toward the illuminated windows. “I'm beginning to think the laboratory was the easy part.”

Lucien laughed, a real laugh this time, brief and unguarded.

Then his fingers caught the stone bench.

It was a small movement. Elliot might have mistaken it for emphasis if a tremor had not passed through Lucien's hand. His next breath came with a precision that had nothing to do with ease.

“Are you all right?”

“Perfectly.”

Too quickly.

Lucien smoothed his cuff. “An old inconvenience. I would rather not give it the satisfaction of ending the evening.”

Elliot could hear the boundary beneath the joke. He had learned in laboratories that questions could illuminate a problem or force it into hiding; tonight he chose not to press.

They resumed walking. By the time they reached the house, Lucien was once again an attentive host, his composure apparently effortless. Elliot no longer believed in that effortlessness.

At the entrance to the western corridor, Lucien paused.

“If your schedule permits, I'd like to show you the glasshouse tomorrow.”

“The botanical collection?”

“Among other things.”

Elliot remembered the pressed flower in the library folio, and the single word written beside it in dark graphite: WARD.

“I'd like that.”

“Good night, Elliot.”

“Good night.”

A servant opened a door farther down the passage, sending a brief wash of light across the walls. Lucien lifted a hand toward the paneling without touching it. For a heartbeat his shoulders tightened and he stood perfectly still. Then the door closed, and he continued on.

Elliot remained where he was.

The man he'd met seemed capable of making almost any difficult thing look simple. That evening, for the first time, Elliot had seen what the simplicity might cost him.

He found himself wanting to know the answer—and uncertain whether Lucien would ever willingly give it.
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Chapter Three — The Glasshouse

The glasshouse breathed.

That was Elliot Ward’s first impression as he approached it the following morning. Beyond the eastern gardens of Blackthorn Hall, the great Victorian structure rose from the damp earth beneath a sky the color of unpolished silver. Its iron ribs curved overhead like the skeleton of some enormous creature, while condensation gathered against hundreds of glass panels and descended in slow, irregular threads.

A faint mechanical vibration traveled through the ground.

Elliot stopped beside the entrance.

Nothing about the building suggested a modern laboratory, yet its discreet hum betrayed systems no nineteenth-century gardener could have imagined.

“You’re early.”

Lucien Voss-Blackthorn stood beneath the entrance arch, holding a small leather-bound notebook.

“Occupational defect,” Elliot replied. “Scientists are incapable of resisting locked doors.”

“An unfortunate trait. Particularly in this house.”

Lucien smiled as he opened the entrance.

Warmth enveloped Elliot immediately.

The air smelled of damp soil, unfamiliar flowers, and the mineral sweetness of rainwater. Somewhere above them, droplets struck broad leaves with soft, irregular sounds. Hidden ventilation systems whispered beneath the older creaking of iron and glass.

For a moment, Elliot forgot to be suspicious.

Ancient climbing plants wound around restored columns, while delicate orchids hung in suspended baskets. Ferns spread beneath copper pipes that disappeared into the stone foundations. Small botanical monitoring devices were almost invisible among the foliage.

At the center, a narrow walkway divided the collection into cultivated sections.

Beyond the older structure, modern glass chambers extended into the gardens.

Elliot looked upward.

“Somebody spent a fortune preserving the appearance of a building that would have been easier to replace.”

“Several fortunes,” Lucien corrected.

“And you consider that sensible?”

“I consider some things worth preserving despite their imperfections.”

Elliot glanced at him.

“That sounds suspiciously unlike you.”

“Then perhaps you haven’t been paying sufficient attention.”

Lucien led him along the central path.

As they walked, Elliot noticed how carefully the restoration had balanced historical materials with contemporary technology. Environmental sensors were integrated into decorative ironwork. Automated irrigation systems operated behind antique ceramic channels. Sections of stained glass remained untouched, casting muted amber and green patterns across the vegetation.

The machinery had been made to disappear into the history of the place. Elliot wondered how much else had been hidden so carefully.

“What happens when the historical architecture interferes with the research?” Elliot asked.

“We adapt the research.”

“That must infuriate your engineers.”

“Frequently. I regard it as character development.”

Elliot laughed.

At a junction, a bronze plaque identified the earliest botanical collections of the Voss family.

Beneath it hung a framed illustration of an unfamiliar plant.

The drawing was extraordinarily precise: slender leaves, pale flowers, and delicate lines suggesting an unusual internal structure.

A name appeared beneath it.

Artemisia lacrimosa.

Elliot leaned closer.

“I saw something like this in the library.”

Lucien stopped beside him.

“Did you?”

“A pressed specimen. The illustration was less complete.”

Lucien hesitated—barely long enough for Elliot to be sure he had seen it.

“Then you’ve already encountered the beginning of our family history.”

The original botanical collection occupied a quieter section of the glasshouse.

Here, beneath restored iron arches, the plants grew in raised stone beds. The modern instruments were discreet, and several antique cabinets contained preserved specimens, handwritten journals, and carefully protected botanical drawings.

Lucien opened one of the cabinets.

“My family has produced its share of ambitious people,” he said. “Not all of them were particularly admirable.”

“That sounds like a generous description of most family histories.”

“Quite. Ours happens to have unusually detailed documentation.”

He removed a folio and placed it beneath a reading lamp.

The first pages contained watercolor illustrations and observations written in an elegant, slanting hand.

“Valerie Voss,” Lucien said. “A remarkable botanist. A practical healer. And, I suspect, considerably kinder than most of her descendants.”

Elliot studied the drawings.

“She worked here?”

“Partly. She traveled extensively through the surrounding countryside, collecting plants and treating people who had little access to conventional medicine.”

“Was she formally trained?”

“Not in the manner we would recognize today. Her education was largely botanical, observational, and stubbornly self-directed.”

“You sound fond of her.”

“I admire people who ask difficult questions for generous reasons.”

Lucien turned another page.

The entry described a woman whose chronic illness had made ordinary movement painful. Valerie recorded changes in her condition with meticulous care, but the writing became noticeably less formal near the end.

She was able to walk to the garden this morning. She laughed when the sun reached her face. I had forgotten how much a small mercy may mean.

Elliot read the passage twice.

The entry made the great enterprise that had grown from Valerie’s research feel, for one moment, astonishingly small: a woman walking into sunlight.

“She cared about the patients,” he said.

“Very much.”

“Not just the results.”

“No.”

Lucien’s voice softened.

“Valerie believed knowledge was valuable only insofar as it relieved suffering. I sometimes wonder whether she would recognize what eventually grew from her work.”

Elliot looked at him.

“Would she approve?”

Lucien considered the question.

“Of some things, certainly.”

“And the rest?”

“She would have asked us uncomfortable questions.”

“Good scientists usually do.”

“Yes,” Lucien murmured. “They do.”

He turned to a later illustration.

The same pale flower appeared, this time surrounded by measurements and notes.

“Her most important discovery was accidental,” he said. “She encountered a plant growing in conditions where it should not have survived. Its cellular behavior appeared to contradict almost everything she understood about botanical recovery.”

“Artemisia lacrimosa.”

“The name she gave it.”

Elliot examined the drawing.

“Why lacrimosa?”

Lucien closed the folio gently.

“Come. I’ll show you.”

They entered an adjoining cultivation chamber.

The temperature rose slightly, and the air became almost motionless.

Beneath a transparent protective enclosure grew a cluster of slender plants with dark green leaves. Their surfaces carried a faint iridescence, visible only when Elliot changed his viewing angle.

The veins were translucent.

Along the tips of several leaves hung minute droplets that resembled suspended tears.

The plants were beautiful. Yet Elliot found himself looking twice, unable to say what had unsettled him.

The droplets remained even where the surrounding leaves appeared dry.

Elliot leaned toward the glass.

“Are those secretions?”

“A form of controlled fluid release, although its regulation remains unusual.”

“Does it respond to humidity?”

“Among other variables.”

Elliot looked more closely.

One leaf bore an irregular pale band where its outer tissue had apparently been damaged.

The band did not resemble an ordinary scar.

It looked almost as though the leaf had begun growing a different structure along the injury.

“What happened there?”

“Minor mechanical damage during routine maintenance.”

“And that is the recovery?”

Lucien nodded.

Elliot studied the digital display beside the enclosure.

“It hasn’t restored the original architecture.”

“No.”

“It’s reorganized it.”

“That distinction interests you?”

“Very much.”

Elliot enlarged the microscopic image.

The affected region had developed an arrangement unlike the surrounding tissue. The plant appeared to have preserved the function of the damaged area without reproducing its former anatomy.

“If the goal were simple repair, this would be a poor result.”

“And if the goal were survival?”

“Then it might be extraordinary.”

Lucien watched him.

Elliot continued.

“You’re approaching regeneration as if an organism carries a fixed blueprint. But what if the blueprint itself is negotiable?”

Lucien remained silent.

“What if the plant isn’t remembering what it was?” Elliot asked. “What if it’s selecting what it needs to become?”

For several seconds, only the environmental systems could be heard.

Then Lucien smiled.

Not the polished expression he wore in company.

Something quieter.

Something unmistakably delighted.

“That,” he said, “is a considerably more interesting question.”

The look of pleasure on Lucien’s face unsettled Elliot more effectively than praise would have. He had wanted to earn it.

“It might also be completely wrong.”

“Most interesting questions are, initially.”

Lucien entered several observations into the display.

“Would you be willing to examine the historical data with me?”

“Professionally?”

“Unless you have a more entertaining interpretation.”

Elliot laughed.

“Your employment contracts could use clarification.”

“I shall inform the legal department.”

Lucien kept his eyes on the data, though his attention returned, once or twice, to Elliot. Neither of them remarked on it.

Elliot let his fingers rest against the edge of the open folio, then glanced up.

“You’re staring.”

Lucien did not look away at once. “I am observing. There is a distinction.”

“Is there?” Elliot’s voice remained light, edged with private amusement. “Because the distinction appears rather thin from where I’m sitting.”

A pause settled between them, measured rather than heavy. Lucien set his pen down, the soft click precise.

“You have an inconvenient habit of noticing what I prefer left unremarked.”

“Professional hazard.” Elliot rested one forearm against the table edge, posture easy, unapologetic. “Or perhaps I simply enjoy watching you recalibrate.”

Lucien’s mouth tightened almost imperceptibly at the corner. “You are a distraction.”

“Am I?”

“An entertaining one. Unfortunately.”

Elliot’s quiet laugh stayed low enough to remain theirs alone. “I’ll endeavour to be less entertaining in future.”

“See that you do.”

The glasshouse held its green quiet, the work still unfinished between them.

They remained among the plants for another hour.

Lucien described how Valerie’s observations had eventually attracted the attention of her niece, Claire Voss.

Claire, he explained, possessed an unusual gift for translating empirical discoveries into systematic research.

“She believed Valerie had identified only a fraction of the plant’s possibilities,” he said.

“Was she right?”

“Scientifically? Almost certainly.”

“That qualification sounds ominous.”

Lucien looked toward the older ironwork.

“Claire was brilliant. She also believed progress justified certain liberties that modern research ethics would question.”

“What sort of liberties?”

“Experimental methods. Patient selection. The assumptions of an age rather less attentive to individual autonomy.”

Elliot frowned.

“That’s a careful way of putting it.”

“It is.”

“Should I interpret that as diplomacy?”

“You may interpret it as an unwillingness to reduce complicated history to a convenient sentence.”

Lucien’s tone remained mild. That, more than a sharp refusal, told Elliot he had reached a boundary.

Claire’s research, he learned, had eventually developed into an exclusive medical institution. Across subsequent generations, the family’s clinical and botanical interests had passed through changing organizations before becoming part of the modern VOSS ÉTERNELLE enterprise.

Elliot listened with increasing fascination.

The company’s breakthroughs suddenly seemed less like isolated contemporary achievements and more like the continuation of an unfinished scientific argument.

He glanced toward the oldest section of the structure.

“Are the original research rooms still here?”

“Some of them.”

“Could I see them?”

“Eventually. Several areas are undergoing conservation.”

The refusal was too polished to invite a second question. Elliot filed it away.

They returned to the central chamber, where the glass ceiling admitted a pale afternoon light.

Lucien stopped beside a narrow stone bench beneath a flowering vine.

“This was Valerie’s favorite part of the building,” he said.

“How do you know?”

“She wrote about it. Apparently, the light was particularly good for drawing.”

Elliot sat.

Lucien remained standing for a moment before joining him.

From here, the estate appeared strangely distant. Leaves muffled the distant sounds of the estate. They were close enough to hear the faint changes in one another’s breathing.

“I used to come here when I was younger,” Lucien said.

“To study?”

“To be left alone.”

Elliot looked at him.

“That seems to have been a recurring ambition.”

“One rarely outgrows one’s earliest talents.”

But there was little humor in his expression.

He examined the leaves above them.

“I spent a considerable portion of my life surrounded by people who wanted something from me. Money. Access. Influence. Answers.”

“Surely some of them just wanted your company.”

“Perhaps.”

Lucien’s smile was faint.

“I may not always have recognized the difference.”

Elliot considered the admission.

“You make it difficult,” he said.

“How so?”

“You’re very good at giving people exactly the version of yourself they expect.”

Lucien turned toward him.

“And which version have I given you?”

“The brilliant scientist. The gracious employer. The man who never seems surprised by anything.”

“Have I disappointed you?”

“Not yet.”

It sounded more intimate than Elliot had intended. He looked toward the vine before Lucien could answer.

“An encouraging assessment.”

“But I’m not sure I’ve met the person who lives underneath all that.”

Lucien took his time answering. When he finally looked away, Elliot regretted having made the question sound like an accusation.

“Neither am I, sometimes.”

The words were so quiet that Elliot wondered whether they had been intended for him.

Before he could answer, Lucien’s hand moved abruptly toward the edge of the bench.

His fingers closed against the stone.

Elliot noticed the change at once.

Lucien’s shoulders tightened. A tremor passed through his arm, stronger than the one Elliot had witnessed the previous evening.

“Lucien?”

“I’m quite—”

The sentence broke.

His breathing became shallow.

For an instant, the color drained from his face.

Elliot stood.

“Don’t move.”

Lucien attempted to rise anyway.

His balance failed.

Elliot caught his arm before he could fall.

Lucien’s weight came against him without warning. Even through the thin fabric of Elliot’s shirt, his hand felt alarmingly cold.

“Sit down,” Elliot said firmly.

“I assure you—”

“You can assure me after you stop trying to collapse.”

Lucien obeyed.

Elliot crouched beside him.

“Do you need medical assistance?”

“No.”

“That wasn’t a ceremonial question.”

A faint attempt at amusement crossed Lucien’s face.

“I have a physician. This is a familiar inconvenience.”

“Does your physician know it happens?”

“Yes.”

Elliot watched him carefully.

The tremor gradually diminished, although Lucien’s breathing remained uneven.

For several seconds he looked profoundly tired.

Not merely fatigued.

Exhausted in a way that seemed entirely incompatible with the extraordinary vitality Elliot had observed since arriving.

“Has this happened before?” Elliot asked.

“On occasion.”

“And you thought continuing the tour was a good idea?”

“I had hoped to finish our discussion.”

“Your priorities are terrible.”

Lucien gave a short, unsteady laugh.

“So I’ve been told.”

Elliot remained beside him until his breathing settled.

He did not know what had happened. A circulatory problem, perhaps. Some neurological condition. He refused to dignify the possibilities with a diagnosis. He had seen too little.

What troubled him was how practiced Lucien was at concealing the episode.

“You should rest,” Elliot said.

“I dislike being idle.”

“I noticed.”

Lucien looked toward the flowers overhead.

“I find it difficult,” he admitted, “to be something other than useful.”

Elliot hesitated.

There was an unexpected sadness in the remark.

“You don’t have to earn the right to sit on a bench,” he said.

Lucien turned his head.

For an instant, Elliot saw something unguarded in his expression.

Surprise.

Perhaps gratitude.

Then the familiar composure returned, though imperfectly.

“That may be the most radical proposal anyone has made to me in years.”

Elliot smiled.

“Consider it preliminary research.”

They sat quietly together.

At length, Lucien thanked him.

Not with the elaborate courtesy he employed elsewhere, but simply.

“Thank you, Elliot.”

“You’re welcome.”

It ought to have been an ordinary exchange. Instead Elliot felt oddly reluctant to move.

When Lucien felt able to return to the house, Elliot insisted on accompanying him as far as the library.

Mrs. Vale appeared almost immediately.

Her concern was discreet but unmistakable.

“Shall I contact your physician, sir?”

“Yes,” Lucien replied after a brief pause. “Please do.”

Elliot was relieved that he had not needed to argue further.

Before leaving, Lucien handed him the leather-bound notebook he had carried that morning.

“Valerie’s botanical observations,” he explained. “A transcription, rather than the original. You may find them interesting.”

“I suspect I will.”

“There are several passages comparing her early work with Claire’s later annotations.”

“Is that your way of assigning homework?”

“A professional courtesy.”

Lucien’s eyes softened.

“I enjoyed today.”

Elliot had not expected the admission.

“So did I.”

Lucien held his gaze for a moment, then allowed Mrs. Vale to accompany him down the corridor.

Elliot remained in the library.

He opened the notebook beneath the reading lamp.

Valerie’s observations filled the first pages: careful sketches, reflections on unsuccessful treatments, and modest accounts of patients whose suffering had been eased.

Near the end, he found a passage written after her discovery of Artemisia lacrimosa.

The greatest kindness is not to remake a suffering person, but to restore what illness has taken and allow them to live as themselves.

Elliot read the sentence again.

Beneath it appeared a later annotation, copied from the original manuscript.

The handwriting was sharper, more disciplined.

It bore the initials C.V.

Restoration is an inadequate ambition. The true achievement lies in correcting what nature has made.

Elliot stared at the words.

He thought of Valerie’s patients, Lucien’s extraordinary research, and the moment in the glasshouse when the scientist’s carefully maintained composure had given way to something painfully human.

The annotations did not read like successive discoveries. They read like a disagreement that had survived its authors.

Was science meant to return people to themselves?

Or to make them into something better?

He closed the notebook.

