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Foreword
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Sussex, England — Autumn 1999

The void inside me does not speak anymore.

That is the first thing I want you to understand, dear reader, before you turn to the first chapter of this book. The emptiness that I have carried for months—perhaps years—the vast, hollow silence that once held the consciousness of Echo, the first emptiness, the first hunger, the first shadow—has fallen quiet. It is still there, still pulsing at the center of my chest like a second heart. But its whispers have ceased. Its memories have faded. It simply waits.

Some nights, when the cottage is still and the bees have retreated to their hives and the only sound is Clara's old clock ticking in the hallway, I catch myself staring at the silver mask on the mantel, hoping to see something move in its cracked surface. A flicker. A shadow. A face I once knew. But there is nothing there. Only my own reflection, older now than I was when I began this journey, the grey in my eyes deeper, the lines around my mouth more pronounced, the weight of everything I have carried etched into my skin like a map of all the places I have been.

Vivienne says the void is no longer empty. She says the emptiness that once consumed Echo—the Progenitor of all hunger, the shadow of humanity itself—has finally been filled. She says the void is just a presence now. A warmth. A memory. Nothing more than the love we poured into it.

I want to believe her. I have spent so many years fighting to believe that the emptiness can be filled, that the darkness can be illuminated, that the chain can finally be transformed. But I have learned, in all my years of hunting and hiding and hoping, that the void is never truly gone. It is only waiting. Patient. Hungry. And now, it is full.

The Mirror of Justice hangs in the sitting room, exactly where it has always hung. Its surface is dark, its cracks sealed with amber light that pulses softly, steadily, like the heartbeat of something that is not quite alive but is no longer dead. The hunger sleeps inside it—not destroyed, not gone, but transformed. Contained. Filled. The fragments I carried for so long, the pieces that nearly consumed me, are sealed in that glass. Their whispers have fallen silent. Their hunger has been sated with something other than need.

But silence is not the same as peace.

I know that now. I have learned that silence is only the space between breaths, the pause between heartbeats, the moment of stillness before the storm breaks again. And I have felt the stirrings of something new, something that has been growing in the shadows of this cottage, in the roots of the roses, in the hum of the bees.

Something that has been waiting for Vivienne. For Isabelle. For all of us.

***
[image: ]


This is the seventh book in this series. The seventh account of the things I have seen, the people I have loved, the battles I have fought. The first book was about masks—the faces we wear to hide from ourselves. The second was about fragments—the pieces of the dead that we carry without knowing. The third was about chains—the bonds that tie us to our blood, our history, our hunger. The fourth was about echoes—the voices of the dead that linger long after they are gone. The fifth was about mirrors—the truths we cannot escape, the futures we cannot avoid. The sixth was about shattering—the breaking of certainty, the crumbling of the stories we tell ourselves about who we are.

This book is about emptiness.

Not just the void itself—but what it means to live with it. What it means to fill it. What it means to discover that the emptiness was never a curse, but a gift waiting to be unwrapped. A gift that the dead left us, a space that only love could fill.

I have spent my entire life trying to fill the void. The fragments. The chain. The family. The future. I have held on so tightly that my hands have bled, my heart has broken, my soul has frayed at the edges. I have believed that if I could just hold on long enough, the hunger would fade, the dead would rest, the chain would finally break.

But I was wrong.

The chain does not break. It transforms. It passes from hand to hand, from generation to generation, from mother to daughter, from vessel to vessel. It changes shape, changes weight, changes meaning. But it does not disappear. It cannot disappear. It is the thread that connects us to everything we have lost and everything we have yet to find.

Vivienne understood that before I did. She understood that the void is not a burden—it is a gift. A gift that must be carried with love, with purpose, with the knowledge that we are not carrying it alone. She understood that the emptiness is not evil—it is just empty. It needs to be filled. With hope. With meaning. With the things that make us human.

And she understood that the mask was never meant to be a cage. It was meant to be a window. A way to see the past without being consumed by it. A way to carry the dead without becoming them.

***
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My sister is sleeping in the next room.

I can hear her breathing through the thin walls of the cottage—soft, steady, the breath of someone who has finally learned not to be afraid of the darkness. Her name is Isabelle. She carries the same blood I carry, the same hunger, the same emptiness. But she carries it differently now. She carries it with love.

