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​Author’s Note on the World of Hollowmere

Hollowmere House is not a haunted house in the ordinary sense.

It does not merely remember.

It digests.

Within its walls, rooms open into years that should have ended, voices speak from family portraits before they are painted, and grief keeps its own calendar. The science of time in this novel is shaped by real ideas, entropy, memory, perception, circadian rhythm, trauma, and the strange ways the human brain binds identity to sequence. The horrors are fictional. The ache is not.

​

Dedication

For everyone who has ever inherited a silence and mistaken it for a home.
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PROLOGUE
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The Last Minute of Elspeth Grey

On the morning she died, Elspeth Grey boiled water for tea in a kitchen that had not existed since 1947.

The kettle was pale blue enamel, chipped near the spout, and it shrieked with the thin, urgent voice of a thing that had seen too much steam. Sunlight came through lace curtains yellowed by ration smoke and age. Beyond the glass, the sea struck the black cliff in violent white fists. A gull screamed once and vanished into fog.

Elspeth stood very still.

Her hands, spotted and trembling at the wrists, held the edge of the counter. She wore a wool dress with a high collar, though it was June outside Hollowmere House and unseasonably warm. In the rooms that belonged to June, bees were drowning in foxglove bells. In the rooms that belonged to January, snow pressed itself against the windows, hoping to be let in.

The house had been restless all night.

It had breathed in the walls.

It had shifted its corridors.

It had moved the staircase twice.

Elspeth knew those signs. She had learned them as a child from her mother, who had learned them from hers, all the way back to the first Grey who mistook a bargain for a blessing. Hollowmere did not creak because it was old. It creaked because it was hungry.

She lifted her eyes to the clock over the stove.

The minute hand had stopped at eleven fifty-nine.

It had been stopped there for thirty-two years.

A knock came from the pantry door.

Elspeth did not turn around.

“No,” she said.

The knock came again.

Three slow taps.

Wood on bone.

“I said no.”

A voice answered from inside the pantry, gentle as folded linen.

“Elspeth.”

She shut her eyes.

That was the cruelty of the thing. It never used one voice forever. It chose with appetite. A dead husband. A crying child. A mother calling from a summer garden. Today, it had chosen the voice of her granddaughter at six years old, small and bright and trusting.

“Elspeth,” the pantry whispered. “Open the door.”

“You will not have her.”

“She is already marked.”

A crack ran across the kitchen tile beneath Elspeth’s slipper.

The kettle screamed louder.

In the parlor next door, a gramophone began to play a song from 1926. Somewhere above, a baby wailed in a nursery from 1890. In the east wing, artillery thundered from a room that wore the year 1943 like a wound. In the greenhouse, plants bloomed with leaves the color of ash beneath a sky that would not happen until 2035.

Every year wanted attention.

Every room wanted to be believed.

Elspeth crossed herself, though she had lost God somewhere between the sixth funeral and the third resurrection. Her eyes found the small brown notebook lying open beside the sugar tin. The page was filled with her own handwriting, dense and jagged.

AMARA MUST NOT ENTER THE WEST HALL.

She tore the page out, folded it, and slipped it into the pocket of her dress.

The pantry door breathed.

“Elspeth,” said the voice that was not Amara. “A Grey must be given. One from every generation. That was the promise.”

“I was given.”

“You were hidden.”

“I paid.”

“You delayed.”

The handle turned by itself.

Elspeth seized the kettle from the hob and flung the boiling water at the door.

Steam exploded.

The wood blistered, not outward, but inward, as if something behind it had skin.

A sound came from the pantry. Not pain. Amusement.

Then the door opened.

Darkness stood there, wearing the shape of a person too tall for the frame.

Elspeth did not look at its face. Faces were invitations. Instead, she looked at its hands. Long. Jointed. Wet with an oil-black shine. Around one wrist hung a watch made from finger bones, and its second hand moved backward.

The Time Eater stepped into the kitchen.

The air curdled.

Elspeth’s knees nearly failed, but she gripped the counter and held herself upright. She had been a girl in this house. A bride. A mother. A widow. A liar. A guardian. A coward. She had watched her family celebrate wealth in rooms built on disappearances. She had smiled at parties where portraits whispered behind velvet curtains. She had allowed Amara to grow up believing Hollowmere was merely an inheritance of stone and storm.

That was her greatest sin.

Not the bargain.

The silence.

The Time Eater tilted its head.

“Where is she?”

Elspeth laughed once, dry and bitter.

“Far from you.”

“No Grey is far from Hollowmere.”

The clock above the stove ticked.

Once.

The sound cracked through the room like a gunshot.

Elspeth’s heart stopped for one impossible second, then started again in terror. The minute hand trembled at eleven fifty-nine.

The Time Eater’s mouth opened. It had too many teeth, and each one seemed to contain a memory: a birthday candle, a war medal, a baby tooth, a wedding ring, a coffin nail.

“Your minute is over,” it said.

Elspeth ran.

Not toward the hall. Not toward the front door. Hollowmere would never allow a Grey to leave while it was feeding. She ran to the small dumbwaiter beside the stove, the one the servants had used in 1912 and the children had used in 1978 to send secret notes between floors.

Her fingers fumbled with the latch. She shoved the folded page from her pocket into the shaft and whispered the only address the house might still obey.

“Find Amara.”

The dumbwaiter swallowed the note.

The Time Eater crossed the kitchen without moving its legs.

Elspeth turned.

For the first time in fifty-three years, she looked directly into its face.

It was not darkness.

It was absence.

A place where all her unlived years had gone.

She saw herself at twenty-two, leaving Hollowmere forever. She saw herself at forty, telling the truth. She saw herself at sixty, taking Amara by the hand and burning the house room by room. She saw every brave version of herself she had failed to become.

Then the creature inhaled.

Elspeth Grey aged backward for three seconds.

Her white hair darkened to auburn. Her bent spine straightened. Her hands became smooth, then small. Her wedding ring slipped from fingers suddenly too young to hold it.

The kettle hit the floor.

The kitchen vanished.

The clock struck noon.

And in the present, seventy miles away, Amara Grey woke from a dream of her grandmother screaming her name.
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PART ONE: THE INHERITANCE

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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The Letter with Yesterday’s Date

Amara Grey disliked old houses, old money, and old family stories, which was inconvenient because she had inherited all three before breakfast.

The letter arrived on a Thursday morning in a cream envelope thick enough to suggest either legal trouble or a wedding invitation from someone wealthy and emotionally aggressive. It lay on the floor beneath the mail slot of Amara’s flat in Northwick, surrounded by takeaway menus and a supermarket circular advertising strawberries that looked red enough to be suspicious.

She picked it up on her way to the kettle.

Miss Amara Grey

The handwriting was sharp, black, and old-fashioned, the kind of handwriting that looked as if it had been taught with a ruler and enforced by disappointment.

There was no stamp.

No return address.

The postmark was dated the day before yesterday.

Amara stared at it.

“That’s dramatic,” she muttered.

Her cat, Milton, who was not technically her cat but had been entering through the bathroom window for six months, blinked from the sofa as if to say that humans were always pretending things were dramatic when they were merely late.

Amara slit the envelope with a butter knife.

Inside was a single page from Bellweather & Pike, Solicitors. The letter informed her, in language polished to the dull shine of professional grief, that her grandmother, Lady Elspeth Grey of Hollowmere House, had died peacefully in her sleep three days ago at the age of eighty-seven.

Amara sat down before she reached the second paragraph.

Peacefully.
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