On the opposite wall, beyond the library windows, the restored glasshouse glowed in the gathering darkness.

What Valerie had begun here had changed the world. Elliot could not yet tell whether the people who inherited her work had preserved its purpose—or merely its power.
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Chapter Four — A Gift of Renewal

By the following afternoon, Elliot Ward had read Valerie Voss’s botanical observations twice. He was beginning to resent the fact that a woman dead for generations could still make him reconsider his own work.

Not Valerie herself. Her compassion was difficult to question, and her observations had a precision that many better-equipped researchers would have envied. It was the argument she had left unfinished that troubled him.

The greatest kindness is not to remake a suffering person, but to restore what illness has taken.

Beneath those words, Claire Voss had offered her correction.

The true achievement lies in correcting what nature has made.

Both propositions held an uncomfortable measure of truth. Neither said who should be permitted to choose the shape of another person's recovery.

A notification appeared on his tablet.

DR. VOSS-BLACKTHORN REQUESTS YOUR PRESENCE — REGENESIS CONSULTATION SUITE, 15:00.

There was an additional message.

Bring your questions. Preferably the difficult ones.

He smiled before he could help it, then took a moment to consider why.

He had spent much of the previous evening considering whether to contact Lucien about the episode in the glasshouse. Mrs. Vale had confirmed that the doctor had attended to him, but little more.

He had decided against intruding. It had taken more discipline than he cared to admit.

The invitation supplied an impeccably professional reason to see Lucien again.

The Regenesis consultation suite occupied a renovated section of the eastern wing, beyond the laboratories Elliot had toured earlier.

Everything about its architecture seemed designed to make intervention feel benign.

Pale marble floors reflected soft indirect lighting. The examination rooms were enclosed by glass that could become opaque at the touch of a control. Delicate botanical arrangements occupied recessed shelves, and an unobtrusive fragrance reminded Elliot of leaves after rain.

Lucien stood beside a digital display, discussing a set of results with a physician Elliot had not previously met.

He turned when Elliot entered.

“You look as though you’re preparing to challenge my entire research program.”

“Only the parts that interest me.”

“An encouragingly limited ambition.”

The physician introduced herself as Dr. Miriam Hale, a clinical research specialist overseeing a small regenerative dermatology study.

Lucien appeared considerably better than he had in the glasshouse. His movements were controlled, and his expression showed no obvious discomfort.

Elliot found himself watching for the tremor he had seen in the glasshouse, although he knew how intrusive the scrutiny must look.

Lucien noticed.

“I have survived your medical interrogation,” he said.

“Your physician was satisfied?”

“Satisfied enough to permit me to return to work.”

“That sounds like a carefully negotiated compromise.”

“Most medical advice is.”

Elliot let the answer stand. It was not the same as believing it.

Dr. Hale activated the display.

“We’ve been studying an experimental regenerative preparation derived from the company’s botanical research,” she explained. “Its immediate application concerns superficial tissue recovery and skin architecture.”

Images appeared showing damaged skin before and after treatment.

The results were extraordinary.

In one series, minor scarring had diminished considerably without the irregular changes Elliot would have expected from conventional repair.

He leaned closer.

“Are these independent observations?”

“Yes. The assessment includes an external clinical review. The cosmetic results are promising, although the duration of some effects remains under investigation.”

Lucien watched Elliot study the images.

“Yesterday,” he said, “you suggested that regeneration might depend on an organism selecting a functional state rather than reconstructing a previous one.”

“I suggested it might. I’d prefer not to be remembered for a theory supported by one damaged leaf.”

'Then perhaps you'd care to examine a more personal example.'

Elliot looked up.

Lucien gestured toward his left hand.

“There’s a scar near your wrist.”

Elliot glanced down.

A thin, pale line crossed the inside of his wrist, the remnant of an accident involving broken laboratory glass during his postgraduate research.

He had almost forgotten it.

“You’re remarkably observant.”

“Only when something interests me.”

The remark was mild enough to be innocent. Elliot was not entirely certain that he wanted it to be.

Dr. Hale continued.

“We're inviting a limited number of suitable volunteers to participate in the observational phase. The treatment aims to encourage localized regeneration of superficial tissue.”

“And you’re suggesting I volunteer?”

“If you wish,” Lucien said.

Elliot studied him.

“Why me?”

“Your scientific background would allow you to document the experience more critically than most participants. Your observation yesterday also makes your interpretation particularly valuable.”

“And the convenient scar?”

“A useful coincidence.”

It was a reasonable explanation.

It was plausible. He did not confuse plausibility with proof, but neither could he reasonably treat it as evidence of deceit.

Elliot turned back to the physician.

“What are the limitations?”

Dr. Hale explained that the preparation remained investigational. Its longer-term performance was uncertain, and participants would be monitored for unexpected reactions. Possible short-term effects included localized sensitivity, discomfort, and transient changes in temperature perception.

Elliot asked about systemic exposure, durability, withdrawal, and the relationship between the botanical-derived components and the company’s existing products.

Hale answered methodically.

On the disclosed account, the study concerned superficial regenerative pathways. Nothing in the information supplied to Elliot identified broader anatomical change as an objective.

“And the complete composition?” Elliot asked.

“The formulation contains proprietary components,” Hale replied. “The approved research documentation identifies the material by its clinical preparation code. The full manufacturing specifications aren't part of the participant packet.”

“Which makes independent interpretation difficult.”

“It does,” she acknowledged. “You would be entitled to the study findings relevant to your participation, and you are under no obligation to enroll.”

Elliot looked toward Lucien.

“Would declining affect my position?”

“Certainly not.”

The answer came without hesitation.

'You were hired for your mind, Elliot. I'd be disappointed if you set it aside because I offered something tempting.'

Elliot considered the documents again.

The documents were orderly, the disclosed purpose narrow. The scar provided a straightforward baseline. Independent review had accompanied the results he had seen, and the company had already shown him work that deserved serious attention.

He understood that an experimental treatment could carry unknown risks.

He also understood that uncertainty was not, by itself, proof of misconduct.

He reread the consent summary, then asked for one last assurance.

“This is a dermatological study,” he said. “Nothing beyond the regenerative response you've described?”

Lucien's gaze remained steady.

“The effects we intend to measure are those described in your documentation.”

The precision of that answer ought to have reassured him. Later, he would remember it differently.

Elliot accepted it as a statement about the scope of the study.

He could not evaluate information he had never been given.

After reviewing the consent form, he made his decision.

“All right,” he said. “I’ll participate.”

Lucien lowered his eyes briefly toward the authorization screen.

His hand paused above the authorization screen, a hesitation so brief Elliot might have imagined it.

Then he completed the approval.

The procedure itself was almost disappointingly uneventful.

Elliot sat in a reclining chair while Dr. Hale completed the clinical observations and documented the small scar on his wrist.

The examination room offered none of the machinery he had imagined when reading the company's experimental reports.

There was a discreet monitoring display, a sealed preparation unit, and instruments so compact that their function was not immediately apparent.

Lucien remained nearby.

“Do you always supervise minor dermatological studies personally?” Elliot asked.

“No.”

“Should that worry me?”

“Would you prefer I left?”

Elliot considered the question.

“Not particularly.”

Lucien smiled; for an instant, the polish of his manner gave way to something almost boyish.

“Then I shall try not to interfere.”

Hale confirmed that Elliot still wished to proceed.

He did.

Hale administered the proprietary preparation under the clinic's monitoring system. No procedure beyond the documented dermatological intervention was disclosed to Elliot.

Elliot remained conscious throughout.

At first, he noticed nothing beyond a cool sensation at his wrist.

Then warmth spread beneath the treated area.

It was not painful. Rather, it resembled the gradual return of sensation to a hand that had become cold.

He glanced at the display.

His pulse remained within the expected range.

“Anything unusual?” Hale asked.

“A localized change in temperature perception.”

“Discomfort?”

“No.”

The warmth diminished.

For several minutes, the room returned to its ordinary rhythm: the quiet movements of the physician, the muted sounds of equipment, the faint perfume of greenery.

Then Elliot became unexpectedly aware of the fabric against his forearm.

He shifted.

His cuff seemed rougher than it had that morning, its seam unexpectedly distinct against his skin.

“Another sensation?” Lucien asked.

“Perhaps increased tactile sensitivity.”

“Significant?”

“Not particularly. Just noticeable.”

Lucien looked toward the monitoring display.

Lucien studied the monitoring display. Elliot could not read his expression.

Dr. Hale recorded the observation.

The procedure concluded without complication.

Elliot sat upright and flexed his hand.

He felt remarkably normal.

The ordinariness of it disappointed him more than he had expected.

“For something involving revolutionary biotechnology,” he said, “the experience was rather lacking in dramatic effect.”

Lucien smiled.

“We considered thunder and theatrical lighting, but the clinical department objected.”

“Understandable. It would complicate the consent form.”

Lucien laughed, fully and briefly. The warmth of the sound unsettled Elliot more than the experimental treatment had.

The sound was brief, warm, and unexpectedly human.

The first visible result appeared before dinner.

Elliot had returned to his room with instructions to report any changes and attend the scheduled follow-up examinations.

He was reviewing notes when he noticed the scar.

The pale line across his wrist had become noticeably less distinct.

He examined it beneath the desk lamp.

Where the old injury had once interrupted the skin’s texture, the surface now appeared remarkably uniform.

He turned his wrist.

The improvement was unmistakable.

He reached for his research notebook before allowing himself to speculate.

He documented the observation, including the interval since treatment and the lighting conditions.

Then he checked the original clinical image he had been permitted to retain.

The difference was substantial.

He had spent years studying the theoretical possibility of guiding tissue toward functional restoration.

Now his own body offered evidence that something resembling that possibility had occurred.

He felt the exhilaration first. The unease followed close enough to be part of it.

So was his unease.

The response seemed unusually rapid.

He sent his observations to Dr. Hale and requested confirmation that the improvement fell within the expected range.

Her reply was cautious.

The degree of recovery was encouraging, but the study required longer observation before conclusions could be drawn.

Elliot appreciated the restraint.

A second notification arrived moments later.

Lucien.

I understand the initial results are promising. Would you join me for tea in the library?

Elliot glanced again at his wrist.

He accepted.

The library was quieter than usual.

Rain moved softly against the tall windows, and the lamps cast warm pools of light across the old wooden tables.

Lucien stood near the fireplace, examining a botanical illustration.

He looked up when Elliot entered.

“How are you feeling?”

“Like a man whose scar has apparently decided to resign.”

“An excellent description. I may borrow it for our next publication.”

“You’ll have to cite me.”

“Of course.”

Elliot showed him his wrist.

Lucien examined the result with careful attention.

For a moment, his satisfaction seemed almost tender.

Then something altered in his expression. Elliot could not tell whether it was fatigue or regret—and disliked discovering that he wanted to know.

Regret, perhaps.

Or exhaustion.

“It’s extraordinary,” Elliot said.

“Yes.”

“You don't sound particularly surprised.”

“Surprise is a luxury researchers rarely permit themselves after years of development.”

“And satisfaction?”

'Considerably more dangerous,' Lucien said.

Lucien released his wrist.

Elliot noticed that his fingers were cool again.

“You're still not entirely well,” he said.

“I’m recovering.”

“From what?”

“A condition that occasionally reminds me I remain human.”

Elliot studied him.

“That seems an unnecessarily elaborate method of remembering.”

Lucien smiled faintly.

“I've tried less inconvenient ones.”

They settled beside the fireplace.

They spoke about the treatment data, Valerie's observations, and the difference between restoring a structure and allowing one to adapt. Elliot noticed how easily the conversation found its rhythm; he also noticed how little Lucien had said about his own illness.

Then the conversation grew quieter.

“Do you ever get tired of being responsible for everything?” Elliot asked.

Lucien looked into his untouched tea.

“Frequently.”

“Then why insist upon it?”

“Because I’ve spent most of my life believing that dependence is an admission of failure.”

Elliot considered the answer.

“Yesterday you needed help.”

“Yes.”

“Did that make you a failure?”

Lucien raised his eyes.

“No.”

“Then perhaps your theory needs revising.”

Lucien watched him, no ready retort appearing. Elliot had begun to recognize how rare that was.

Something unguarded appeared in his expression.

“You make a rather convincing argument,” he said.

“I'm told it’s one of my few redeeming qualities.”

“I doubt the list is quite so short.”

The words lingered. Elliot knew he could leave them unanswered. He found that he did not want to.

He looked down at his cup before Lucien could read too much from his face.

He looked away first.

Lucien set down his cup.

“Elliot.”

Something in his tone made Elliot turn back.

“Yes?”

Lucien hesitated.

The silence lasted only a moment, but it was unlike his usual precision.

'If anything about your recovery troubles you, tell me directly.'

“I intend to.”

“Even if it seems insignificant.”

“That sounds unusually cautious.”

“Good science requires caution.”

“And good friendship?”

Lucien looked at him.

The question had escaped before Elliot could decide whether he meant to ask it.

Lucien's expression softened.

“Perhaps even more.”

Elliot had the uneasy sense that the answer meant more to Lucien than he was being allowed to understand.

Instead, Lucien glanced toward the window.

His right hand tightened against the arm of his chair.

A subtle tremor passed through his fingers.

Elliot recognized it immediately.

“Lucien?”

The movement stopped.

“I'm afraid I’ve exhausted my physician’s allowance for the day.”

“You should rest.”

“And deprive myself of your criticism?”

“I can submit it in writing.”

“That would be efficient.”

Yet Lucien made no immediate move to leave.

He seemed almost reluctant for the evening to end.

The reluctance Elliot felt was his own, and therefore harder to dismiss.

At last, Lucien stood.

“Thank you for trusting me with today's study.”

Elliot looked down at his wrist.

“I trusted the evidence.”

“Of course.”

Lucien's expression did not change. Elliot nevertheless heard something fragile in the silence after his answer.

Later, Elliot reviewed the electronic copy of his treatment record.

The official protocol appeared under the designation ER-12, described as a localized regenerative dermatology study.

Everything matched his consent documents.

Almost everything.

A secondary entry appeared in the automated observation log.

ER-12 / V

Elliot frowned.

The additional character had not appeared in the participant documentation.

The suffix might designate a formulation revision, an internal validation category, or a processing convention. He could think of several ordinary explanations.

Any of those explanations would be ordinary.

Yet the distinction mattered. Results could not be interpreted cleanly if treatment variants were not identified consistently.

A study could not be interpreted accurately if its treatment variants were not clearly identified.

Elliot searched the accompanying documents for the designation.

Nothing.

He considered contacting Dr. Hale immediately, then decided that a written query attached to his follow-up observations would be more useful.

He recorded the discrepancy.

Afterward, he returned to examining his wrist.

The scar had faded further.

That should have satisfied him.

Instead, he found himself studying the surrounding skin.

Its texture felt subtly different beneath his fingertips.

Smoother.

More sensitive.

He rubbed his thumb across the place where the scar had been.

It felt as if a familiar part of his body had learned a language he had never studied.

He turned his attention back to his notes.

Valerie Voss had believed that healing meant restoring what had been lost.

Claire had believed restoration was insufficient.

Elliot looked once more at the unexplained letter in his treatment record.

He had asked his body to repair an old injury.

He had asked for the repair of an old injury. Nothing more. For the first time, he wondered whether he and the treatment had been given different definitions of that request.
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Chapter Five — The Gallery of Brides

The scar on Elliot Ward’s wrist had nearly disappeared.

Two mornings after the regenerative treatment, he could find its former position only by turning his hand toward the window and searching for a faint difference in pigmentation.

The result was extraordinary.

So was the question the clinical record had failed to answer.

ER-12 / V.

Elliot had sent Dr. Miriam Hale a formal inquiry requesting clarification of the additional designation. Her response arrived shortly after breakfast.

The suffix refers to an internal validation classification associated with the legacy research archive. I have requested the relevant documentation from the historical records department.

A second message followed.

Dr. Saye has authorized you to consult the nonconfidential provenance records. The archivist will expect you at eleven.

Elliot appreciated the professional response. He would have appreciated it more if the clinician who had administered the preparation could explain what he had been given.

He closed the message and reached for his jacket.

The lining grazed his wrist.

He felt each small movement of fabric with disconcerting precision. He stopped fastening the cuff, turned his hand over, and tried it once more. The sensation remained.

He had noticed similar sensitivity since the treatment. His skin also seemed smoother along his forearm, though he had resisted drawing conclusions from an impression that could easily be influenced by expectation.

More difficult to dismiss was the change in his appearance.

That morning, Mrs. Vale had remarked that he looked exceptionally rested. Elliot had thanked her, then noticed that the familiar angularity around his cheeks seemed fractionally less pronounced.

Nothing he could have pointed to in a photograph as proof. He still looked unmistakably like himself, which made the uncertainty harder to describe.

Nevertheless, he had added the observation to his research notes.

A cosmetic treatment could improve skin texture.

It should not quietly alter unrelated features without those effects appearing somewhere in the study documentation.

The historical records department occupied the northern wing of Blackthorn Hall.

Unlike the immaculate laboratories, this part of the estate had undergone only partial restoration. Dark paneling lined the corridors, and the floorboards retained their uneven surfaces. Modern security readers had been installed beside doors whose brass handles were worn smooth by generations of use.

An archivist named Mr. Bell met Elliot at the entrance.

“Dr. Saye authorized access to the legacy validation indexes,” he explained. “The original records are more complicated. Some predate our current confidentiality standards, and others remain subject to restricted access.”

“I’m primarily interested in tracing a classification.”

“Then we may be able to help each other.”

Bell led him into a long room containing cabinets, digitization equipment, and a row of carefully restored medical instruments displayed behind glass.

“The family kept extraordinary records,” Bell said. “Unfortunately, they weren’t always consistent about separating scientific documents from personal collections.”

“An archival nightmare.”

“An aristocratic tradition,” Bell said, with the composure of a man who had repeated the joke many times.

Elliot smiled.

Bell entered his access credentials into a workstation.

“The validation series you're researching was transferred from a private collection. The surviving catalogue is incomplete, but the historical index remains available.”

A directory opened.

Several entries referred to early regenerative investigations. Others contained terminology Elliot had never encountered in the company's published literature.

Adaptive morphology.

