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Prologue: The Woman in the Wrong London
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The first impossible thing the mirror remembered was a woman dying in a city that no longer existed.

Her name was Nadia Rahman.

Not the Nadia Rahman who would one day stand before the mirror in a basement beneath the Hollingworth Museum, wearing nitrile gloves and trying to persuade herself that terror was merely a reaction of the nervous system.

This Nadia was different by only the smallest details.

A scar above her left eyebrow instead of the right. A wedding ring on a chain around her neck. Hair cut to her jaw, not pinned at the nape. A tremor in her hand that suggested she had spent the last three nights awake, and a steadiness in her eyes that proved she had spent a lifetime learning not to be afraid.

She ran through London at 2:17 in the morning, although the clocks in that London did not agree on the hour.

Some read 2:17.

Some read 9:04.

One church clock near Wrenfield Lane spun backward so violently that pigeons fled the bell tower in a white panic.

Rain fell upward.

The Thames had gone black and still. It reflected no bridges, no lamps, no moon. Instead, it reflected rooms, rooms beneath rooms, galleries beneath galleries, a museum whose windows opened onto nowhere.

Nadia carried a bundle beneath her coat. It was wrapped in blue silk and tied with cotton thread, the sort of wrapping used by conservators when they handled damaged paint, old bones, fragile metals, things that had survived more time than their makers had expected.

Inside the silk was a shard of mirror.

Inside the shard was evidence.

Behind her, someone called her name.

Not loudly. Not urgently. Calmly.

That was what made her run faster.

“Nadia.”

She slipped on the wet pavement outside a closed flower shop. The window displayed lilies that were already dead, though a sign said they would be delivered tomorrow. She caught herself against the glass and left a smear of blood from her palm.

The blood stayed for three seconds.

Then the window corrected itself.

No smear. No crack. No memory.

She laughed once, breathless and bitter.

“You can’t clean everything,” she whispered.

At the corner of Bell Yard, the street ended where it should have continued. Beyond it was only a sheet of white space, as though a careless god had forgotten to draw the rest of the city.

Nadia stopped.

The person behind her stopped too.

They wore a charcoal coat, polished black shoes, and white gloves. Their face was hidden by a museum restoration mask: smooth, pale, expressionless, with small dark lenses over the eyes.

The mask was not frightening because it looked inhuman.

It was frightening because it looked professional.

“You were told,” the masked figure said, “not to look through the glass.”

Nadia pressed the silk bundle to her chest.

“I was told the museum preserved history.”

“It does.”

“You murdered it.”

A gust of upward rain passed between them. Droplets rose from the road and struck the clouds like beads flung back onto a broken necklace.

The masked figure tilted their head.

“History is not a body, Miss Rahman. It cannot be murdered.”

Nadia smiled through the blood at the corner of her mouth.

“That’s what murderers always say. They begin by changing the definition of the victim.”

The figure took one step closer.

In the white emptiness beyond the street, voices began to vanish.

First the birds.

Then the distant traffic.

Then the hum of electricity.

Then the rain.

The whole city held its breath.

Nadia looked down at the mirror shard. For a moment, it reflected not her face but another one, another Nadia, older by seven years or younger by three, standing in a gallery, unaware she was being watched across realities.

“Find me,” the dying Nadia whispered to the glass.

The masked figure lunged.

The knife entered beneath Nadia’s ribs with a sound almost too small for the end of a world.

She folded around it.

The silk bundle fell.

The mirror shard skated across the wet pavement and came to rest facing the sky.

Above it, the stars went out one by one, not extinguished, but edited.

The masked figure knelt, picked up the shard, and wiped it clean with a white glove.

But mirrors are older than secrets.

Before glass, there was water. Before water, there was ice. Before ice, there was starlight caught in dust. Every reflective surface in the universe had been taught the same primitive lesson: whatever touches light leaves a trace.

The masked figure erased the street.

The city.

The rain.

The body.

The scream.

Then the entire London called Mercer London, whose people had loved and lied and boiled tea and buried children and painted doors blue and believed themselves real, disappeared from existence.

But in a hidden museum beneath another London, a broken mirror remembered her.​
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Chapter One: The Restoration of Ordinary Things
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Nadia Rahman did not believe in ghosts, curses, miracles, prophetic dreams, haunted portraits, lucky coins, ancestral warnings, or any sentence that began with “You may find this difficult to believe.”