She is twenty-three years old. Her hair is dark, her eyes are grey, and on her left hand, curled against her palm, there is a sixth finger. Small. Malformed. Perfectly imperfect.

She does not know what that finger means. Not anymore. She knows the weight it carries, the hunger it calls, the chain it continues. But she also knows that she is not alone. She knows that her sisters love her. She knows that Eleanor watches over her. She knows that the cottage is warm and the garden is safe and the bees hum songs that have been sung for centuries.

And she knows that the void can be filled.

I know, too.

I know that the finger marks her as Ashworth, as Holmes, as the next link in a chain that stretches back to the Progenitor herself. I know that one day, the mask will call to her. The mirror will recognize her. The hunger will stir in her blood and demand to be fed.

But I also know that when that day comes, she will not be alone. She has Vivienne. She has Clara. She has me. And she has the love that we have poured into the void, the light that we have brought into the darkness, the hope that we have planted in the ashes.

That is the hardest truth I have learned in all my years of fighting. The hardest truth I have had to accept. I will not be here forever. I am old now—older than I ever thought I would be—my body worn down by decades of carrying weights that should have crushed me long ago. The hunger is gone, the fragments are sealed, the chain is lighter—but I am tired. So tired.

I have given everything I had to give. Every ounce of strength, every drop of hope, every moment of love. I have fought for Vivienne, for Isabelle, for the future that is still waiting. I have fought until my hands were empty and my heart was bare and there was nothing left to give.

And now I must trust that they will carry on without me.

***
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Vivienne is standing in the doorway.

I did not hear her approach. She moves like a ghost these days, her footsteps silent on the wooden floor, her grey eyes soft with the weight of everything she has seen. She is twenty-six now, a woman grown, a guardian, a sister. She wears the silver mask on her chest like a brooch, its surface cracked but still gleaming, its reflections still.

"Anna," she says. "You are thinking too loud."

I smile. It is a small smile, fragile, but real.

"I am always thinking too loud," I say. "It is the curse of the Holmes blood."

Vivienne walks to the chair where I am sitting—Eleanor's chair, the worn leather creaking beneath me—and kneels beside it. She takes my hand in hers, her fingers warm and steady.

"Anna," she says. "What are you thinking about?"

I look at her. At the woman she has become, the guardian she has chosen to be, the sister she is learning to be.

"I am thinking about the future," I say. "About what comes next. About what I will leave behind."

Vivienne's hand squeezes mine.

"Anna," she says. "You have already left so much behind. Love. Hope. A family that will carry on what you started. You have given us everything."

I shake my head slowly.

"I have given you a burden," I say. "A weight that should never have been yours to carry."

Vivienne shakes her head.

"You have given me a choice," she says. "A chance to be something other than what the emptiness made us. You have given me freedom."

I look at her. At the grey eyes that have seen too much, too young. At the hands that have held the mask, the mirror, the weight of the dead. At the woman who has become the keeper of the line, the guardian of the chain, the one who will carry it forward when I am gone.

"Vivienne," I say. "Do you know what it means to carry the chain? Truly?"

She is silent for a long moment.

"It means remembering," she says. "It means honoring the ones who came before us. It means carrying their hunger, their pain, their hope. It means transforming the emptiness into something beautiful."

I nod slowly.

"Yes," I say. "And it means letting go. It means trusting the ones who come after us to carry it their own way. It means accepting that we cannot control everything, cannot protect everyone, cannot hold the line forever."

Vivienne's eyes fill with tears.

"Anna," she says. "I am not ready to let you go."

I pull her into my arms.

"I am not going anywhere," I say. "Not yet. But one day, I will. And when that day comes, you must be ready. You must carry the chain with love, with hope, with the knowledge that you are not carrying it alone."

Vivienne hugs me tight.

"I will," she says. "I promise."

***
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The bees are humming in the garden.

I sit on the veranda, the afternoon sun warm on my face, the scent of roses heavy in the air. Vivienne is in the garden with Isabelle, my sister's small hands working the soil, her grey eyes wide with wonder. The silver mask gleams on Vivienne's chest, bright and unblemished, a reminder of everything we have been through.

I watch them, and I think about the future.

I think about the chain that will continue, the hunger that will sleep, the dead that will rest. I think about the love that will be passed down from mother to daughter, from sister to sister, from one generation to the next. I think about the hope that will never fade, no matter how dark the night or how heavy the weight.