Behavioral stabilization.

Longitudinal subject assessment.

He frowned.

“Those aren't conventional dermatological categories.”

“No,” Bell agreed. “Some concern historical work outside the scope of our present clinical programs.”

“Can I review the source material?”

“The catalogue and approved historical exhibits, certainly. The confidential records require separate authorization.”

Bell gestured toward an adjoining room.

“The portrait collection contains some of the original provenance references. You may find it useful.”

Elliot followed him through a pair of oak doors.

At first, he thought he had entered a private art gallery.

The room was magnificent.

Tall windows overlooked the neglected northern gardens. Richly colored portraits occupied the walls, interspersed with photographs in silver frames. The women depicted were strikingly elegant, their clothing ranging from historical evening gowns to contemporary couture.

Every image had been arranged with exquisite attention to presentation. Elliot searched for the ordinary signs of a family gallery—shared surnames, household dates, small private stories—and found none.

There were no family names beneath the portraits.

Only individual names, dates, and discreet catalogue numbers.

Bell activated a display beside the entrance.

“These works form part of Dr. Voss-Blackthorn’s private historical collection. Some also document research subjects, which is why the records are not available to the public.”

Elliot looked toward the nearest portrait.

A woman with pale golden hair stood beside a conservatory window. Her expression was composed, though something in her eyes suggested fatigue.

The inscription read:

SERAPHINE — PROTOTYPE I

Elliot felt his curiosity sharpen.

“Prototype?”

“A historical research classification.”

“Of what?”

Bell hesitated.

“That is beyond the provenance information I’m permitted to discuss.”

He indicated the catalogue terminal.

“I’ll be in the adjoining office if you require assistance.”

After Bell departed, Elliot approached the portrait.

Her beauty belonged to the portrait: the light on her hair, the unhurried pose, the painter’s careful attention to her face.

The catalogue beside it spoke in an altogether different language.

He opened the approved catalogue entry.

The first section contained photographs documenting remarkable changes in facial structure, tissue symmetry, and physical appearance over the course of an extended experimental program.

The results were extraordinary.

But beneath them appeared another category.

Physiological stability: Inadequate without continued intervention.

Elliot scrolled.

Repeated medical assessments described fluctuating regenerative responses, periods of systemic weakness, and dependence on specialized monitoring.

A current administrative note placed Seraphine under supervised care within Blackthorn Hall’s private residential medical wing.

He looked back at the painted window behind Seraphine. Outside it lay a garden, rendered in soft, inviting greens. In the present-day assessment, she could not leave her residential wing without permission. The contrast had surely not been intentional; it was nevertheless difficult to look away from.

An approved transcript excerpt appeared beneath the assessment.

Subject requests permission to spend the afternoon outdoors without clinical accompaniment.

The accompanying decision denied the request because of concerns about her stability.

A later statement had been preserved in her own words.

I understand that I require treatment. I would still like someone to ask what I want before deciding where I may go.

Elliot read the sentence twice.

He had expected a complaint about a complicated treatment. Instead he had found a request for an afternoon outdoors. The painting, with its impeccable dress and serene composition, suddenly seemed incapable of telling him the one thing he needed to know: whether Seraphine had been happy when she sat for it.

The next portrait depicted someone entirely different.

Celeste stood against a dark blue background, wearing an ivory dress with a high, immaculate collar.

Her expression was composed to the point of stillness. Elliot wondered whether the painter had mistaken that stillness for peace.

CELESTE — PROTOTYPE II

The accompanying documentation initially appeared more encouraging.

Regenerative stability had improved. Physical recovery was consistent. The physiological complications recorded in Seraphine’s case were substantially reduced.

Then Elliot reached the psychological assessments.

Response conditioning: Advanced.

Spontaneous disagreement: Minimal.

Preference alignment: Highly consistent.

He stopped scrolling.

Those were not ordinary measures of medical recovery.

He opened a brief interview transcript attached to the approved historical record.

Examiner: What would you prefer to do this afternoon?

Celeste: Whatever Dr. Voss considers appropriate.

Examiner: I am asking what you would prefer.

Celeste: I would prefer to meet his expectations.

A pause was recorded.

Examiner: Do you have an opinion independent of his expectations?

There was no answer.

Elliot sat back.

He had encountered studies concerning memory, behavior, and psychological conditioning. The terminology was not unfamiliar.

What unsettled him was the evident purpose of the assessment.

Celeste's inability to express disagreement was being documented as a successful outcome.

He returned to the portrait.

Her composure suddenly appeared less like confidence than the absence of something essential.

He had spent years studying biological systems whose responses could be measured. He knew how easily a convenient measure became a substitute for the thing it was meant to describe. Here, a person’s reluctance to disagree had been entered into a file as a successful result.

He wondered what Celeste had once said when someone asked what she wanted.

Elliot looked toward the remaining portraits.

At the far end of the gallery, one position stood empty.

The surrounding frames had been arranged symmetrically around a rectangular patch of slightly darker wallpaper.

A brass plate remained beneath it.

VIVIENNE — PROTOTYPE III

The associated record was shorter.

Regenerative performance: Exceptional.

Autonomous response: Persistent.

Program compliance: Discontinued.

A subsequent administrative entry referred to a serious disagreement concerning further participation.

The final document was partially redacted.

Only one sentence remained visible.

Subject refused the assigned relational role and rejected continued intervention.

Elliot stared at it.

Relational role.

What exactly had these researchers been attempting to create?

The three cases were clearly connected, yet their outcomes differed.

Seraphine had achieved extraordinary physical refinement at the cost of biological instability.

Celeste possessed improved physiological stability but displayed disturbing evidence of psychological manipulation.

Vivienne appeared to have retained something the preceding assessments treated as undesirable.

An independent will, documented under a heading that made it sound like a persistent technical fault.

Elliot returned to the central catalogue.

The records concerned much more than tissue repair.

They described individualized attempts to alter physical characteristics, regulate biological responses, and influence human behavior.

The word companion appeared repeatedly in the research summaries.

Not as an ordinary description of a relationship.

As a functional objective.

The entries did not tell him everything. They told him enough to make the repeated word companion feel less like an aspiration than a specification. Someone had been measuring a person against another person’s expectations.

An older document appeared in the catalogue references.

Its title identified it as an extract from the research correspondence of Dr. Claire Voss.

Elliot recognized the name immediately.

Valerie's niece.

The scientist whose work had transformed the family's botanical discoveries into experimental medicine.

The extract contained a brief passage.

The treatment of the body cannot be considered complete while the patient's conduct remains incompatible with the intended result.

Elliot read it with mounting discomfort.

Claire’s philosophy was becoming clearer.

She had not regarded biological change as sufficient.

She had sought to control what followed it.

The modern records were unquestionably more sophisticated. Their measurement systems, monitoring technology, and biological analysis belonged to contemporary science.

But the governing assumption seemed painfully familiar.

Improvement, in these documents, belonged to the observer’s vocabulary. Elliot could not find the equivalent word in a subject’s own account.

Elliot closed the document.

He knew he needed an explanation.

And he knew who possessed one.

Lucien received him in the library shortly after four.

He stood beside the fireplace, reading a report, but set it aside when Elliot entered.

“You look troubled.”

“I've spent the afternoon in the northern archive.”

Something changed in Lucien's expression.

Not alarm.

Recognition.

“I see.”

“Do you?”

Lucien gestured toward the chairs.

“Please.”

Elliot remained standing.

“I found records concerning three women. Seraphine, Celeste, and Vivienne.”

Lucien lowered his hand.

For several seconds, the room was silent.

“They are part of a difficult history,” he said.

“An ongoing history, apparently.”

Lucien looked at him carefully.

“What did you read?”

“Enough to know that these weren't ordinary regenerative studies.”

“No.”

“Seraphine requires continuing medical support. Celeste's psychological assessments treat her inability to disagree as an achievement. Vivienne refused something described as a relational role.”

Lucien's expression tightened almost imperceptibly.

“You've reached conclusions from incomplete records.”

“Then help me complete them.”

Lucien looked toward the windows.

“The research concerned the relationship between biological adaptation and sustained physiological stability. Some approaches produced results that were scientifically remarkable and ethically indefensible.”

“Were the women informed?”

“The circumstances varied.”

“That isn't an answer.”

“No,” Lucien admitted. “It isn't.”

Elliot felt a sharp disappointment.

He had prepared for a professional argument. He had not prepared for the painful knowledge that part of him wanted Lucien to prove the archive wrong.

“Were these experiments conducted under your authority?”

Lucien returned his gaze.

“Some of the modern work was.”

The answer landed quietly.

Elliot thought of Seraphine asking to walk outdoors.

“Then you bear responsibility.”

“Yes.”

Lucien said it without theatrical regret.

That made the admission more difficult to dismiss.

“I won't pretend every decision was justified,” he continued. “Nor will I discuss confidential medical histories beyond what you have already accessed.”

“Confidentiality shouldn't become a convenient alternative to accountability.”

“It shouldn't.”

“Then why preserve their portraits like trophies?”

Lucien flinched.

Barely.

But Elliot saw it.

“They are not trophies.”

“How am I supposed to know that?”

“Because I remember them as people.”

“Then why does your catalogue remember them as prototypes?”

For the first time, Lucien seemed unable to find an immediate reply.

Elliot lowered his voice.

“I've seen what your foundation does. I've met people whose lives are better because they were allowed to make choices about their own bodies.”

“Yes.”

“How can you defend work that appears to take that choice away?”

Lucien's hand tightened against the back of a chair.

“I can explain what the work taught us,” he said carefully. “I cannot defend every decision made to obtain it.”

“Knowledge doesn't erase the person who paid for it.”

“No.”

The word was almost inaudible.

Lucien moved toward the fireplace.

“I believed, for a long time, that sufficient understanding could correct almost any human limitation.”

“And now?”

His answer came slowly.

“Now I find the limitations of understanding rather more personal.”

Elliot watched him.

Elliot saw the fatigue he remembered from the glasshouse, along with the tenderness it had stirred in him. Neither memory helped. Lucien could concede an argument with exquisite grace and still keep the answer that mattered most out of reach.

“I don't want to fear you,” Elliot said.

Lucien turned.

For one unguarded instant, genuine distress crossed his face.

“Elliot—”

“I'm not saying that I do. But I need to know whether the work I'm participating in is what you say it is.”

Lucien became very still.

“The approved research you were shown is genuine.”

“That wasn't quite my question.”

“No,” Lucien said.

He looked down.

Elliot waited.

But the explanation did not come.

At last, Lucien said, “You deserve complete answers about your own treatment. I will have the documentation reviewed.”

Elliot wanted to believe him. That, he realized, was becoming part of the problem.

Back in his room, Elliot opened the archival notes he had saved.

He intended to prepare a formal list of questions for Dr. Hale and the research ethics office.

The first concerned the unexplained classification in his treatment record.

ER-12 / V.

He returned to the gallery catalogue and searched the archived provenance index.

A single matching entry appeared.

It belonged to the modern experimental series associated with the portrait collection.

The linked record contained a brief technical classification.

ER-12 / V — ADAPTIVE PHENOTYPE SERIES

Associated observations: tissue regeneration, morphological persistence, systemic response.

Elliot read the entry again.

He compared it with his consent documentation.

His study had been described as a localized dermatological intervention.

Nothing about sustained morphological change had been disclosed.

It was not proof that the archived procedure and his own treatment were identical. Related research often inherited identifiers, and a catalogue could preserve an old classification after a protocol had changed.

Yet the match was exact. He could not dismiss it without dismissing the very standards of evidence he had spent his career defending.

He opened his observation notebook.

The scar on his left wrist had almost vanished.

The skin surrounding it remained unusually sensitive.

And earlier that afternoon, while speaking with Mr. Bell, he had noticed his shirt collar resting differently against his neck. He had attributed the sensation to the softened fabric.

Now he wondered whether the explanation was quite so simple.

He placed both records side by side.

One belonged to a legitimate dermatological study.

The other belonged to an archive documenting deliberate alterations of human appearance and behavior.

Both carried the same designation.

Until that moment, Elliot had assumed that his treatment was an unusually successful application of regenerative biotechnology.

He set a fingertip against the nearly invisible scar and felt the touch too clearly.

The experiment he had consented to, he thought, might not be the experiment that had begun.
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Chapter Six — Galatea

By morning, Elliot Ward had assembled enough evidence to demand an explanation and not nearly enough to prepare himself for one.

His research notebook lay open beside two documents on the desk: the consent form he had signed in the Regenesis consultation suite and the historical catalogue entry he had recovered from Blackthorn Hall’s northern archive.

Both contained the same designation.

ER-12 / V.

In the first document, the treatment was described as a localized regenerative dermatological intervention.

In the second, the designation belonged to an adaptive phenotype research series associated with alterations extending far beyond superficial tissue repair.

Elliot had spent much of the night searching for a legitimate explanation.

There were several possibilities. Shared research classifications were not unusual. Experimental compounds could move between programs, and archival records sometimes preserved terminology long after its original meaning had changed.

But the discrepancy had to be resolved.

He opened the additional catalogue references Mr. Bell had supplied.

One entry contained a project title previously concealed beneath an administrative classification.

PROJECT GALATEA

Below it appeared a description:

Integrated physiological adaptation and long-term biological compatibility.

Elliot read the sentence carefully.

It was broad enough to describe several legitimate fields of regenerative medicine. Yet the reference identified the program as the source of the experimental series documented in the gallery.

He opened the accompanying provenance record.

The document listed a supervising authority.

Dr. Lucien Voss-Blackthorn.

Elliot closed his eyes.

He had wanted this to be a misunderstanding. Until that moment, wanting it had felt like a reasonable part of scientific caution. Now it felt embarrassingly personal.

He turned the page back, as though the name might disappear if he read the source more carefully.

Lucien received Elliot's request for a meeting without asking why. Elliot disliked the small relief he felt at being granted an audience; it was precisely the sort of relief he no longer trusted.

At eleven, Elliot entered the private research office overlooking the western gardens.

The room was smaller than he expected. A long black desk stood beneath a wall of scientific displays. Behind it, shelves contained antique botanical volumes alongside contemporary research publications.

Beyond the windows, the glasshouse rose above the damp lawns.

Lucien stood when Elliot entered.

“Good morning.”

Elliot placed the documents on the desk.

“I found Project Galatea.”

Lucien did not move.

For several seconds, Lucien was perfectly still. Elliot had seen him stop moving like that before, when a question interested him. This silence was different: it offered no invitation to continue.

“Where?”

“In the provenance records associated with ER-12 / V. The designation used for my treatment.”

Lucien looked at the documents.

“I see.”

“I don't think you do.”

Elliot remained standing.

“I've reviewed the classifications, the gallery records, and my clinical consent documentation. The discrepancies are too substantial to dismiss as administrative errors.”

Lucien gestured toward a chair.

“Please sit.”

“I'd rather stand.”

The gesture ended.

“What do you want to know?”

“Everything that concerns me.”

Something tightened around Lucien's eyes.

Elliot continued.

“Start with why my dermatological treatment is connected to a program involving extensive physical modification and behavioral assessment.”

Lucien walked slowly to his desk.

“The regenerative preparation you received was genuine.”

“I know. My scar is almost gone.”

“The treatment's restorative properties are among the most advanced we've developed.”

“Then why is it classified under adaptive phenotype research?”

Lucien rested his fingertips against the desk.

“Because the preparation was not limited to the dermatological component described in your documentation.”

The words were delivered quietly.

Elliot waited for the rest of the sentence, the clause that would limit it, clarify it, make it less than what it sounded like. None came.

“What does that mean?”

Lucien did not answer immediately.

“Elliot, there are aspects of my research I should have explained before you agreed to participate.”

“Should have?”

“Yes.”

“Then explain them now.”

Lucien looked toward the glasshouse.

For the first time since Elliot had met him, he seemed unable to arrange his thoughts into an elegant answer.

At last, he activated a secured display.

A research file appeared.

PROJECT GALATEA

SUBJECT SELECTION — ACTIVE CANDIDATE

Beneath the heading, Elliot saw his own name.

WARD, ELLIOT — AGE 29

He stared.

His university credentials appeared beneath it, followed by references to his published research, psychological observations, and a biological compatibility assessment.

The document predated his arrival at Blackthorn Hall. His name had not been added after they met; it occupied a field prepared before the candidate arrived.

“What is this?”

“A candidate evaluation.”

“For what?”

Lucien met his eyes.

“For Galatea.”

Elliot looked back at the screen.

A sentence near the bottom of the document caught his attention.

Primary selection approved following confirmation of exceptional compatibility.

He read it again.

“You evaluated me before I accepted the position.”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“Your research first attracted my attention. During the recruitment process, I arranged for additional analysis of medical screening information.”

Elliot felt a cold sensation spread beneath his ribs.

“That screening was for employment.”

“I know.”

“Not experimental selection.”

“No.”

Elliot stepped away from the desk.

The extraordinary professional opportunity. The privileged access to research. The invitation to remain at Blackthorn Hall.

All of it had been arranged before their first conversation. The recognition he had felt when Lucien listened to his arguments now had to coexist with a fact he could barely make himself examine: he had been expected.

“Was the job real?”

“Entirely.”

“Was any of this real?”

Lucien's expression changed.

“Our conversations were real. Your work is exceptional. I meant every word of my admiration.”

“But you already had another reason for bringing me here.”

“Yes.”

Elliot could have argued against a lie. The simple truth left him standing with a stack of documents and no place to put the tenderness he had begun to feel.

Elliot returned to the display.

The next section contained a model of projected biological development.

He recognized familiar terms concerning tissue regeneration and morphological adaptation.

Then he reached a classification that made his breathing slow.

Projected phenotype: Female.

He stared at it.

“What does that mean?”

Lucien remained silent.

“Tell me.”

“The complete Galatea process is designed to produce a stable female physiology with regenerative characteristics that existing treatments have been unable to achieve.”

Elliot looked at him.

“You mean transformation.”

“Yes.”

“Male to female.”

“Yes.”

The room seemed abruptly unfamiliar. Elliot's attention snagged on the mundane details: a pencil aligned with a notepad, rain staining the lower edge of the window, his own thumb resting on the paper. He could not persuade his eyes to return to the line on the screen.