She believed in solvents.

She believed in humidity control, reversible adhesives, ultraviolet fluorescence, X-ray imaging, micro-abrasion, pigment analysis, soft brushes, sharp scalpels, and the small, stern mercy of a clean laboratory bench.

Objects did not lie, exactly. People lied about objects. People forged signatures, repainted cracks, swapped frames, aged paper with tea, faked provenance, staged theft, concealed damage, and tried to convince insurers that a damp cellar had been a “climate-controlled private collection.”

Objects merely endured.

That was why Nadia trusted them.

On the morning she received the letter from the Hollingworth Museum, she was repairing the jaw of a saint.

The saint was carved from limewood in the late seventeenth century, painted in flaking blue and gold, and missing three fingers from his right hand. His jaw had split during a careless move from a chapel in Somerset to a private London auction house. The auction house described the damage as “minor age-related separation.” Nadia described it as “negligent stupidity,” though only to the saint.

“Hold still,” she murmured, guiding a sliver of Japanese tissue into the crack with tweezers.

Her studio occupied the second floor above a tailor on Lamb’s Conduit Street. The tailor’s steam rose through the floorboards every morning, warming the room with the scent of wool, rain, and old wood. Nadia liked the place because it was narrow, quiet, and difficult for clients to find unless they were serious.

Her phone buzzed.

She ignored it.

It buzzed again.

She ignored it with greater conviction.

A third buzz crawled across the table, making the saint tremble.

Nadia exhaled, set down her tweezers, and glanced at the screen.

Unknown Number.

She let it die.

A minute later, an email arrived.

Subject: Private Conservation Inquiry — Hollingworth Museum

Nadia sat back.

The Hollingworth Museum of Human Wonder was famous in the way old London institutions become famous: by standing in the same place long enough for people to mistake survival for virtue.

Its public galleries held Egyptian masks, Roman coins, medieval tapestries, Napoleonic letters, natural history specimens, colonial loot politely relabeled as “acquired collections,” and a marble staircase that tourists photographed more often than the artifacts.

Nadia had worked on two minor Hollingworth loans before. Both times, the paperwork had required more delicate handling than the objects.

She opened the email.


Dear Ms. Rahman,

Your expertise in reflective surface stabilization, historical glass restoration, and forensic conservation has been recommended to our department. We require immediate private assistance with an object of unusual material complexity. The matter is confidential. Compensation will reflect urgency and discretion.

If you are available, please attend the Hollingworth Museum tonight at 8:40 p.m. Use the staff entrance on Wrenfield Lane. Ask for Arthur Bell.

Do not bring photography equipment.

Yours sincerely,

Arthur Bell
Senior Curator, Department of Restricted Antiquities
Hollingworth Museum of Human Wonder

Nadia read the email twice.

The phrase Department of Restricted Antiquities did not appear on the museum’s website. Neither did Arthur Bell.

She searched the staff directory.

No result.

She searched the museum’s annual reports.

No result.

She searched old conference proceedings, academic journals, conservation bulletins, and an internal mailing list she was not technically supposed to still access.

Nothing.

That should have ended the matter.

Instead, Nadia read the email a third time.

Reflective surface stabilization. Historical glass restoration. Forensic conservation.

Three specializations that rarely appeared together unless someone had broken something old, shiny, and legally complicated.

Her phone buzzed again.

Unknown Number.

This time, she answered.

“Nadia Rahman.”

A man’s voice said, “I apologize for interrupting your work.”

It was a good voice for a museum, low, careful, lightly worn around the edges.

“Then don’t,” Nadia said.

A pause.

“Fair. I’m Arthur Bell.”

“You’re not listed on the Hollingworth staff directory.”

“No.”

“Your department doesn’t exist.”

“Not publicly.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

“It wasn’t intended to be.”

Nadia looked at the saint’s cracked jaw. “Mr. Bell, I’m in the middle of a restoration.”

“Seventeenth-century limewood saint. Blue azurite over chalk ground. Split mandibular section. Three missing fingers.”

Her hand stilled.

“How do you know that?”

“Because you are very good, Ms. Rahman. And because we only contact people after learning enough to regret how much we know.”

“That sounds like stalking with a budget.”

“It is more
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