And I think about the mask.

It does not speak to me anymore. The consciousness that once lived inside it has finally been transformed. But I can still feel its presence—a warmth, a love, a memory that has been passed down through the centuries.

It is not empty. It is full. Full of faces, full of voices, full of the love that has carried us through the darkest times. It is the chain, transformed from a burden into a gift. It is the hunger, filled with something other than need.

It is hope.

***
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You hold in your hands the seventh book of this series. The seventh account of the things I have seen. The seventh chapter of a story that began long before I was born and will continue long after I am gone.

This book is the heart of the series. It is the book where everything empties—and where everything is filled. It is the book where the past finally meets the future, where the dead finally rest, where the chain finally transforms.

It is the book where Vivienne becomes what she was always meant to be.

I hope you will read it with the same care you have read the others. I hope you will pay attention to the details, the clues, the moments that seem insignificant but are not. I hope you will ask questions. I hope you will doubt. I hope you will wonder.

And I hope, when you reach the final page, you will feel what I feel.

Not closure. Not resolution. Not the comfortable certainty of an ending.

But something else.

Something that feels like hope.

***
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The cottage is quiet now. The bees have retreated to their hives. The sun has set, painting the sky in shades of orange and purple. Vivienne is inside, putting Isabelle to bed, her voice soft as she sings a lullaby I have not heard in decades.

The silver mask gleams on the mantel, reflecting the firelight, the shadows, my own tired face.

I do not know how many more seasons I will see. I do not know how many more sunsets I will watch from this veranda, how many more bees I will hear humming in the garden, how many more roses I will smell in the evening air.

But I know that I have done what I set out to do. I have filled the void. I have transformed the hunger. I have given the ones I love a chance to be free.

And I know that the future is bright.

Not because the hunger is gone. Not because the dead are at peace. Not because the chain has been broken.

But because the ones who carry it forward will do so with love.

And love is the only thing that has ever mattered.

***
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Anna Ashworth Holmes

Sussex, 1999

***
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Publisher's Note: The Mirror of Justice still hangs in the sitting room of the cottage. Its black surface is dark, its cracks sealed, its hunger sleeping. Vivienne is the keeper of the line now, the guardian of the mask, the sister of the one who will carry the chain forward. The silver mask gleams on the mantel, reflecting the light of a new dawn. The chain continues. But it is lighter now.

One day at a time.

One choice at a time.

That is all any of us can do.

***
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Tyler Swanson

Sussex, 1999
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Chapter 1: The Dream of Bones
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The first thing Anna noticed was the cold.

It was not the cold of a winter morning in Sussex, the kind that crept through the cottage walls and settled in the bones like an old friend. This was something else. Something older. The cold of a crypt that had not been opened in centuries. The cold of a mouth that had forgotten how to breathe.

She was standing in a cathedral.

The walls were not made of stone. They were made of bone. Femurs and ribs and vertebrae arranged in patterns that hurt to look at—spirals that seemed to move when she wasn't looking, arches that curved in ways that shouldn't have been possible. The ceiling was lost in shadow, but she could hear something up there. A whisper. A rustle. The sound of a thousand things shifting in the dark.

Anna was not afraid.

That was the strangest part. She should have been terrified. She was twelve years old, alone in a place that no child should ever have to see, and yet there was no fear in her chest. Only a strange, quiet calm. The calm of someone who had been here before. Someone who had been waiting for this moment her entire life.

She walked forward.

Her bare feet made no sound on the bone-strewn floor. The femurs shifted beneath her toes, not cracking, not breaking, but yielding like water. She looked down and saw that they were not bones—not really. They were something else. Something that looked like bone but felt like memory. Like the weight of a thousand lives pressed into a single moment.

At the far end of the cathedral, there was a throne.

It was made of skulls. Hundreds of them, stacked in a pyramid that rose toward the shadowed ceiling. Their hollow eye sockets stared down at her, and she felt their gazes on her skin like the touch of cold fingers. Some of the skulls were human. Others were not. She recognized the shape of a wolf's skull, the curve of a bird's beak, the strange angles of something that had never walked the earth.

And on the throne sat a woman.