Elliot glanced at his wrist.

The vanished scar. The smoothness of his skin. The subtle changes around his face.

He had understood them as regenerative side effects.

“Is that what you've started doing to me?”

Lucien's face had lost its carefully arranged calm.

“Yes.”

For a moment, Elliot could hear nothing except the faint ventilation above them. He became acutely aware of the shirt collar against his neck and the pressure of his shoes on the carpet. He had no evidence that either had changed. That did not make the awareness easier to bear.

He looked again at the screen.

Below the projected phenotype appeared another field.

Proposed identity: Elise Blackthorn.

The words seemed, in their way, more invasive than the medical classifications. They belonged to a future in which his own answer had never been requested.

He read them slowly.

“Elise Blackthorn.”

Lucien said nothing.

“You gave me a name.”

“It was a provisional designation.”

“My future name.”

“Yes.”

Elliot turned toward him.

“You planned to change my body, my identity, and my place in your life. And you put it in a document as though I were a product under development.”

“Elliot—”

“My name is Elliot Ward.”

“I know.”

“Then use it.”

Lucien lowered his eyes.

“I never intended to erase your intelligence or your memories.”

“You intended to replace everything else.”

“That isn't how I understood it.”

“Then how did you understand it?”

Lucien looked toward the suspended biological model.

“As the possibility of creating a form of life capable of surviving limitations that have governed humanity for centuries.”

Elliot laughed once, without amusement.

“And you decided I should become that form of life.”

“I believed you were uniquely suited to it.”

“You didn't ask.”

“No.”

The admission hung between them. Elliot studied Lucien's face for any sign that he understood what he had admitted. There was pain there, unmistakable and utterly insufficient.

Lucien deactivated the model.

“Galatea takes its name from the classical myth,” he said.

“I'm familiar with Pygmalion.”

“Then you know the story is generally remembered as a celebration of ideal beauty.”

“And the sculptor who falls in love with his creation.”

“Yes.”

Elliot folded his arms.

“Did it never occur to you that the statue wasn't consulted?”

Lucien's expression hardened briefly.

“I don't regard you as an object.”

“You selected my body, designed its future, and assigned me a name. What distinction would you prefer I make?”

Lucien approached the window.

“The original myth fascinated me because it imagined a creator capable of bringing life to something previously incapable of experience.”

“That sounds more like Frankenstein.”

“Perhaps.”

“And you seem to have forgotten which character was the monster.”

Lucien turned.

“Frankenstein was both creator and victim of his ambition.”

“His creature had rather more reason to complain.”

A shadow crossed Lucien's face.

“I know something about being one's own experiment.”

Elliot fell silent.

Lucien unfastened the cuff of his shirt.

“Artemisia lacrimosa possesses regenerative properties far beyond those Valerie understood. Claire discovered that its biological effects were not limited to restoring damaged tissue.”

“She discovered it could change people.”

“Yes.”

“And you continued her work.”

“I sought to separate the beneficial regenerative effects from the broader transformations associated with her research.”

Lucien looked directly at him.

“The original expression followed a predominantly female physiological pattern. I developed a way to inhibit that pattern while preserving the regenerative potential.”

Elliot studied him.

“You tested it on yourself.”

“Yes.”

The implications began assembling in his mind.

The historical photographs. Lucien's unchanged appearance. His cold hands and extraordinary composure.

“How long ago?”

“Decades.”

“That isn't possible. You're barely older than I am.”

Lucien's smile was tired.

“I'm sixty-one, Elliot.”

Elliot stared.

The number seemed absurd.

Yet it explained too many observations to dismiss immediately.

“And your body?”

“Not as stable as it appears.”

Lucien moved toward the desk.

“The regenerative system I developed has allowed me to resist much of ordinary biological deterioration. But the inhibition created an imbalance. My body continually attempts to reconcile processes I forced apart.”

“The episodes in the glasshouse.”

“Yes.”

“The tremors?”

“Yes.”

“And they're getting worse.”

Lucien did not deny it.

Elliot remembered Lucien leaning against him on the stone bench, struggling to make light of the episode. Concern returned before he could stop it.

That angered him almost as much as the confession. His compassion had been real; Lucien had made it impossible to know what to do with it.

“What does any of this have to do with me?”

Lucien's expression changed.

“My current treatments cannot maintain equilibrium indefinitely. Galatea was designed to create a biologically complementary organism capable of participating in a stable regenerative system.”

“A second organism.”

“A partner.”

“A patient,” Elliot corrected. “An experimental subject.”

Lucien was silent.

“And why female?”

“The complementary expression follows a different developmental pattern. The original botanical response provides the foundation for it.”

“That explains your research direction. Not why you thought you could choose it for me.”

Lucien lowered his gaze.

“I believed the outcome could offer you extraordinary advantages. Regeneration. Longevity. A body freed from many ordinary limitations.”

“And you thought I'd be grateful.”

“I thought you might come to understand its value.”

Elliot felt something inside him give way.

“Understanding isn't consent.”

“No.”

“Wanting someone beside you isn't the same as needing their biology.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

Lucien's composure faltered.

“When I selected you, I believed compatibility would be enough. I expected an exceptional mind, someone capable of understanding the science.”

“And instead?”

Lucien hesitated.

“Instead, I found myself looking forward to conversations that had nothing to do with the research.”

Elliot looked away.

He remembered the library, the garden, the glasshouse.

Lucien's quiet laughter.

The way he had listened.

The simple gratitude in his voice after Elliot helped him.

“I've begun to care for you,” Lucien said. “More than I anticipated.”

“Then you should have told me.”

“I was afraid you would refuse.”

“I would have.”

The answer came immediately. It was the answer Elliot could give now, with the evidence on the desk and the knowledge of what had already been done. It did not erase the troubling possibility that, had he been asked before, he might at least have listened.

Lucien's face tightened.

“And that is why you didn't ask,” Elliot said.

For several moments, neither spoke.

Then Elliot returned to the practical questions.

“What exactly was administered to me?”

“The ER-12 regenerative preparation, together with an experimental component derived from the adaptive phenotype program.”

“Was Dr. Hale aware?”

“Not of the full purpose.”

“Who authorized the additional component?”

“I did.”

Elliot felt sick.

“Without informing the physician responsible for my consent?”

“Her clinical documentation described the approved regenerative application. The additional research authorization was issued separately.”

“By you.”

“Yes.”

“Then you didn't just deceive me. You compromised the integrity of the entire procedure.”

Lucien accepted the accusation without answering. Elliot almost wished he would defend himself. The absence of an excuse was not the same as accountability; it merely left Elliot to speak into the space where one ought to have been.

Elliot continued.

“What happened to Seraphine, Celeste, and Vivienne?”

“They were previous candidates.”

“Candidates for this?”

“For different stages of the research.”

“Seraphine is medically dependent. Celeste can barely express a preference. Vivienne refused whatever role you assigned her.”

Lucien's jaw tightened.

“Their outcomes revealed serious failures.”

“They revealed people being harmed.”

“Yes.”

“And you continued.”

Lucien looked at him with an expression Elliot could no longer interpret as simple confidence.

“I believed I could correct the failures.”

“By using someone new.”

“By learning from what went wrong.”

“Those are not mutually exclusive, Lucien. You can call it learning and still have done it to someone.”

The scientist's hand moved toward the desk.

A tremor passed through his fingers.

He ignored it.

Elliot asked the question he had been avoiding.

“Can you reverse what you've done to me?”

Lucien did not answer immediately.

“Some early effects may be manageable,” he said. “But the regenerative response has already begun reorganizing certain tissues. Discontinuing further treatment won't necessarily return every affected system to its previous state.”

“Necessarily?”

“I cannot promise a complete reversal.”

Elliot felt the words with almost physical force.

His hand went instinctively to his wrist.

The scar had vanished. He had celebrated its disappearance; he had shown Lucien the healed skin with something close to delight. The memory felt intimate now in a way Elliot could not bear.

He rubbed his thumb over the place where the scar had been. He wanted to feel a raised line, some small evidence that his body would keep what he remembered. There was none.

“Will I continue changing?”

“Possibly.”

“How far?”

“The process is not yet complete.”

“That wasn't my question.”

Lucien looked exhausted.

“I don't know precisely how much progression will continue without additional intervention.”

For the first time, Elliot recognized the full horror of his situation.

The man who had designed the experiment could not guarantee control over its consequences.

Lucien attempted to straighten.

His hand slipped against the desk.

Elliot saw the change immediately.

Color drained from Lucien's face. A narrow irregular line appeared near his temple, resembling an old scar emerging beneath the skin.

His shoulders became uneven for a moment, as though the muscles supporting them had lost their accustomed coordination.

“Lucien?”

“I'm all right.”

“You're not.”

The words emerged before Elliot could stop them.

Lucien attempted another breath.

His fingers curled against the desk.

The skin along his hand appeared briefly mottled, then gradually returned to its usual smoothness.

Elliot moved toward him instinctively.

“Sit down.”

Lucien obeyed with visible difficulty.

Elliot reached for the office communication panel.

“I'm calling your physician.”

“Elliot—”

“Don't.”

His voice was sharper than he intended.

“Don't ask me to pretend I don't see this.”

Lucien closed his eyes.

Elliot contacted the medical staff and remained nearby until the immediate episode subsided.

He did not touch Lucien again.

He did not touch Lucien again. The impulse to help had not disappeared, and that frightened him in a new way. He could call a physician. He could stay until someone arrived. He could not let concern become another form of consent.

When Lucien finally looked up, there was something almost unbearable in his expression.

“You see why I need an answer.”

“Yes,” Elliot said.

“And why I believed—”

“No.”

Lucien stopped.

Elliot heard himself take one slow breath, then another. The rhythm was deliberate, a small task his body still obeyed. His anger had not diminished; he had only found a way to speak through it.

“I understand that you're ill. I understand that your research may offer remarkable possibilities. I even understand why you were desperate enough to consider them.”

He held Lucien's gaze.

“But you had no right to make this decision for me.”

Lucien looked away.

“There may be other approaches,” he admitted. “None without considerable risk.”

“Then those risks are yours to decide whether to take.”

“Yes.”

“Not mine to absorb without knowing.”

The silence lasted until Lucien spoke again.

“I hoped you might eventually choose to remain.”

“Then you should have given me the chance to choose.”

Elliot gathered his documents.

“I want every undisclosed treatment stopped.”

Lucien nodded.

“I'll authorize that.”

“I want my complete medical records, including the experimental material and every assessment used to select me.”

“You'll have them.”

“I want an independent physician with no financial or professional obligation to you.”

Lucien hesitated.

Then he nodded again.

“And I want written confirmation that no further intervention will occur without my informed consent.”

“Of course.”

Elliot looked at him.

“Not of course. You already violated that.”

Lucien's expression changed.

For a moment, the youth of Lucien's face seemed like a poor disguise for exhaustion. Elliot knew better than to mistake that exhaustion for innocence.

“You're right.”

Elliot turned toward the door.

“Elliot.”

He stopped but did not look back.

“I never intended to make you afraid of me.”

“That wasn't the decision you needed to make.”

Lucien said nothing.

Elliot left the office before the physician arrived.

The corridor outside was quiet. Somewhere in the distant rooms, a clock began striking the hour.

He walked until he reached the older stairwell, then stopped beside a window overlooking the gardens.

His hands were trembling.

He looked down at them.

They were still his hands.

The familiar lines of his palms remained. His fingers moved when he told them to move. His mind was clear, and every memory of his life belonged to him.

He was still Elliot Ward. He repeated the name silently, not because he feared forgetting it, but because someone else had already written a replacement.

Yet his skin felt subtly unfamiliar beneath the fabric of his sleeves, and the contours of his face seemed different when he touched his cheek. He withdrew his hand, then forced himself to touch his cheek again. It was his face. He refused to surrender even that simple fact to Lucien's terminology.

He had refused.

He had withdrawn the trust that made the treatment possible.

But somewhere within him, a biological process had already begun following instructions he had never been allowed to read.

Elliot pressed his palm against the cold window.

For the first time, he understood that saying no might not be enough to stop what had already been done.
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Chapter Seven — Becoming Elise

At six the following morning, Elliot Ward requested every record that existed concerning his body.

He sent the demand to Dr. Miriam Hale, the research compliance office, and Lucien Voss-Blackthorn. He specified original observations, amended reports, experimental classifications, consent documents, and all information obtained during his employment screening.

He also requested written confirmation that no further experimental intervention had been authorized.

The messages were precise, unemotional, and considerably more controlled than he felt. He read the first twice before sending it. The second time, his cursor hovered over the words concerning his body, an expression that had never before seemed to require a legal definition.

At seven, he telephoned a medical practice outside Hollow's End.

At eight, he discovered that the shirt he had worn comfortably three days earlier no longer fitted.

Elliot stood beside his bed, fastening the last button with increasing irritation. The collar remained familiar, but the fabric pulled strangely when he moved his arms. His shoulders seemed narrower beneath the seams, while the shirt rested differently against his waist.

He removed it and tried another.

The result was much the same.

For several seconds he stood motionless, holding the discarded shirt. It had been a good shirt: grey, ordinary, bought without ceremony and worn to more interviews than he cared to count. Until this morning it had never asked him to think about his shoulders. He laid it across the bed rather than forcing himself into it.

He had measured the changes the previous evening. Minor variations in body proportions, reduced muscle definition, further alterations in facial contours. The figures were small individually.

Together, they were beginning to describe someone he did not recognize. He caught his reflection in the dark window and turned away before he could decide whether the unfamiliarity lay in his features or in the knowledge of who had been altering them.

He dressed in a loose sweater.

The sweater settled against him with an unexpected softness. When he moved, the fabric followed rather than resisted, sliding across skin that no longer answered to the same familiar resistance. He remained standing for a moment, testing the quiet difference in how the garment rested and shifted with each small turn of the shoulders.

He approached the mirror with deliberate hesitation. The glass waited in the muted light of the room. For several seconds he did not look fully, only allowed the edge of the reflection to register—the drape of wool, the quieter line of the neck, the way the sweater moved when he adjusted one sleeve. Then he met his own gaze.

What he saw was still recognisably himself, yet the familiar features seemed newly arranged, their proportions altered in ways he had not learned to read. A brief, private recognition stirred: the figure held a restrained attractiveness he had never claimed and did not want. Curiosity rose with it, sharp and unwelcome, followed at once by resistance. He did not step closer. He did not linger to catalogue the change.

Instead he turned away, the sweater still warm against him, and returned to the edge of the bed. The recognition remained, quiet and unresolved, like a sentence he had read but refused, for now, to finish.

Then he opened his notebook and added another entry.

Posture and clothing fit noticeably altered. No additional treatment received.

Writing it down helped.

Not enough.

But it helped. The page did not ask him to admire the result. It only permitted him to describe what was happening.

Dr. Hale arrived at Elliot's room shortly before ten.

She looked as though she had slept even less than he had.

“I've reviewed the additional research authorization,” she said without sitting. “I wasn't informed that an adaptive phenotype component had been included in your treatment.”

“I know what Lucien told me.”

“He should never have authorized it without the appropriate clinical disclosure and independent review.”

“Then I want that recorded formally.”

“It will be.”

Elliot handed her a list of questions.

Hale read it carefully.

“Some of these require information from the research division.”

“Then obtain it.”

“I intend to.”

He watched her face.

“Are you going to tell me what happened was a misunderstanding?”

“No.”

The answer was immediate.

Elliot felt a measure of relief he resented needing. He was ashamed of that relief for a moment, until he recognized the trap: he had begun expecting other people to debate whether his own account of the injury was credible.

Hale placed a secure tablet on the desk.

“The supplementary experimental records have been transferred to a restricted disclosure file. You should receive access today. I've also suspended your participation in the registered study pending review.”

“And the changes?”

Her expression grew more cautious.

“I can document what is occurring. I cannot promise that documenting it will tell us how to reverse it.”

“I've arranged an independent consultation.”

“Good.”

She said it without hesitation.

“Who?”

“Dr. Nisha Rao. She practices outside the VOSS network.”

“I know her reputation. She's careful.”

“That's what I'm hoping.”

Hale studied him for a moment.

“Mr. Ward, I want to be clear. Voluntarily participating in a regenerative study did not authorize additional transformation research. The distinction is not ambiguous.”

“I know.”

But hearing someone else say it mattered.

After Hale left, Elliot examined the newly released documents.

The original ER-12 treatment appeared alongside the concealed ER-12 / V Adaptive Phenotype Series authorization. The latter had been approved through a separate internal research channel controlled by Lucien.

No participant-specific informed consent accompanied it.

Elliot copied the records to an encrypted archive outside the company's systems.

Then he requested the original screening data used to select him.

He would not leave the evidence solely with those who had created it. Saving the files did not restore control over his body, but it gave him some control over the story that would be told about it.

The examination with Dr. Rao took place in a modest private clinic beyond the estate.

Elliot insisted on attending without a VOSS representative.

For the first time since arriving at Blackthorn, he found the absence of polished marble and discreetly expensive furniture reassuring.

Rao listened carefully.

She reviewed his baseline photographs, tissue observations, treatment records, and the changes he had documented.

Then she examined him.

The process was ordinary.

That was somehow worse. He could follow every clinical instruction; he could identify the instruments and understand the careful sequence of Rao’s questions. His understanding offered no protection against the quiet humiliation of being studied for a change he had not requested.

“Your observations are consistent with progressive physical change,” Rao said. “But the research appears to involve biological mechanisms that aren't established in conventional medicine.”

“I know.”

“I don't want to pretend greater certainty than the evidence supports.”

“Neither do I.”

She examined the serial measurements.

“Some of the altered tissues appear to have adopted a stable new structure. Reversing those changes would not be as simple as stopping the preparation.”

“Lucien told me that.”

“Then he may be correct about that part.”

Elliot looked down.

“And the rest?”

“The continuing progression is less certain. We need to distinguish changes already integrated into your physiology from processes that are still active.”

“Can we stop the active processes?”

“I can't give you a reliable answer yet.”

He had expected uncertainty.

Knowing that did not make it easier to hear. For an instant he wanted Rao to promise him something she could not know, even though he would have challenged her for doing so. The wish frightened him more than the answer.

Rao closed the file.

“Have you experienced confusion, memory loss, or changes in your ability to make decisions?”

“No.”

“Any sense that your thoughts aren't your own?”

“No.”

He hesitated.

“But I've read the records concerning Celeste.”

Rao waited.

“There were attempts to alter her behavior. Her memories. Her capacity to disagree.”

“And you're afraid something similar may have been done to you.”

“Yes.”

She considered the available records.

“The psychological interventions described in those files appear distinct from the regenerative changes affecting your body. I see no evidence here that the same conditioning procedures were administered to you.”

“That's not a guarantee.”

“No. It isn't.”

Rao leaned forward slightly.

“But you're asking the right question. Your cognition deserves independent assessment, just as your physical condition does.”

Elliot nodded.

He had never been so grateful for a physician unwilling to promise him a miracle.

By the time Elliot returned to Blackthorn Hall, preparations for The Éternelle Masquerade had transformed the entrance courtyard.

Florists unloaded arrangements of pale roses and dark greenery. Electricians adjusted concealed lighting beneath the stone arches. A team of decorators carried gilded masks into the ballroom.

Halloween was approaching.

The estate seemed determined to celebrate. A pair of attendants carried a stand of silver masks through the courtyard. Elliot wondered who had chosen them, who would be allowed to wear them, and why he had begun hearing a question about permission in everything.

Elliot entered through the service corridor, avoiding the main hall.

He was crossing the eastern passage when an unfamiliar sensation interrupted his stride.

His balance shifted.

Not enough to make him fall, but enough that he reached instinctively for the wall.

He stood still.

The center of his body's movement felt subtly different. His accustomed gait no longer matched the distribution of weight he expected.

He took several experimental steps.

Nothing hurt.

That was the problem. His hand rested against the wall; the stone felt cool and solid, and the familiar impulse to walk away arrived a fraction earlier than his body could execute it. He disliked the delay, the slight correction he had to make, and the awful elegance with which the correction succeeded.

The alteration was too smooth, too integrated, as though his body had already accepted a new arrangement that his mind had not yet learned.

A member of the household staff approached.

“Are you all right, sir?”

Elliot straightened.

“Yes. Thank you.”

The answer emerged in his own voice.

Almost.

He noticed a slight difference in its resonance, a softened quality that made the familiar words sound unexpectedly strange.

The employee did not appear to notice.

Elliot did. He almost repeated the words to test the sound, but the corridor was no place for experiments that could become an audience. He waited until the footsteps had passed.

He continued to his room and recorded the observation before memory could turn it into something less precise.

He could describe the change.

He could measure aspects of it.

He could not explain what it felt like to discover that an ordinary movement no longer belonged entirely to habit. He could still move; he could still speak. Yet those mundane freedoms had become things he checked, rather than things he took for granted.

That afternoon, Elliot received permission to visit the private residential medical wing.

The request had been passed through an independent patient liaison, with explicit confirmation that the residents could decline.

Seraphine agreed to meet him.

He found her in a conservatory overlooking the northern gardens.

She wore a simple blue cardigan over a long dress, and her pale golden hair was loosely tied behind her head. Without the formal clothing and controlled lighting of her portrait, she looked less like an aristocratic ideal and more like a tired woman enjoying the afternoon sun.

“You're Elliot Ward,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I've heard about you.”

He hesitated.

“From Lucien?”

“Among others.”

She gestured toward a chair.

“Please sit. Standing visitors make me feel like an exhibit.”

Elliot sat.

For several minutes they discussed the gardens.

Seraphine knew the names of nearly every plant visible from the window. She preferred the older sections of the estate, where the paths remained uneven and the gardeners allowed certain flowers to grow outside their assigned beds.

“I like things that aren't constantly corrected,” she said.

Elliot looked at her.

“May I ask about your treatment?”

“You may ask.”

She considered him.

“You've read my file.”

“Part of it.”

“Then you know what they achieved.”

“And what it cost.”

Her expression did not change.

“I require medical assistance to remain stable. Some days are easier than others.”

“Do you regret it?”

She looked toward the garden.

“I regret not knowing what I was agreeing to.”

The answer settled between them. Seraphine had neither asked him to be grateful for her survival nor offered her suffering as a lesson for his comfort.

“I've been told some changes cannot be reversed,” he said.

“Yes.”

“How did you manage that?”

Seraphine smiled without much amusement.

“Badly, at first.”

Then she looked directly at him.

“Eventually, I stopped asking whether I could become the person I used to be and started asking what the person I am now is allowed to want.”

Elliot said nothing.

“That doesn't make what happened acceptable,” she added.

“I know.”

“Good. People become very eager to call suffering worthwhile once someone survives it.”

A quiet sound came from the adjoining doorway.

Another woman stood there.

Celeste.

Elliot recognized her immediately.

She wore a pale dress and carried a tray with two cups.

Her movements were graceful, her expression composed.

“Would you like tea?” she asked.

“Yes, please,” Elliot said.

Celeste placed the tray on the table.

Seraphine looked at her.

“Would you like to sit with us?”

Celeste hesitated.

“I should remain available.”

“To whom?”

A longer silence followed.

“Dr. Voss.”

Elliot felt his stomach tighten.

Seraphine's expression softened.

“I'm asking what you would like.”

Celeste looked from one face to the other.

“I don't know.”

There was no theatrical emptiness in her voice.

Only uncertainty. Her fingers tightened once on the handle of the empty tray, as though the simple possibility of taking a chair required more courage than she could safely spend.

It was more disturbing than any medical image Elliot had examined.

Seraphine reached toward the empty chair without touching Celeste.

“You don't have to decide immediately.”

Celeste remained standing.

At last, she said, “Perhaps later.”

Then she left.

Elliot watched the doorway.

“Does she remember who she was?” he asked.

“Some things.”

“Can she recover?”

“I hope so.”

Seraphine folded her hands.

“But please don't mistake her difficulty choosing for a lack of desire. Sometimes she simply can't find the words.”

Elliot thought of his own memories.

The university laboratory where he had broken the glass that scarred his wrist. His first publication. The arguments that had shaped his career.

His irritation. His humor. His stubbornness.

He was still capable of disagreement.

He intended to remain so. Yet even that intention had acquired an uneasy second meaning: it was not enough to possess a will if everyone around him insisted on treating it as an inconvenience.

Lucien was waiting in the library when Elliot returned.

He stood beside the reading table, examining the documents Elliot had requested.

“You've seen Seraphine,” he said.

“Yes.”

“How is she?”

“You should ask her.”

Lucien accepted the rebuke.

“Of course.”

Elliot placed his notebook on the table.

“I've spoken to an independent physician.”

“I'm glad.”

“She's less confident about reversibility than I'd hoped.”

Lucien lowered his eyes.

“I feared that would be the case.”

“Some changes are already integrated.”

“Yes.”

“And you knew that could happen before you treated me.”

“I knew it was possible.”

“You calculated the risk.”

“Yes.”

Elliot felt anger rise again.

Not the shock of the original betrayal.

Something steadier.

“You calculated my future without asking me whether I wanted it.”

Lucien looked at him.

“I know.”

A quiet mechanical alert sounded from a device near the desk.

Lucien reached toward it.

His fingers failed to close around the screen.

The instrument slipped.

Elliot caught it before it struck the floor.

Lucien stood motionless.

Then his shoulders tightened.

A line of uneven discoloration spread briefly along his neck. His breathing became shallow, and the refined symmetry of his face seemed to falter.

“Sit down,” Elliot said.

Lucien shook his head.

“I need—”

“You need your physician.”

Elliot activated the communication panel.

Lucien attempted to object, but the words dissolved into an uneven breath.

Elliot guided him toward the chair.

He had done something similar in the glasshouse.

The familiarity hurt. His hands knew how to steady Lucien before he had finished remembering why he should never have been placed in this position.

Lucien's hand was painfully cold.

For several moments, his fingers trembled uncontrollably.

“I thought I had more time,” Lucien whispered.

Elliot looked at him.

“More time for what?”

Lucien closed his eyes.

“To find an answer.”

Elliot remained beside him until the physician arrived.

He helped because Lucien was suffering.

Because someone needed assistance.

Because Elliot had not lost the ability to care.

None of those reasons changed what Lucien had done.

Later, when the medical staff had stabilized him, Lucien asked to speak privately.

Elliot remained near the door.

“You don't have to stay,” Lucien said.

“I know.”

Lucien looked exhausted.

Without his usual composure, the lines of his face seemed temporarily deeper. Elliot could imagine, for the first time, the sixty-one-year-old man beneath the younger appearance.

“I've spent years believing that everything essential could be preserved,” Lucien said.

“And now?”

“Now I'm discovering that preservation can become another form of imprisonment.”

Elliot crossed his arms.

“That's a useful discovery. You might have made it sooner.”

Lucien accepted the remark.

“I thought I could create a future in which neither of us would be alone.”

“You never asked what future I wanted.”

“No.”

“Did you ever consider that I might have stayed without any of this?”

Lucien looked at him.

Elliot continued, his voice quieter.

“Before I knew about Galatea, I liked being here. I liked talking to you. When you collapsed in the glasshouse, I wasn't thinking about your money or your research.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

Lucien's expression changed.

“I think I'm beginning to.”

Elliot looked away.

“Then you should understand how much you've destroyed.”

For a long moment, Lucien said nothing.

At last, he asked, “Do you hate me?”

Elliot considered the question.

“I wish it were that simple.”

The answer seemed to wound Lucien more deeply than anger would have. Elliot saw it happen and refused the old instinct to make the silence easier for him.

But Elliot could not offer comfort.

Not the kind Lucien wanted.

The following morning, Elliot received another collection of records.

Among them was a provisional care document associated with his projected future identity.

ELISE BLACKTHORN

The name appeared at the top of a page describing anticipated accommodations, personal presentation, and long-term supervision.

Elliot stared at it.

Lucien had not merely imagined a changed body.

He had planned a life.

A room. A wardrobe. A place beside him. Elliot imagined drawers arranged with exquisite care, a mirror before which a stranger had already decided how he ought to stand. The image was almost absurdly intimate; that made it harder to bear.

An existence arranged before Elliot had been asked whether he wanted any part of it.

He opened a blank document and wrote:

My name is Elliot Ward. I reject the assignment of any alternative identity without my consent.

He sent the statement to the research compliance office and included it in his external archive.

Then he looked again at the name.

Elise.

He disliked the way it had been used.

Not because it was a woman's name. He could imagine that the name might sound beautiful to someone who had chosen it. That possibility did not make it a gift when it arrived in the heading of a care plan.

Because someone else had written it over his future.

He could not yet imagine what name he might use if the physical transformation continued.

He could, however, imagine refusing to let Lucien decide.

A second document arrived later that afternoon.

It was attached to the records concerning Prototype III.

VIVIENNE — SUBJECT STATEMENT

Unlike the clinical assessments, the document appeared to have been written by Vivienne herself.

A note indicated that she had requested its inclusion in any future review involving compatible candidates.

Elliot opened it.

They will tell you what your body can become.

They may even be correct.

But they cannot tell you what you must want.

He read further.

The records describe my refusal as a failure of compliance. It was not a medical symptom. It was a decision.

Beneath the statement appeared a final instruction.

If you want to understand what happened after I refused, find the amendment to the third study. Not the gallery summary. The original.

The document was signed.

Vivienne.

Elliot remained seated for a long time.

Outside, the final preparations for the Masquerade continued. Workers carried flowers into the ballroom. A quartet rehearsed somewhere in the western rooms.

Halloween was almost upon them.

Elliot looked down at his hands.

Their appearance had changed. The tendons seemed less prominent, and the proportions no longer matched every familiar detail of his memory.

He could feel the process continuing.

He could not yet stop it. His hands were changing, and he was not ready to decide what he thought of their new delicacy. He turned the page anyway. He refused to let either fear or fascination make the next choice for him.

But he could still decide what to investigate, whom to trust, and what demands to make.

He opened his notebook and wrote three objectives.

Obtain the complete third-study amendment.

Find Vivienne, if she wished to be found.

Secure independent protection for the people whose lives had been treated as experimental outcomes.

Then, beneath them, he added one more sentence.

Whatever happens to my body, the next decision will be mine.

For the first time since discovering Project Galatea, Elliot felt something stronger than fear.

Not hope.

Not yet.

Determination.

And somewhere within the carefully preserved walls of Blackthorn Hall, a woman who had refused to become the person Lucien designed had left him a way to begin refusing too.
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Chapter Eight — The Unfinished Bride

By the time Elliot Ward found Vivienne, Blackthorn Hall had begun dressing itself for Halloween.

Garlands of pale roses hung beneath the arches of the western corridor. Crystal chandeliers were being lowered for cleaning, and a procession of florists moved between the gardens and the ballroom carrying flowers that would be dead within a week.

Elliot watched them through the library window while waiting for a response to his latest request.

The original amendment to the third experimental study had not appeared among the documents released to him.

He had submitted a formal demand through the independent patient liaison, citing Vivienne's signed statement and his status as an affected research subject.

For once, the answer had come quickly.

Vivienne herself had authorized the disclosure.

More unexpectedly, she had agreed to meet him.

The appointment specified the northern residential wing, an area Elliot had never been permitted to enter.

He reached the security checkpoint shortly after noon.

The attendant compared his identification photograph with his face.

“Mr. Ward?”

“Yes.”

The woman hesitated.

“I'm sorry. The verification system isn't accepting the photograph.”

Elliot felt a familiar tightening in his stomach.

His face had changed considerably during the preceding days. The softness around his cheeks was more pronounced, his jaw less angular. His hair had acquired an unfamiliar texture, and the loose sweater he wore concealed proportions that no longer resembled those recorded in his original employment photograph.

“I've undergone medical changes,” he said.

The attendant glanced at her screen.

“I can verify you manually.”

“Please do.”

She completed the identification without further comment.

The exchange lasted less than two minutes. He carried it down the corridor with him nonetheless. A photograph had become an unreliable witness. The screen had not doubted his appointment or his authorization, only the arrangement of his face.

He could still explain who he was. Increasingly, other people required an explanation before they would believe him.

In the reflection of a darkened display, he caught the fall of hair against his cheek. For one unguarded instant he thought the softer outline suited the face beneath it. The thought frightened him less for its content than for how easily it had arrived. He looked away. A pleasing reflection was not permission, and he would not let himself confuse the two.

He walked on.

A few steps later, the same strand of hair drifted forward. This time he paused, just long enough to catch it between two fingers and settle it deliberately behind his ear. The motion was neat, almost practised—the kind of quiet correction made when one preferred not to arrive looking disordered.

He registered the choice only as he released the strand.

A faint, private amusement surprised him. Evidently, even under the circumstances, he still cared about making a reasonable first impression. The thought did not erase his anger, nor did he intend to examine it too closely.

He continued toward the northern wing without looking for another reflection. The small act was finished, but the fact that he had chosen it remained with him.

Vivienne's residence occupied the far end of the northern wing, beyond the supervised medical rooms where Seraphine and Celeste lived.

The corridor was quiet, its antique wall coverings interrupted by security panels and modern ventilation grilles.

A patient liaison accompanied Elliot to the entrance.

“Ms. Vivienne has requested a private conversation,” she explained. “She has also authorized you to examine the third-study amendment.”

“Is she free to leave this wing?”

The woman hesitated.

“Her present restrictions are under review.”

Elliot looked at the security door.

“That wasn't quite my question.”

“No,” the liaison admitted.

She opened the door and withdrew.

Vivienne stood beside a tall window overlooking the northern gardens.

She wore dark trousers and a white shirt with its sleeves rolled to the elbows. Her hair was loosely gathered at the back of her head. She was striking, but not in the carefully arranged manner of her missing portrait.

Her face possessed the kind of confidence that required no audience. She made no effort to soften it for his benefit, which Elliot found unexpectedly reassuring.

“You're Elliot Ward,” she said.

“And you're Vivienne.”

“An impressive beginning. We've identified each other.”

Her voice was low and dry.

Elliot smiled despite himself.

Vivienne noticed.

“Good. You're not entirely miserable yet.”

“I'm working on it.”

“Don't. It's a terrible habit.”

She indicated a chair.

On the table lay a thin folder.

“The amendment you requested,” she said. “The original, not the charming little summary they put in the gallery.”

Elliot sat.

“Why agree to see me?”

“Because you asked for evidence instead of sympathy.”

“And what did you expect me to ask for?”

“A comforting lie. Most people do, at first. I certainly did.”

“That seems a modest qualification.”

“You'd be surprised.”

She took the opposite chair.

“And because I remember what it felt like to discover that the future had already been arranged.”

Elliot looked at her.

“Then you know what happened to me.”

“I know enough.”

Her gaze moved briefly toward his hands.

“More than I wish I did.”

The document described a regenerative program that had progressed far beyond the failures recorded in Seraphine's and Celeste's files.

Vivienne's biological response had been remarkably stable.

Her tissues maintained their modified structures without the recurrent deterioration associated with Seraphine. Her physiological adaptation approached the compatibility requirements specified by Lucien's research.

Elliot studied the results.

“By these measures, you were successful.”

“Biologically, yes.”

“Then why does the conclusion classify you as incomplete?”

Vivienne leaned back.

“Because I refused to become his answer.”

She did not raise her voice. The words sounded worn smooth by repetition.

Elliot looked up.

“He told you about Galatea?”

“Eventually. Not when it would have mattered.”

She glanced toward the window.

“I was fascinated by the work at first. I had ambitions of my own. Lucien offered possibilities that seemed extraordinary.”

“And then?”

“Then I discovered that the person he wanted to create had a job.”

“A companion.”

“A regulator. A permanent presence. Someone whose biology would help sustain his.”

Elliot looked back at the document.

The terminology described a proposed system of sustained physiological cooperation.

It was more complex than the preliminary explanation Lucien had given him, but one distinction was clear: the intended stability depended upon continuing participation by the second person.

“Did it require your cooperation?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Then why not accept your refusal?”

Vivienne smiled bitterly.

“Because Lucien was convinced that any reasonable person would eventually recognize the value of what he'd made possible.”