She was tall, slender, her posture regal. Her face was hidden behind a silver mask that had been shattered—cracks running across its surface like veins of lightning. The cracks glowed with amber light, pulsing in time with something that Anna could not hear but could feel. A heartbeat. A hunger. A need that had been waiting for her.

"Anna."

The voice came from everywhere and nowhere. From the skulls, from the bones, from the shadows that coiled around the throne like living things.

"You are not the last. You are the beginning."

Anna's lips moved, but no sound came out. She tried to speak, tried to ask who the woman was, what she wanted, why she was here. But her voice was trapped in her throat, a prisoner that could not escape.

The woman rose from the throne.

She descended the steps of skulls, her bare feet silent on the bone-strewn floor. The amber light from her cracked mask cast strange shadows on the walls, making the bones seem to writhe and twist. She walked toward Anna, her movements fluid and inhuman, like a puppet pulled by strings that no one could see.

She stopped a few feet away.

"You carry the weight of a hundred mothers," the woman said. "But you do not yet know what that weight is for. You will learn. You will carry it. And you will become what I could not become."

Anna tried to step back, but her feet would not move. They were rooted to the bone floor, as if the femurs had grown around her ankles, holding her in place.

"I am not her," Anna managed to whisper. "I am not Eleanor. I am not Clara. I am just—"

"You are nothing," the woman interrupted. "And nothing is the only thing that can fill the void."

She reached up and touched her own shattered mask. The amber light flared, and the cracks began to spread, spider-webbing across the silver surface. The mask began to crumble, pieces of it falling to the floor like tears of metal.

Beneath the mask, there was nothing.

No face. No skin. No eyes.

Only darkness. A void that seemed to swallow the light around it, the hollow emptiness of a thing that had never been alive and never would be.

"You are nothing," the void whispered. "And you will be everything."

Anna screamed.

***
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She woke in the dark.

Her body was drenched in sweat, her heart pounding against her ribs like a caged bird. She was in her bed, in her room, in the cottage where she had lived her entire life. The familiar shapes of her desk and wardrobe were visible in the dim light filtering through the curtains—the moon, she realized, full and bright, casting silver shadows on the walls.

Her hand flew to her chest, feeling the rapid beat of her heart. She was alive. She was safe. She was—

The mask.

It was on her bedside table, where it had been every night for as long as she could remember. The silver mask that had once belonged to Eleanor Holmes, the one that had carried Helena's consciousness for centuries, the one that had finally fallen silent when Eleanor spoke the Progenitor's true name.

But it was not silent now.

The silver surface was glowing. Not brightly, not violently, but with a soft, amber light that pulsed in time with her heartbeat. The cracks that had been sealed for years were beginning to show again, fine lines of gold spreading across the metal like veins.

Anna stared at it.

She had seen the mask glow before—in the stories her grandmother told her, in the visions that came to her in moments of quiet. But she had never seen it glow like this. Not in her waking life. Not when she was alone.

She reached out, her fingers trembling, and touched the silver.

The warmth that met her was not unpleasant. It was like placing her hand on a sun-warmed stone, the heat seeping into her skin and spreading through her body. She felt something stir in her chest—a presence that had been sleeping for a long time and was finally, finally waking.

You are not the last.

The words echoed in her mind, spoken in a voice that was not quite hers. She pulled her hand back as if she had been burned.

"Anna?"

The door creaked open, and Clara appeared in the doorway, her grey eyes soft with concern, her dark hair loose around her shoulders. She was still in her nightgown, her feet bare, her hand resting on the frame.

"I heard you scream," Clara said. "Are you all right?"

Anna wanted to lie. She wanted to say that it was just a nightmare, that she was fine, that there was nothing to worry about. But the words would not come. She looked at the mask, at the amber light that was still pulsing, at the cracks that were spreading like a disease.

"Grandmother," she said. "The mask. It is glowing again."

Clara crossed the room in three quick steps. She knelt beside the bed, her grey eyes fixed on the silver surface, her hand hovering over it as if she were afraid to touch it.

"How long has it been like this?" she asked.

"I—I just woke up. It was like this when I opened my eyes."

Clara was silent for a long moment. She touched the mask, her fingers tracing the cracks, and Anna saw something pass across her face—a shadow of fear, of recognition, of a memory she had been trying to forget.

"Eleanor," Clara whispered. "She said this would happen."