“He believed he could persuade you.”

“He believed the result itself would persuade me.”

Elliot understood.

Lucien had mistaken biological compatibility for emotional inevitability.

“I didn't want to spend the remainder of my life organizing myself around his survival,” Vivienne continued. “Nor did I want the role of his ideal companion. I told him so.”

“And he called that a failure.”

“He called it an unresolved behavioral variable.”

She let the phrase stand, as though the language itself were sufficient evidence.

Elliot stared.

Vivienne raised an eyebrow.

“Romantic, isn't it?”

Despite everything, Elliot laughed.

The sound surprised him.

Vivienne's expression softened.

“I wasn't always fair to him,” she admitted. “I was angry. Sometimes cruel. I enjoyed proving that his calculations couldn't predict what I would do.”

“That doesn't justify keeping you here.”

“No.”

She glanced toward the security door.

“My continued confinement has been dressed up as medical supervision and protection of confidential research. Some of those concerns were genuine. Most became convenient.”

“What do you want now?”

“To leave Blackthorn. To choose my own physicians. To work somewhere nobody introduces me as a triumph or a disappointment.”

“And what work would that be?”

“Something where my judgment counts for more than my measurements. I used to be very good at arguing with people who thought their equations could settle everything.”

Elliot felt the corner of his mouth rise.

“An endangered profession.”

“Not while the two of us are alive.”

She looked directly at him.

“And I want the records preserved before someone decides the failures would look better erased.”

Elliot nodded.

It was the first time since the revelation of Galatea that he had encountered someone whose future had been planned almost as carefully as his own—and who had survived by refusing it.

The amendment contained additional notes concerning the earlier subjects.

Elliot had expected technical comparisons.

Instead, the differences between the women became more painful.

Seraphine's medical dependence had made independent living difficult, but the records also revealed repeated requests for greater freedom in choosing her care.

Celeste's physiological stability had been presented as progress while the loss of independent preference complicated any meaningful assessment of her consent.

Vivienne's stability had survived resistance.

Her refusal had not caused biological failure.

That sentence remained with Elliot longer than any of the numerical results. A research program could call someone incomplete while the person herself remained entirely capable of refusing it.

“Lucien treated independence as an obstacle,” Elliot said.

“Only when it interfered with his preferred outcome.”

“Do you believe he loved you?”

Vivienne considered the question.

“I believe he wanted to love someone. I believe he was frightened of what that person might do with the freedom to leave.”

“That isn't the same thing.”

“No.”

She studied Elliot carefully.

“Do you love him?”

The question struck more deeply than he expected. He remembered Lucien listening to a theory without interrupting, laughing at a correction, allowing a moment of exhaustion to show on the stone bench. He remembered, just as clearly, a file in which his own future had been described in the past tense.

“I don't know.”

“That's probably the most accurate answer you could give.”

“I cared about him before I understood what he'd done.”

“Of course you did.”

Elliot looked at her.

“You don't seem surprised.”

“Lucien can be exceptionally kind. He's intelligent, attentive, and occasionally funny when he forgets to be impressive.”

“Then you understand the contradiction.”

“Better than I'd like.”

Vivienne folded her hands.

“Biology can tell him whether our bodies might cooperate. It cannot tell him whether we want his company.”

Elliot looked down at the amendment.

“And what about the name?”

“Elise?”

His expression tightened.

Vivienne noticed.

“He planned that for you too?”

“Yes.”

She considered him.

“Do you hate it?”

“I hate what it represents.”

“That's not what I asked.”

Elliot hesitated.

The name itself was not unpleasant. He could imagine it spoken gently; that was part of what made it difficult to dismiss. But the first person to choose it had not been him.

What disturbed him was its place in a future he had never agreed to inhabit.

“I don't know what I think of it apart from him.”

“Then don't decide yet.”

“You make that sound simple.”

“It isn't.”

Vivienne leaned forward.

“But remember something. If your body changes, it doesn't become his property. And if one day you decide a name suits you, that doesn't make the person who imposed it right.”

Elliot remained silent.

He had been treating the future as a contest between two impossible outcomes: recovering everything he had lost or becoming exactly what Lucien intended.

Vivienne suggested there might be another possibility.

Not a reversal. Not surrender. A life that belonged to him even if his body no longer resembled the one he remembered.

The possibility did not make him feel grateful for what had happened. It made him angry that he had been forced to consider it so soon—and cautiously relieved that someone could name a third way forward.

The final section of the amendment concerned Lucien himself.

Elliot recognized the physiological descriptions from their confrontation.

The suppressed expression of Artemisia lacrimosa had allowed Lucien to preserve extraordinary regenerative abilities while maintaining his chosen physical configuration.

But the division between those processes had become increasingly unstable.

A calendar of maintenance assessments appeared beside the results.

The final entry was dated October thirty-first.

He checked it again, tracing the sequence of assessments backward. The projected failure had not appeared out of nowhere. Someone had watched it approach.

Critical regenerative cycle — projected stabilization failure.

Elliot read the accompanying observations.

The current maintenance treatments were losing effectiveness. During the approaching cycle, Lucien's modified organism would require a more durable means of physiological regulation.

Without one, the regenerative system might begin to fail unpredictably.

“Halloween,” Elliot said.

Vivienne nodded.

“The masquerade wasn't chosen entirely for theatrical reasons.”

“He planned the final Galatea procedure around it.”

“Yes.”

Elliot studied the dates.

The deadline was not superstition or anniversary. The assessments documented a recurring biological process whose next critical point had been tracked for months. Elliot felt the violence of the schedule: Lucien had known how little time remained, and had still asked Elliot to believe he was entering a six-month research residency.

“And if the companion refuses?”

“Then he faces the consequences of what he did to himself.”

Elliot turned another page.

A secondary research proposal appeared beneath the heading:

Inhibitory Withdrawal — Alternative Stabilization Assessment.

He read carefully.

The proposal suggested that Lucien might attempt to abandon the modified regulatory state responsible for maintaining his youth and regenerative advantages.

Doing so could reduce the accumulating imbalance.

It could also provoke catastrophic physiological changes.

The document listed uncertain outcomes: rapid loss of regenerative capacity, accelerated biological deterioration, and possible organ dysfunction.

No reliable survival prediction was given.

Elliot looked at Vivienne.

“He has another option.”

“Not a pleasant one.”

“But an option.”

“Yes.”

“Why didn't he pursue it?”

Vivienne's expression became guarded.

“You should ask him.”

Elliot found Lucien in the western conservatory shortly before evening.

The Masquerade preparations continued outside. Workers carried arrangements of white flowers past the windows while a quartet rehearsed in the ballroom.

Lucien sat beside a table covered in medical reports.

He looked up.

“You've seen Vivienne.”

“Yes.”

“How is she?”

“Still capable of answering that question herself.”

Lucien lowered his eyes to the papers. Elliot could not tell whether he accepted the rebuke or merely declined to contest it.

Elliot placed the amendment on the table.

“She was biologically compatible.”

Lucien looked at the document.

“Yes.”

“She retained her independence.”

“Yes.”

“And you classified her as a failure because she refused you.”

Lucien remained silent.

Elliot continued.

“Her refusal wasn't a biological defect.”

“No.”

“Then why treat it as one?”

Lucien looked exhausted.

“Because I believed the success of the system depended on a partnership she would eventually accept.”

“But it didn't.”

“No.”

“You designed a body and expected a relationship to follow.”

Lucien closed his eyes briefly.

“I kept telling myself she would understand when she saw what was possible.”

“Did you ever consider that she understood perfectly?”

Lucien looked at him, then away.

“That,” he said, “is becoming painfully clear.”

Elliot placed the alternative stabilization assessment beside the amendment.

“And this?”

Lucien's expression changed.

“Where did you find that?”

“In the original study records.”

“You shouldn't have had to search for it.”

“No. I shouldn't.”

Elliot waited.

Lucien looked at the page.

“The alternative is extremely dangerous.”

“So is transforming someone without consent.”

“I know.”

“Knowing has never prevented you from doing it.”

Lucien's fingers tightened.

“If I abandon the inhibitory system, I may lose everything that has sustained me.”

“Your appearance?”

“My regeneration. My physical stability. Possibly my life.”

“And if you continue Galatea, I lose control over mine.”

Lucien looked away.

Outside, someone laughed in the garden.

The sound seemed terribly distant.

“I was frightened,” Lucien said at last.

“Of dying?”

“Yes.”

He paused.

“And of surviving alone. Of watching everyone I came to care about disappear while I remained.”

Elliot felt an involuntary ache.

He remembered the man on the stone bench in the glasshouse, his skin cold beneath Elliot's hand, his carefully controlled voice reduced to a whisper.

“I would have cared for you,” Elliot said quietly.

Lucien looked at him.

“Even if you looked your age. Even if your body failed. I was already beginning to care before you changed anything about me.”

For several seconds, Lucien could not speak.

“And you might have left,” he said.

“Yes.”

The answer struck him visibly.

“That was always possible,” Elliot continued. “It's possible with anyone you love.”

Lucien lowered his gaze.

“I thought I could spare us both that uncertainty.”

“You spared yourself the risk of asking.”

Lucien opened his mouth, then stopped. Elliot had seen him dismantle flawed arguments in minutes. This one he seemed unable to touch without dismantling the life he had built around it.

The words remained between them.

Lucien reached toward the documents.

His hand trembled.

An irregular shadow appeared beneath the skin along his wrist. He drew back sharply, breathing through the pain.

Elliot moved instinctively closer.

“Should I call your physician?”

Lucien nodded.

Elliot activated the medical assistance panel.

Then he remained beside the table without touching him.

He wanted, to his own surprise, to close the distance. He did not. Caring enough to call for help was a choice. Offering his body, his future, or even his forgiveness would have been others. Neither compassion nor longing made them interchangeable.

When Lucien recovered enough to speak, he looked toward the amendment.

“Vivienne was never defective because she refused me.”

Elliot waited.

“I should have acknowledged that years ago.”

“Yes.”

Lucien's expression tightened.

“I can't undo what I did to her. Or to you.”

“No.”

For the first time, he did not attempt to qualify the admission.

Later, with the medical response documented and the amendment secured, Elliot began making decisions of his own.

The library was quiet when Elliot entered. Lucien sat in the high-backed chair near the fire, the residual pallor of the earlier episode still visible beneath his skin, his movements careful and economical. Medical attention had stabilised him; it had not restored him.

Elliot closed the door.

“You’re staring,” he said.

A faint, tired smile touched Lucien’s mouth. “I am observing. There is a distinction.”

“Is there?” Elliot crossed the carpet and stopped in front of the chair. “Because from here it looks remarkably like staring.”

“You have always been difficult to catalogue.”

“Good.”

He did not wait for Lucien to rise. He leaned down, one hand resting on the armrest, and kissed him.

The kiss was deliberate, unhurried, and longer than any previous contact. Lucien answered it with restrained intensity, one hand rising to settle at Elliot’s waist. The pressure was light enough to be refused. Elliot felt the careful conservation of Lucien’s remaining strength and pressed closer anyway, tilting his head to deepen the angle, deliberately provoking the quiet fracture in that aristocratic composure. When they parted, both were breathing a little harder.

Elliot remained standing between Lucien’s knees. His thumb brushed the edge of the other man’s jaw, a small, almost teasing caress.

“I wanted to know what it felt like,” he said, voice low, “to be desired in this body without pretending the desire belonged to anyone else.”

Lucien’s eyes held his. “And do you know?”

“I’m still deciding.”

He kissed him again. Hands moved with increasing freedom—Elliot’s sliding into the open collar of Lucien’s shirt, Lucien’s tracing the altered line of Elliot’s waist and the quieter slope of his shoulders. Clothing shifted. The charged space between them narrowed until the decision to continue was mutual and wordless.

They did not leave the chair. The intimacy that followed remained contained by Lucien’s limited strength and by Elliot’s clear refusal to offer more than the present moment. There was no claim made on the future, no performance of ownership—only the deliberate choice to touch and be touched while both of them still wanted it.

Afterwards Elliot straightened first. He adjusted his clothing with steady hands and looked down at Lucien, who remained in the chair, visibly spent.

The desire had been real. He did not pretend otherwise. Yet the fact of it did not rewrite the unauthorised nature of the transformation, nor did it soften the necessity of what he still intended to do at the masquerade. Attraction and accountability remained separate.

He left the library without further remark. The corridor outside was cold. Elliot walked its length with the same clear purpose he had carried into the room: the independent records secured, the plan for the following night intact, the refusal of any permanent claim unchanged.

He had chosen to want. He would still act.

By the evening before the masquerade, his plan was complete. The Éternelle Masquerade would take place the next night.

The western ballroom would receive the guests, while foundation representatives and senior company officials gathered in the adjoining reception rooms.

Below the restored estate, the Regenesis facilities continued preparing for Lucien's critical cycle.

Two celebrations were approaching.

One public.

One concealed.

Elliot met Vivienne with the independent patient liaison.

They agreed to preserve the experimental records and provide copies to external medical and legal reviewers.

Vivienne would submit her own testimony, in her own words. She refused to allow Elliot to speak for her.

“I've had enough people representing my interests,” she said.

Seraphine would be offered independent medical arrangements without being forced into a public appearance.

Celeste would receive support from professionals outside Lucien's authority. No one would assume that her trained compliance constituted consent.

And Elliot would attend the Masquerade.

Not as Lucien's companion.

Not as Galatea's intended creation.

As Elliot Ward, the researcher who had discovered what Blackthorn's finest science had been used to conceal.

He looked down at the records.

His hands had changed again. The fine angles of his knuckles seemed less prominent; when he turned a page, his fingers moved with a new delicacy he had not yet learned to anticipate.

He noticed, unwillingly, how graceful the movement looked against the black print. For a moment, a small, curious pleasure cut through his dread. It did not cancel the dread. He refused to let either feeling dictate what he would do next.

The decision he had made felt entirely his own.

“Are you frightened?” Vivienne asked.

“Yes.”

“Good. Then you're paying attention.”

Elliot smiled faintly.

“What about Lucien?”

Vivienne looked toward the illuminated glasshouse.

“He has a choice.”

Elliot thought of the alternative treatment, the approaching biological collapse, and the terrible future Lucien had tried to arrange for them.

“Then tomorrow,” he said, “we make sure he understands he isn't the only person who gets one.”

Outside, the workers lit the first chandeliers of the ballroom.

Their reflections spread across the windows of Blackthorn Hall, dazzling and immaculate.

For generations, the house had been restored, expanded, and altered to conceal the ambitions of those who owned it.

On Halloween, Elliot intended to make it answer for them.
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Chapter Nine — The Masquerade

By dusk on Halloween, Blackthorn Hall had made a spectacle of innocence.

White roses climbed the entrance arch, threaded through rain-dark ivy. Candles burned behind the Gothic windows, and light turned the wet courtyard gold. Beyond the western gardens, the glasshouse shone like another mansion, made of windows and secrets.

Elliot Ward watched a masked attendant welcome the first guests. He had once mistaken beauty for honesty, as though the care taken in making something revealed the purpose behind it. Blackthorn was beautiful because it had been arranged to make certain things visible and others impossible to imagine.

In his room he fastened the cuffs of a black velvet jacket. The tailor's adjustments had been careful, though not quite adequate. The shoulders sat differently now. The trousers, too, followed proportions he could still recognize intellectually but had not learned to anticipate when he moved.

A gown hung inside the wardrobe beneath a protective cover. Lucien's staff had delivered it without asking, along with shoes and a jewelry case. Elliot had returned the shoes and left the case unopened. He had not refused the gown because it was feminine. He had refused the presumption that someone else could choose what his body meant and dress him accordingly.

Instead he wore the velvet jacket, tailored trousers and a silver half-mask he had selected himself. He adjusted the mask before the mirror. His reflection had become difficult to meet in a hurry. Nothing about the face was clumsy or grotesque; it was fine-boned, striking, unmistakably feminine. That made the disorientation no less real. He had spent twenty-nine years learning the small movements of his own face, and now an unfamiliar mouth responded to familiar thoughts.

He tilted his chin. The mask suited him. He resented having to wonder whether noticing meant betraying himself.

It wasn't. A thought was not a surrender. Neither was beauty.

He wanted Lucien to notice.

The thought was inconvenient enough to make him almost smile. He imagined the brief failure of Lucien's composure, the moment when admiration overtook calculation. For once, Elliot wanted to be the one who unsettled him.

He wanted the man to see the deliberate elegance of his appearance, not as another achievement of Éternelle, but as a choice Elliot had made for himself. There was something almost wickedly satisfying about imagining Lucien searching for the appropriate compliment and finding himself briefly without words.

Then Elliot remembered what waited on his tablet.

He would still expose the treatment. He would still refuse to become the grateful conclusion of someone else's experiment.

But the wish remained, as unwelcome as it was unmistakably his own.

Three files waited on his tablet: Vivienne's signed testimony, the original third-study amendment and the record of his own unauthorized treatment, including the designation ER-12 / V. Independent copies had gone to an external medical reviewer and legal adviser. The documents would reach Éternelle's oversight representatives tonight.

His screen lit up.

Vivienne: The liaison confirmed the meeting. Rahman is waiting.

Elliot typed: I'm coming.

The orchestra was playing when he entered the western ballroom. Beneath its chandeliers, people talked with the effortless assurance of guests who believed the evening had been arranged exclusively for their pleasure. Their masks glittered; their shoes made soft sounds on the marble. A glass display at the far end of the room traced the history of VOSS ÉTERNELLE from botanical notebooks to modern regenerative medicine.

There, among photographs of the foundation and diagrams of recovered tissue, hung a reproduction of Valerie Voss's flower drawing.

Elliot stopped before it. He remembered the leaves in the glasshouse and the question he had posed to Lucien about what a living organism might choose to become. The drawing was precise and delicate. Nothing in its lines warned a viewer what other hands would do with the discovery.

“Mr. Ward.”

Dr. Nadia Rahman stood beside him in a dark green dress and a simple mask. There was no theatricality in her expression.

“You've received the files?” Elliot asked.

“I've reviewed the preliminary material. The full record needs independent authentication, and the investigation cannot remain under Lucien's authority.”

“It won't.”

Rahman regarded the crowded room beyond the display. “We also have patients relying on the foundation for treatment, financial assistance, and continuing care. We must protect them while we establish what happened.”

“Leah is here,” Elliot said. He could see her across the ballroom, smiling at someone who appeared to be a donor. “She made a choice about her care. That program matters. So do the people Galatea never allowed to choose.”

“Both truths can survive the same investigation,” Rahman said.

“I intend to make sure they do.”

Vivienne waited in the northern reception room with the independent patient liaison. She wore a burgundy suit, beautifully fitted, and no mask at all. Elliot was suddenly conscious of the half-mask in his own hand.

“Very intimidating,” she said, studying his clothes.

“I was aiming for professional menace.”

“You look like an exceptionally well-dressed person arriving to audit a funeral.”

“You measure your praise carefully.”

“It would be vulgar to waste it.”

She gave him a sealed document. Her statement was signed and witnessed. Elliot checked the first page without turning it into a spectacle of gratitude.

“You'll be able to speak at the review,” Rahman told her.

“I'll speak for myself,” Vivienne replied. “That's the part I care about.”

The liaison opened another folder. Seraphine had authorized independent review of her medical records. She would not attend the ballroom and had requested transfer to an outside medical team when continuity of care could be arranged.

“Then she doesn't come downstairs,” Elliot said. “And nobody moves her before it's medically safe.”

The liaison nodded, making a note.

A soft voice interrupted them. Celeste stood in the doorway with a member of the residential staff. She had clasped her hands so tightly that the fingers seemed to have lost their color.

“I don't want my photograph used,” she said.

Rahman turned toward her. “In the presentation?”

Celeste nodded. “They said it showed how successful the research was.”

“And what would you prefer?”

For a long moment Celeste seemed unable to locate the answer. Her gaze shifted from Rahman to the liaison and back to the floor. Elliot resisted the impulse to help her say what he hoped she would say.

“I would prefer not to be presented.”

“Then your photograph won't be used,” Rahman said.

Celeste looked up, bewildered rather than reassured. “Even if Dr. Voss wants it?”

“Even then.”

She nodded once. The effort of it seemed disproportionate to so small an act. After she left, Vivienne looked toward the empty doorway.

“Perhaps,” she said, “someone should record that as tonight's greatest scientific achievement.”

Elliot knew she was only half joking. Celeste had made a choice and, for once, an institution had heard it without converting it into a symptom.

Shortly after ten, Lucien appeared beneath the central arch of the ballroom. Black evening clothes. A slim silver mask. His posture so exact that it was almost an accusation against the disorder Elliot had seen in the laboratory.

Even now, Elliot understood the attraction. That was the cruelest part. The man who entered could command a room without raising his voice; the man Elliot had argued with in the library had delighted in being contradicted. The same man had designed a future for him and concealed the design until it was already underway.

Lucien mounted the platform. The orchestra stopped.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Lucien began, “thank you for joining us at Blackthorn Hall.” He spoke about scientific progress, the responsibilities that accompanied discovery, and the obligation to make advances accessible beyond the wealthy. He thanked the foundation’s independent medical staff. Elliot believed he meant every word. That sincerity made the secrets beneath the estate harder to bear.

Near the end, Lucien reached for the lectern and missed its edge.

Only a fraction of a second. A brief, empty movement of his hand.

The guests saw a composed founder concluding a generous speech. Elliot saw the effort of the recovery, the unnatural care with which Lucien lowered his arm. Applause rolled through the room. Lucien bowed, descended from the platform and disappeared through a side door.

An alert appeared on Elliot's tablet.

REGENESIS — CRITICAL CYCLE STATUS.

Less than two hours remained.

Downstairs, celebration became a distant vibration through the ceiling. The lower Regenesis wing was bright, sealed and quiet. Dr. Anika Saye studied the records at an observation station while Dr. Miriam Hale compared current readings with the projections. The curves no longer moved together. One regulatory response accelerated as another failed to keep pace.

“The maintenance response is declining,” Saye said.

“Faster than expected?”

“Faster than the latest projection.”

Elliot looked at Hale. “Has anyone administered another Galatea intervention?”

“No. Not since you withdrew consent. The proposed final protocol is still inactive.”

“But ready.”

“Yes,” she said. The admission was careful, not defensive.

Through the glass, Lucien sat in a clinical chair, his mask beside him. His hands trembled visibly. A faint asymmetry disturbed the smoothness of his face; breathing had become work rather than reflex.

Elliot entered. Lucien looked up at once.

“You should be upstairs,” Lucien said.

“You should never have gone upstairs.”

“A gala without its host is a rather poor business arrangement.”

“Your jokes are getting worse.”

“An ominous symptom.”

Elliot did not smile. Lucien stopped trying.

“The cycle is accelerating,” Elliot said. “The alternative assessment is incomplete, but it's still an alternative.”

“It may destroy the system that has kept me alive for decades.”

“And Galatea would require my continued biological cooperation.”

“Yes.”

“Which I refuse.”

“I know.”

Elliot held his gaze. “Vivienne was compatible and refused. I am compatible and refuse. You can describe the measurement perfectly, but you keep treating the refusal as a flaw in the experiment.”

Lucien studied him with the terrible concentration he once brought to an unfamiliar specimen.

“I believed a result could make the decision easier,” Lucien said at last.

“You made the decision impossible. You took away the one thing that might have let me trust you.”

“I know.”

“No. You know the words. I'm not sure you understand what they cost.”

A tremor passed through Lucien's shoulders. Elliot had to fight the old instinct to move closer and steady him. He could care about a man without becoming his physician, his remedy or his prisoner.

“I was afraid you would say no,” Lucien said.

“I might have.” Elliot felt the statement break something open in him. “I might have stayed, too. You never gave either of us the chance to find out.”

Lucien turned away. For once he did not produce an elegant answer. In the silence, Elliot recognized how much of their intimacy had grown from questions Lucien permitted only while he could control their consequences.

The pressure began without warning.

Elliot was reviewing Rao's independent observations when his center of balance seemed to move inside him. He caught the edge of a table. The room remained steady; it was his own body's relationship to the room that had changed. His breath came hard. Beneath the unfamiliar shape of his jacket, muscles tightened and released in a sequence he could neither direct nor stop.

Dr. Nisha Rao reached him before he could call for her.

“Elliot. Look at me.”

“It's happening again.”

She checked the available readings and spoke evenly. “No additional treatment has been administered. This is continuing from the earlier intervention.”

He closed his eyes against a second shifting sensation. The clarity mattered. This was not a new permission. It was the consequence of an earlier violation continuing to unfold.

His body altered in increments that were individually subtle and collectively impossible to ignore. The balance of his shoulders and hips changed. His voice, when he asked Rao for water, emerged in a register that made him hesitate before speaking again.

He held the glass in hands that were his, yet strange to him. He feared not their femininity, nor his altered voice, but the uncertainty of what his body would do next.

Rao stayed with him. “You're alert. Your memory and reasoning appear intact.”

“I know what I'm thinking,” he said. “I can't always recognize the sound of it.”

“Then we'll give you time. We don't need to decide anything about who you are tonight.”

Her words removed one impossible demand. He studied his reflection in the glass partition. The face was beautiful; he could see that without calling it a gift. Its troubled, stubborn expression was his own.

When the strongest sensations subsided, Elliot straightened carefully. The body described in Lucien's records had reached its predicted form. He did not yet know what it would feel like to inhabit it tomorrow, or a year from now. For tonight he knew only that he was still capable of saying no.

Vivienne arrived with Saye and the independent liaison. Their documentation had reached the external reviewers; Rahman had notified the responsible oversight representatives. The third-study amendment and the alternative stabilization assessment were included.

Lucien looked toward the reports. “I know what they say.”

“You've known for years what some of them say,” Vivienne answered. “Now you don't get to decide who reads them.”

She moved toward the authorization station. “Galatea needs to be terminated. Not deferred until someone discovers a more attractive word for coercion.”

Hale turned to Lucien. Formal cancellation required his instruction and suspension through clinical oversight.

He studied the panel. His hand shook too badly to make the movement elegant.

“What would you have me do?” he asked Elliot.

It would have been easy, in anger, to answer as though Lucien's body were Elliot's to command. The symmetry was tempting; it was also wrong.

“That is your decision,” Elliot said. “Mine is no.”

Lucien lowered his eyes and touched the screen.

PROJECT GALATEA — FINAL PROCEDURE CANCELLED.

He confirmed the cancellation and authorized independent suspension of the remaining experimental program. Saye verified the instruction. Vivienne's shoulders fell slightly, though relief did not soften her expression.

Lucien turned to Hale. “I want the assessment for inhibitory withdrawal to proceed.”

“You understand the risk,” Hale said. It was not a question she could ask once and treat as answered forever.

“I do.”

“You may not survive the transition.”

“I understand.”

“And this is your decision, independently made?”

Lucien looked at Elliot. There was longing in his face, and fear, and something quieter that Elliot did not want to name too soon.

“Yes.”

As midnight approached, staff prepared the withdrawal. Elliot remained outside the treatment area with Vivienne, watching through the glass.

“You don't have to stay,” she told him.

“I know.”

“Then why?”

“Because I care whether he lives.”

“And that doesn't mean—”

“I know what it doesn't mean.”

Vivienne looked at him for a moment, then nodded.

At midnight the system reached its critical phase. The displays fractured into urgent warnings. Lucien's breathing faltered as the long-maintained regulatory state began to collapse. His skin lost its immaculate uniformity; lines and irregularities appeared around his mouth and eyes. His face did not become monstrous. It became recognizably human, marked by the years his experiments had held at bay.

For several minutes the alarms seemed to merge into one sustained sound. Hale and the team worked around him. Elliot found that he had folded his arms across his altered body as if he might hold himself together by force.

Then a reading steadied. Another followed, uncertainly. The catastrophic acceleration slowed.

Hale came to the glass, exhausted. “He's survived the immediate transition. He's still seriously ill. We can't make promises beyond that.”

Relief struck Elliot hard enough to leave him dizzy. He let himself feel it. He did not confuse it with forgiveness.

The masquerade ended without ceremony. The orchestra fell silent. The foundation announced a medical emergency and suspended the program. Senior representatives were informed that independent investigators were examining unauthorized human experimentation; the evidence went to the appropriate reviewers, not to the ballroom as a public spectacle.

The guests departed beneath the white roses. Upstairs, the foundation began arrangements to protect legitimate patients and their continuing care. Seraphine's requested transfer remained subject to a safe medical plan. Celeste was offered support outside Lucien's authority. Vivienne's restrictions were challenged with her testimony preserved in her own name.

None of those arrangements made the past disappear. Each was, at most, an opening.

From an upper window, Elliot watched the last car cross the wet courtyard. His silver mask hung from one hand. The reflected figure in the pane looked like a woman who had chosen to attend a formal evening in a velvet jacket and trousers. He had chosen that. Earlier, watching the light strike the silver edge of his mask, he had liked the effect. He could admit that too.

Vivienne joined him, still without a mask.

“Are you about to tell me I look like management at a funeral again?” Elliot asked.

“No. Management has gone home. You look like someone who survived a spectacularly bad party.”

He laughed, unexpectedly. It sounded different. This time he did not stop it.

“I've been thinking about the name,” he said.

“Elise?”

“And Blackthorn.”

Vivienne waited. It was one of the things he liked most about her: she had no interest in supplying the answer for him.

“Lucien chose them for a person he thought he could arrange,” Elliot said. “I hated seeing them written down. I still hate what they were meant to do.”

“Then you don't have to use them.”

“I know.” He looked at the mask in his hand. “But I don't want my whole life to be organized around refusing what he called me. I may decide differently later.”

“Of course you may.”

He spoke the name quietly, almost testing its shape against the night.

“Elise Blackthorn.”

Vivienne studied him. “Certain?”

“Not forever.”

“Good. Forever is a rather unreasonable demand to make of a name.”

Elise smiled at that. Not for Lucien. Not because a laboratory had predicted what she would look like. Because she liked the joke, and because it was unexpectedly satisfying to hear the new voice carry her amusement without apology.

“Tonight,” she said, “I'm choosing it.”

“Then tonight it's yours.”

The name did not redeem the experiment. It did not settle what she had lost or what she might come to love about her life. It was a choice small enough to be hers, and that was its force.

Near dawn, Elise walked to the glasshouse alone. Lucien remained under close medical supervision. He was conscious, she had been told, though seriously ill and changed in appearance. She had not asked to see him. Not yet.

Moisture gathered against the old panes. The building smelled of damp leaves and cold stone. Beneath its protective enclosure, Artemisia lacrimosa grew in the pale light. One leaf carried an irregular mark where damaged tissue had reorganized rather than recreated precisely what had been there before.

Elise remembered asking Lucien whether the plant was remembering its old form or finding another way to survive. She had meant it as a scientific question. She still did. She could not make the leaf into an answer to everything that had happened to her.

Outside, the first morning light touched Blackthorn Hall. The chandeliers were extinguished; the masks were gone. The house remained as beautiful as it had been the evening before, and every hidden consequence remained with it.

She touched the velvet cuff at her wrist, adjusted it because she wanted it to sit properly, and looked once more at the plant.

She did not know whether she would forgive Lucien. She did not know whether he would live long enough for that question to matter. She knew he had finally stopped claiming the right to decide her future.

It could not repair the past.

It was a beginning she had not been given before.
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Chapter Ten — What Perfection Costs

By the time Elise Blackthorn left the glasshouse, the household had begun dismantling the masquerade.

A white rose lay beneath an entrance arch, its stem broken where someone had stepped on it. On a windowsill, an abandoned silver mask rested beside the blackened wick of a candle. In the western ballroom, the chandeliers had gone dark. Pale November light turned the polished floor into a succession of empty, imperfect mirrors.

Without its guests, Blackthorn Hall seemed almost ordinary.

Elise knew better than to trust appearances.

She moved toward her room, measuring each step without meaning to. The unfamiliar distribution of her weight no longer surprised her with sudden lurches, but walking still required a fraction of attention that it never had before. Her body had settled into the configuration begun by the treatment. Whatever had been rearranging itself beneath her skin had gone quiet.

Quiet was not the same as familiar.

She stopped outside her door, reached for the handle, and listened to the sound of her own breathing. No medical monitor could tell her how long it would take to inhabit this body without having to think about it.

Inside, she opened the wardrobe and searched until she found the oldest sweater she had brought with her. It was soft at the elbows and far too large now; the shoulders slipped down, and the sleeves swallowed her hands. She drew it over her head anyway. The faint scent of her ordinary detergent was almost painfully recognizable.

This had been Elliot Ward's sweater. Elliot Ward had arrived with a research proposal, a set of ambitions, and the belief that the greatest danger here was being intellectually outmatched.

He had been wrong about the danger. Not about himself.

She still knew the satisfaction of solving a difficult problem, the private pleasure of discovering an error in an elegant theory, and the unreasonable stubbornness that had led her to challenge Lucien on her first evening. Her memories had not been replaced. The life that had made her capable of refusing him was still hers.

Before the mirror, she pushed a long sleeve back from her wrist. The old scar was gone. The hand beneath it looked finer, unfamiliar in proportion, but it was her hand when she closed it into a fist.

“My name is Elise Blackthorn,” she said.

Her voice answered her from the room: warmer in its new register than she expected, strange enough that she listened twice. She tried the words again, more quietly. They did not yet feel inevitable. That was a relief. A choice should be allowed to remain a choice, even when it was difficult to explain.

She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. The movement pleased her, and that pleasure came with an answering pang of anger. She could like the way it looked and still despise the circumstances that had made her notice it.

On the desk lay the contract and employment records issued to Elliot Ward. She arranged them inside a folder with the care she had once given her laboratory notes. Her qualifications, employment history, and medical identity would need to be traced, established, and defended. She refused to let the change to her body erase the work that had brought her here.

Nor would she let Lucien decide what followed.

By afternoon, Blackthorn Hall had traded music for restrained conversation and the rustle of documents. Independent physicians, legal advisers, research-compliance officers, and representatives of VOSS ÉTERNELLE's governing structure moved through corridors that had held masked guests the night before.

The confidential Galatea laboratories remained suspended. Their records had been secured for independent review; further unauthorized interventions were prohibited pending investigation. None of that repaired what had happened. It did establish that the people who had suffered would no longer be asked to rely solely on Lucien's assurances.

Elise met with Dr. Nadia Rahman, Dr. Miriam Hale, Vivienne, and an independent patient liaison. No one placed her at the head of the table or asked her to speak for the other women. She took the offered chair gratefully.

“Seraphine has approved an assessment for transfer,” Rahman said. “Her existing treatment will continue until an independent team establishes a safe plan.”

“Does she get to choose the facility?” Elise asked.

“She is reviewing two suitable options. The decision is hers.”

Vivienne leaned back. “She has already asked which one has the better garden.”

For the first time that afternoon, Elise smiled without effort.

Celeste's circumstances were less easily summarized. Her conditioning required sustained specialist support. An independent clinician had begun assessing her needs, but neither the pace nor the extent of any recovery could responsibly be promised.

“She asked to postpone her next interview,” the liaison said.

Elise looked up. “And?”

“It was postponed.”

To someone who had never seen Celeste struggle to choose where to sit, it might have seemed a small administrative decision. Elise did not call it a breakthrough; she wanted Celeste to have that choice tomorrow, too.

Vivienne had retained independent legal representation and planned to leave once the remaining restrictions on her movements were formally lifted. She would also provide further testimony concerning Galatea.

“I declined Lucien's offer of a consultancy,” she announced.

“He offered you a job?” Elise asked.

“His preferred response to conflict remains an employment contract. I fear some habits are structurally reinforced.”

“Will you go back to research?”

“Possibly. Somewhere I can disagree with a director without being filed under adverse reactions.”

Her mouth tilted. “I would like to discover what interests me when no one is assigning me a purpose.”

The answer stayed with Elise longer than any of the technical language on the table.

The future of VOSS ÉTERNELLE remained uncertain. Its legitimate laboratories employed researchers who had never participated in Galatea; the Éternelle Foundation served patients whose care and support could not simply be shut down. Elise had seen the benefits. She would not deny them to make the abuses easier to condemn.