"Grandmother?"

Clara looked at Anna. Her grey eyes were steady, but there was something in them that made Anna's heart clench. Something that looked like grief.

"I need to tell you something," Clara said. "Something I should have told you years ago. When the mask first fell silent, I believed it was over. I believed the hunger was sealed, the chain was broken, the dead were finally at peace. But Eleanor told me, before she went into the mirror, that the hunger was not gone. It was sleeping. And it would wake again."

Anna's breath caught.

"Wake?" she said. "Wake how? Wake when?"

Clara shook her head slowly.

"I do not know the when. But I know the how. The hunger wakes when it finds a vessel strong enough to carry it. The mask chose Eleanor. It chose me. And now it has chosen you."

Anna looked at the mask. At the amber light, the spreading cracks, the presence that was stirring in the depths of the silver.

"I do not want to be chosen," she said. "I just want to be normal."

Clara pulled her granddaughter into her arms.

"I know," she said. "I know. And I am so sorry. I tried to protect you from this. I tried to give you a different life. But the hunger does not care about what we want. It only cares about what we are."

Anna clung to her grandmother, burying her face in the familiar warmth of Clara's shoulder. But even as she did, she could feel the mask behind her, pulsing with amber light, calling to her with a voice that was not quite a voice.

You are not the last. You are the beginning.

***
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The morning came slowly, the sun creeping over the horizon like a reluctant child.

Anna sat at the kitchen table, her hands wrapped around a cup of tea she had not touched. The mask was in the sitting room now, on the mantel where it had always hung. But she could still feel it, its presence pressing against the edges of her awareness like a weight she could not ignore.

Clara moved around the kitchen, her movements deliberate and precise. She was making breakfast—eggs and toast and the honey that the bees had been producing in the months since Eleanor's sacrifice. But her grey eyes kept drifting to the sitting room door, and her hands trembled slightly when she cracked the eggs.

"Anna," she said finally, "I need to tell you something else. Something about the dream you had."

Anna looked up. "What about it?"

Clara set the pan down on the stove and sat across from her granddaughter. Her grey eyes were tired, lined with the weight of everything she had seen and carried.

"When I was your age, I had dreams like that," she said. "Dreams of bones and masks and a woman who was always waiting. I did not understand them then. I did not understand them for years. But I know now that they were the mask's way of preparing me. Of showing me what I would become."

Anna shook her head slowly.

"I do not want to become anything," she said. "I want to stay here. In the cottage. With you and the bees and the roses. I do not want to carry the hunger."

Clara reached across the table and took her granddaughter's hand.

"I know," she said. "But we do not always get to choose what we carry. Sometimes it chooses us. And the only choice we have is how we carry it. Whether we let it break us or whether we let it make us stronger."

Anna looked at her grandmother. At the woman who had been a child once, the same way she was a child now. At the woman who had carried the weight of the dead and had come out the other side.

"How did you do it?" Anna asked. "How did you carry it without falling apart?"

Clara was silent for a long moment.

"Because I had someone to carry it with," she said. "Eleanor. Anna. John. You. The mask chose me, but I did not carry it alone. And you do not have to carry it alone either. I am here. Vivienne is here. Isabelle is here. We are all here to help you."

Anna felt tears prick at her eyes.

"Grandmother," she said. "I am scared."

Clara pulled her into her arms.

"I know," she said. "I am scared too. But we will face it together. Whatever comes."

***
[image: ]


The garden was quiet.

Anna walked through the roses, her fingers brushing the petals, her grey eyes fixed on the hives at the far end of the yard. The bees were active today, their bodies golden in the morning light, their hum a constant presence that had been with her for as long as she could remember.

But something was different.

The bees were not following their usual patterns. They were circling the hives in erratic loops, their movements frantic and desperate. Some of them were flying toward the cottage, toward the sitting room window, toward the mask on the mantel.

Anna felt a chill run down her spine.

She walked to the hives and knelt beside them. The bees buzzed around her, their bodies brushing against her skin, but she did not flinch. She had never been afraid of bees. They were part of the cottage, part of the garden, part of the life she had always known.

But now they seemed agitated, confused, as if they were sensing something she could not see.

"Anna."