Rahman was coordinating the separation of patient care from the investigation. Independent oversight would examine the research activities, while the appropriate corporate authorities considered changes in governance and Lucien's removal from direct scientific control. Hale's role, like that of others involved, would have to be examined rather than settled by an apology or a convenient declaration of ignorance.

Investigations were neither swift nor clean. Some answers might never satisfy the people who deserved them.

Elise intended to contribute evidence and analysis where she could. She would not inherit Lucien's institution as though rescuing it were the price of reclaiming her own life.

Lucien received her in a quiet room overlooking the western gardens.

A blanket lay across his knees. His face no longer possessed the extraordinary, almost mathematical symmetry that had first unsettled her. Fine lines gathered near his eyes. One side of his mouth rested a little lower than the other. His hand trembled when he moved it from the arm of the chair.

He looked older, although she could not have said how old. The physician's report had confirmed survival of the critical cycle, not recovery. The immediate collapse had been contained. What he might regain, or lose, remained uncertain.

“Elise,” he said.

“Good afternoon, Lucien.”

He began to stand. The motion cost him more than he could conceal.

“Please don't,” she said.

He hesitated, then lowered himself into the chair again. “I am being forced to admit that medical advice has uses beyond furnishing occasions to ignore it.”

“You've made a lifelong study of that.”

“A regrettably well-funded one.”

The old rhythm came back so easily that it struck her harder than anger would have. She remembered wanting these conversations to continue for years. She had to put a hand against the back of the opposite chair before sitting down.

Lucien watched her, and the humor left his face.

“I owe you an apology.”

“Then say what you're apologizing for.”

He looked at his hands. “I selected you before we met. Your recruitment and medical screening gave me information you had not agreed to provide for that purpose. The position I offered was real, but I concealed why I wanted you at Blackthorn.”

He paused, not for effect, but because he had to recover his breath.

“I withheld essential information about the treatment. I authorized an intervention without your informed consent. I began changing your body, gave the result a name, and imagined you remaining with me after I had made refusal almost meaningless.”

Elise kept her gaze on him. He was not permitted to retreat into passive constructions.

“I told myself I could honor your independence once the work was finished,” he continued. “That the future I offered would make up for taking the decision away. It was not a misunderstanding. I chose not to ask.”

“Because you knew I could say no.”

“Yes.”

“You were willing to trust my judgment about your research. Not about my own life.”

His fingers tightened around the blanket. “Yes.”

An apology should not persuade by the beauty of its phrasing, Elise thought. His sounded exhausted and unadorned.

“I was wrong,” Lucien said. “Not because Galatea failed to give me what I wanted. Because I had no right to attempt it. My fear is an explanation, not a defense.”

She had rehearsed this conversation in anger, sometimes aloud, sometimes in the darkness while her body altered around her. She had imagined shouting at him, refusing to listen, leaving before he could finish. Now that she was here, none of those imagined scenes fitted the room.

“You took away my ability to choose what happened to my body,” she said. “I may be furious about that for the rest of my life.”

“I understand.”

“No. You understand the principle.” Her voice sharpened. “You don't know what it is to reach for something and discover your body moves differently, or to hear yourself speak and have to think before recognizing the sound.”

He did not object. “I don't.”

“I might come to love things about this life. Some things I already find beautiful. I don't yet know what that means for me.” She swallowed. “It will never mean that I wanted you to do this.”

“I know.”

“And cancelling the final protocol last night doesn't erase the first one.”

“No.”

She could see the effort his restraint required. A week earlier he would have had an explanation for every objection. Today he let the answers remain insufficient.

“Would you have loved me if I had remained Elliot?” she asked.

Lucien shut his eyes for a moment. “I loved the man I talked with before I ever saw what Elise might become.”

“You knew what you were arranging.”

“I knew the outcome I intended. I mistook my knowledge of the outcome for knowledge of you. I believed I could make our future safe before risking the question.”

“And made my answer unavoidable.”

He shook his head. “No. I made your leaving likely. You have always been able to answer me. I refused to hear what the answer might be.”

Outside, a branch scraped the window. She wanted, absurdly, to correct his phrasing. It was precisely the kind of exchange that had made her like him.

“I might have stayed,” she said.

He looked at her then, with an expression she could not bear for long.

“You might have grown old. We might have argued about your terrible habits, your arrogance, your insistence on having the last word.”

“I suspect you would have won.”

“I generally did.”

“Yes,” he said. “You did.”

She could still imagine loving him. More frightening than that was the knowledge that she did not need to settle the question in order to leave.

“I can't promise you anything,” she said.

“I'm not asking for a promise.”

“I need distance, independent medical care, all my records, and assurances that nobody else will be subjected to Galatea.”

“You will have access to the records. The rest must be secured through people other than me.”

She regarded him more closely. It was a better answer than a promise he alone could make or break.

He slid a folder across the table. It contained signed authorizations transferring the suspended facilities and records into independent oversight and relinquishing his own authority to approve further human experimental protocols, subject to corporate and regulatory proceedings.

“They've already been submitted,” he said. “You needn't do anything with them. I wanted you to know.”

Elise checked the signatures. There were questions those documents did not answer, and actions no signature could undo. But for once he had taken a step without arranging it around her gratitude.

It was a beginning. She would not mistake it for an ending.

She should have left then.

The signed papers were still on the desk. Lucien had given her what he could, without asking for anything in return. For the first time, the silence between them held no negotiation.

Yet Elise remained.

She looked at him, at the exhaustion he made so little effort to conceal, and felt a tenderness she had every reason to resist.

“May I do something terribly unwise?” she asked.

Lucien's expression changed.

“You've never needed my permission to make a decision.”

“No,” she said softly. “I haven't.”

She stepped closer and touched his cheek. For a moment, she simply studied him. Then she kissed him.

Lucien remained still for the briefest instant before returning the kiss. His hand settled carefully at her waist, and when she drew him closer, he followed. The kiss grew warmer, more certain, carrying everything they had avoided saying aloud.

When they parted, Elise kept her forehead against his for a moment.

“I am still leaving tomorrow.”

“I know.”

“Don't ask me to stay.”

“I won't.”

She closed her eyes. She had imagined leaving would be easier once he understood.

Instead, she had given herself one more thing to miss.

For a while, neither moved.

Elise remained close enough to feel the warmth of Lucien's hand against her waist. She had already kissed him, already crossed a distance she had spent days insisting must remain between them. Yet she found herself reluctant to restore it.

“You look terribly pleased with yourself,” she murmured.

Lucien's mouth curved faintly. “I assure you, I'm mostly astonished.”

“That makes two of us.”

He laughed softly, then winced at a discomfort he could no longer conceal.

Elise's expression changed. “You should sit down.”

“An unfortunate interruption to my dignity.”

“I've seen the medical reports, Lucien. Your dignity is the least of my concerns.”

He obeyed with a rueful smile.

She sat beside him. For a moment, they watched the lamp burn quietly across the room.

“I want to stay with you tonight,” she said.

Lucien turned toward her, but did not reach for her.

“Only tonight,” she added.

“I understand.”

She studied him, searching for the familiar impulse to persuade. It did not come.

“Then you might kiss me again,” she said, a little more playfully.

He smiled. “I was beginning to hope you'd ask.”

Elise leaned towards him and kissed him again. He met her with tenderness rather than surprise; when his hand found her waist, she drew him a little closer, careful of the fatigue that still lingered beneath his composure.

“Still observing?” she murmured.

“Very badly, I'm afraid.”

“Then perhaps you should stop trying.”

His smile gave way to something more vulnerable. She rested her hand against his cheek. They had already decided what the morning meant. For the moment, she chose not to think beyond the lamplight., deeper, marked by the mutual understanding that this was borrowed time. His hands settled at her waist with deliberate care, mindful of his own diminished strength, yet the pressure was unmistakable—confident, claiming, and entirely reversible the moment she chose to step away.

She did not step away.

They moved through the room without haste. Clothing was loosened rather than discarded in a rush; each layer removed became another quiet decision. Elise felt the progressive changes in her own body under his hands—the softer lines, the altered balance, the unfamiliar grace she was still learning—and met his gaze without apology. There was teasing in it, a private satisfaction at the way his aristocratic composure frayed when she pressed closer, when she murmured something deliberately provocative against his throat, when she made it clear that the vulnerability she offered was chosen, not extracted.

Lucien answered with a restrained intensity that never forgot his physical limits. He guided rather than overpowered, paused when breath came shorter than it should, and let her set the deeper rhythm of the night. The power between them remained fluid: his natural command welcomed, her playful resistance equally welcomed, neither of them mistaking the exchange for the older imbalance of Galatea.

When the final barriers of clothing fell away, the moment carried the full weight of everything still unresolved. They did not speak of forgiveness. They did not speak of staying. They simply chose the closeness that remained possible.

The night unfolded in muted light and careful touch, in the shared knowledge that morning would restore the necessary distance. Later, when the lamp was low and their breathing had slowed, Elise rested against his shoulder and felt the residual tremor of his recovery beneath her cheek. His arm lay across her with a lightness that acknowledged both desire and fragility.

Neither of them slept easily. The hours passed in intermittent closeness, in the reluctant awareness that every additional minute only sharpened what the morning would take away.

The following morning, Elise packed for her departure.

Dr. Rao had arranged ongoing independent observation. Elise intended to spend time away from the estate, examine her professional options, and return to research only under conditions she could accept freely. She had agreed to assist the independent investigation with evidence and scientific analysis.

Not as Lucien's intended companion. As a researcher whose work had always been her own.

Vivienne had offered to stay in touch. Seraphine had sent thanks for being allowed to make her own decisions. Celeste had declined another appointment and requested a quieter day. None of their futures could be summed up as a successful outcome of Galatea.

Elise dressed without summoning anyone to advise her. She tried one jacket, rejected it, and chose another that fitted her changed shoulders more comfortably. After a moment's consideration, she smoothed the collar and arranged the strands framing her face. The gesture was slight, almost playful; she caught herself smiling at her reflection and let the smile remain.

There would be grief she could not anticipate. There could also be pleasures no one had the right to prescribe. She would discover both in her own time.

Before leaving, she went once more to the glasshouse.

Artemisia lacrimosa grew beneath its protective enclosure. Morning light passed through the veins of its pale petals, and amber droplets gathered at the edges. Nothing about the flower announced the arguments conducted in its name.

Valerie had hoped to relieve suffering. Claire had imagined correcting nature. Lucien had tried to perfect himself and another human being. Each had seen something different in the same impossible organism.

Elise watched the droplets tremble without falling.

She had chosen to use Blackthorn, for now, not as a pledge of marriage or loyalty, but because the name no longer had to belong to the purpose for which Lucien had prepared it. Ward remained hers too: the name of her childhood, her education, and the life that continued inside her recollections. She would decide later what names appeared on her papers, her work, her door.

Neither man nor woman, no scientist and no family history, could make that decision in her place.

She turned toward the open doorway.

Beyond the glasshouse, the paths led to the gates. She walked without asking permission and without looking over her shoulder to see whether anyone was watching.

The door remained open behind her.

And the future beyond it was hers to choose.
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Epilogue — The Original Creation

The photograph had begun to fade at the edges, but Thalia still knew the windows of Blackthorn Hall.

They rose in narrow ranks above a winter garden surrendered to weeds. Rain had marked the stone; a dark crack crossed one corner of the print. The house in the picture belonged to a time before Lucien Voss-Blackthorn restored its rooms and taught its old corridors to accommodate the machinery of a different century.

Thalia remembered those corridors without the photograph: the cold banister, the long distances between rooms, the sense that the house was listening. She had walked there under another name.

Trevor Mercer.

It was not a name she used now. It was not a stranger's name either. Some memories had blurred with the decades, but others remained inconveniently exact: the shape of a doorway, the sound of a voice speaking to her before Claire Voss's laboratory changed the terms of her life. Remembering did not require her to wish to return. Forgetting, on the other hand, had never been an option anyone could reasonably ask of her.

Across the table, Claire examined a letter under the circle of light cast by an antique brass lamp.

Her dark hair was immaculate, as always. Her hands, turning the page, showed none of the frailty the intervening years should have imposed. The study window held their reflections side by side: two elegant women, composed and unmistakably alive, for whom the calendar had long since ceased to provide a satisfactory explanation.

After leaving Blackthorn, Claire had pursued her work at the Sanatorio de Señoritas Voss – Tratamientos Especializados. Later developments drawn from the regenerative properties of Artemisia lacrimosa had prolonged both their lives far beyond the expectations of those early experiments. Institutions changed names; directors grew old and died; research passed into new hands and new enterprises until its modern expression became VOSS ÉTERNELLE.

Claire and Thalia had remained.

“Lucien has suspended Galatea,” Claire said.

They had followed his research for years through correspondence with the institution's historical custodians. The newest report described the Halloween crisis, the investigation now proceeding independently, and Lucien's decision to abandon the modified regenerative state he had maintained for decades. It offered no certainty about his longer-term condition.

“A remarkable achievement,” Claire said, reading on. “To preserve that degree of cellular refinement for so long.”

“And a remarkable mistake to expect it to preserve itself forever.”

Claire lifted her eyes. “You have become rather critical, my dear.”

“I have had an accomplished teacher.”

Claire smiled faintly and set the letter down, leaving her fingers on it for a moment.

“Whatever else one says of him, Lucien was not without imagination.”

“Imagination was never this family's shortage.”

Claire did not answer at once. She turned to the next page.

“Elise Blackthorn,” she read. “An extraordinary result. Her regenerative stability may surpass much of what we accomplished in the earlier years.”

Thalia looked away from the photograph. “She's a woman, Claire. Not merely a result.”

“I know the distinction.”

“Yes,” Thalia said. “Knowing it has rarely been our difficulty.”

For an instant Claire seemed about to make one of her crisp replies. Instead she studied Thalia with the cool attention that had once made every room feel like an examination. Thalia met her gaze and let the silence hold.

Claire had transformed Trevor Mercer into the woman she considered her masterpiece. The word had belonged to Claire; the life that followed had belonged, with considerably more struggle, to Thalia. She had worked beside Claire afterward. She had argued with her, admired her, been wounded by her certainty, and remained through generations of discoveries and losses. None of that history could be reduced to gratitude. Neither could it be erased by anger.

Her affection was real, and so was the cost of its beginning.

“Lucien's error,” Claire said at last, “was believing a perfect creation would guarantee a perfect life.”

“An unfamiliar mistake,” Thalia murmured.

This time Claire laughed, softly and without much defense. Her hand moved toward the older volume beside the lamp.

Valerie Voss's botanical journal.

Claire's aunt had found Artemisia lacrimosa while trying to relieve ordinary human suffering. She could not have foreseen every use to which her discovery would be put. Nor, Thalia thought, could ignorance of the future release any of them from what they had chosen once the possibilities became clear.

“Valerie wished to heal,” Thalia said. “You wished to create. Lucien wished to transcend.”

Claire's fingers rested on the worn cover. “And Elise?”

Thalia considered the young woman whose name now appeared in those reports, a name that had been chosen for her once and then claimed by her on terms no one else could dictate. Thalia did not pretend to know what Elise would make of it tomorrow, or what she might decide to call herself in ten years. The uncertainty was the point.

“She may be the first of us,” Thalia said, “to insist that the answer belongs to the person who has to live it.”

Claire turned the photograph over once, then placed it faceup again. “Perhaps.”

Outside, the old medical gardens disappeared gradually into the dusk. Somewhere within their preserved collections were discoveries Lucien had never studied, questions no family record had answered. Claire glanced toward the window, then returned her attention to the journal.

Thalia closed it gently and left the photograph beside it.

In the darkened glass, two women from a vanished century stood reflected together. Behind them lay the work of generations, its brilliance inseparable from its harm.

Ahead lay something none of them had yet learned to design.


[image: ]





AFTERWORD

Thank you for walking through the doors of Blackthorn Hall—and for staying long enough to discover what its beauty concealed.

I have always been drawn to stories in which transformation is more than a change in the mirror. A new face, an unfamiliar silhouette, the thrill of being seen differently: all of it can be intoxicating. But beneath the velvet, the roses, and the impossible science of Hollows Reborn lies a question I wanted to leave with you. Who has the right to decide what another person should become?

Elliot’s journey into Elise is neither a simple surrender nor an easy escape. Desire can be real even when trust has been broken. Tenderness can survive anger. And sometimes the most difficult choice is not whether to love someone, but whether loving them means you must stay.

I hope you found a little danger in Lucien’s composure, a little wicked pleasure in Elise’s growing confidence, and something worth carrying away in her refusal to let anyone else write the ending of her life.

If Elise’s story lingered with you after the last page, an honest review on Amazon would help other readers find their way to Blackthorn Hall.

Until our next beautiful complication…

With love and a mischievous smile,

Sofia Bacon


Ready for a change of pace?

I think you’ll love these stories where the modern world becomes a playground for transformation. Be careful, though... in my stories, a new job or a simple favor for a friend can quickly end with a very different wardrobe and a total surrender to femininity.
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Elliot thought he was hired as an assistant, but his boss, Vivian, had a much more 'uniform' plan for him. Watch his systematic descent into becoming the most perfect, obedient maid

[START YOUR SERVICE HERE]
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When a winter storm leaves him trapped in a secluded cabin, he discovers that his host has a very specific hobby. To survive the cold, he must learn to become the perfect, silent, and beautifully dressed doll she’s always wanted.

[BECOME HER DOLL HERE]
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Career goals take a feminine turn in this story of workplace transformation. Sometimes, the best way to get ahead in the office is to embrace your softer, silkier side.

[APPLY FOR THE JOB HERE]
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What starts as a game in the bedroom becomes a total lifestyle change. Follow this intimate journey where love and lace go hand in hand, and surrender is the ultimate reward.

[SURRENDER TO HER HERE]
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Can't decide where to go next?

I have spent years crafting over 60 journeys of transformation, lace, and sweet surrender. Whether you crave the discipline of the Academy, the whispers of a magic spell, or the intimacy of a modern romance, my entire library is waiting for you.

[EXPLORE SOFIA’S FULL CATALOG ON AMAZON]
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