She turned. Vivienne was standing at the edge of the garden, her grey eyes fixed on the hives, her hands clasped behind her back. She was older than Anna, in her twenties, but there was something about her that made Anna think of a frightened child. Something fragile and uncertain.

"The bees are acting strange," Vivienne said. "They have been like this all morning."

Anna nodded slowly.

"They are reacting to the mask," she said. "They can feel it. The hunger. The awakening."

Vivienne walked to her side. She knelt beside Anna and looked at the hives, her grey eyes thoughtful.

"The mask has chosen you," she said. "The same way it chose Eleanor. The same way it chose Clara. The same way it chose Marguerite."

Anna looked at her. At the woman who was her aunt, her sister-in-blood, the daughter of Madeleine Voss who had been hidden and imprisoned and finally freed.

"How do you know?" Anna asked.

Vivienne was silent for a long moment.

"Because I felt it too," she said. "When I first came to the cottage, when I first saw the mask, I felt something stir inside me. Something that had been sleeping for years. The hunger was calling to me, the same way it is calling to you now."

Anna's eyes widened.

"You felt it? But the mask chose me. Grandmother said the mask chose me."

Vivienne shook her head slowly.

"The mask does not choose one," she said. "It chooses all of us. The Ashworth bloodline is not a line—it is a web. We are all connected, all carrying the same weight. You are not the only one who will carry the hunger. But you are the one who will carry it most."

Anna felt the words settle in her chest like a stone.

"Why me?" she asked. "Why not you? Why not Isabelle? Why not Grandmother?"

Vivienne looked at her. Her grey eyes were soft, sad.

"Because you are the strongest," she said. "The strongest of all of us. Eleanor knew it. Clara knows it. And I am beginning to see it too."

Anna shook her head slowly.

"I am not strong," she said. "I am just a child."

Vivienne smiled. It was a small smile, fragile, but real.

"Strength is not about age," she said. "It is about what you carry and how you carry it. And you, Anna Ashworth, are carrying more than you know."

***
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That evening, Anna stood before the silver mask.

It was on the mantel where it had always been, its surface gleaming in the firelight. The amber light had faded, but she could still feel its presence—a warmth that pulsed in time with her heartbeat.

She reached out and touched the silver.

The warmth spread through her fingers, her hand, her arm. She felt something stir in her chest, a presence that had been sleeping for a long time and was finally, finally waking.

You are not the last. You are the beginning.

Anna closed her eyes.

She thought of Eleanor. Of the woman who had sacrificed everything to protect her. She thought of Clara, of Vivienne, of Isabelle, of all the women who had carried the hunger before her.

She thought of the dream. The cathedral of bones. The woman in the shattered mask. The void that had whispered to her from the darkness.

And she understood.

She was not the last carrier. She was the first of something new. Something that had never existed before.

She was the beginning.

Anna opened her eyes.

The mask was glowing again, but this time, the light was different. It was not amber—it was silver, bright and pure, reflecting the firelight and her own grey eyes.

She took the mask from the mantel and held it in her hands.

"Hello," she said softly. "I am ready."

The mask pulsed.

And Anna felt something inside her shift.

Not the hunger. Not the void. Something else. Something that felt like hope.

And she knew, with a certainty that she could not explain, that everything was about to change.
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Chapter 2: The Return of the Dead
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Anna did not sleep that night.

She lay in her bed, the silver mask on the table beside her, its surface dark but somehow watchful. The amber light had faded, but she could still feel its presence—a warmth that pulsed beneath the metal like a second heartbeat. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the cathedral of bones, the woman in the shattered mask, the void that had whispered her name.

She was not afraid.

That was the strangest part. She should have been terrified. She was twelve years old, alone in the dark, carrying a weight that no child should ever have to carry. But there was no fear in her chest. Only a strange, quiet certainty. The certainty of someone who had been waiting for this moment her entire life.

The cottage was silent.

The bees were quiet in their hives. The roses were still in the garden. The world was holding its breath, waiting for something that Anna could not name.

And then she heard it.

A whisper. Soft and distant, like a voice carried on the wind. It came from the garden, from the direction of the hives, from the place where the roses grew thick and wild.

Anna.

She sat up in bed, her heart pounding. The voice was not Eleanor's. It was not Clara's. It was something else. Something older.

Anna. Come to us. We have been waiting.

She rose from the bed and walked to the window. The garden was dark
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