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    For those who carry chains in secret — may you find the courage to break them.
 
And for Anna — the child who taught me that hope is stronger than hunger.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The only way to break a chain is to stop believing it is a chain."
 
— from the private journals of Sherlock Holmes
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Foreword
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Sussex, England — Autumn 1979

The silver mask hangs on the wall behind me as I write this.

I can see its reflection in the window—a dark oval against the pale plaster, catching the last light of the dying sun. Sometimes, when the cottage is quiet and the bees have gone to sleep and the only sound is the ticking of Holmes's old clock, I swear the mask is watching me. Not with eyes—it has no eyes. But with something deeper. Something that remembers what it was like to be worn. To be touched. To be trusted.

Anna says I am imagining things.

Anna is twelve now, almost thirteen, and she has a wisdom that makes my chest ache. She says the mask is empty. That the consciousness that once lived inside it—the long line of Cassandras, the mothers and daughters who wore it for centuries—has finally found peace. She says the mask is just silver now. Metal and memory. Nothing more.

But I have learned not to trust emptiness.

The Mirror of Justice hangs in the sitting room, its surface dark, its cracks filled with amber light. The hunger sleeps inside it—not dead, not gone, but dormant. Waiting. Patient. The fragments I carried for so long are sealed in the glass, their whispers silenced, their hunger contained. I should feel free. I should feel light.

Instead, I feel the weight of everything that came before.

***
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This is the fifth book in this series. The fifth account of the things I have seen, the people I have lost, 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.

This book is about mirrors.

Not the mirrors that show us our reflections—the ones that show us the truth. The truth of who we are. The truth of what we have done. The truth of what we might become.

I have looked into many mirrors. The Antechamber beneath Baker Street, with its endless reflections and its hungry ghosts. The chamber beneath Paris, where Anna built her throne of bones and waited for me to find her. The vault beneath the Diogenes Club, where the orbs of the dead lined the walls like sleeping children. And finally, the Mirror of Justice itself—the black glass, the silver frame, the cracks that hold the hunger.

Each mirror showed me something I did not want to see.

Each mirror changed me.

***
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My name is Eleanor Holmes. I am thirty-one years old. I am a detective, though I have not taken a case in nearly two years. I am the last carrier of the Ashworth gene, though the sixth finger that marked me is gone. I am the granddaughter of Sherlock Holmes, though he died before I was born. I am the daughter of Clara Holmes, though she died when I was twenty-three.

And I am the guardian of the Mirror of Justice.

The mirror sits in the sitting room of this cottage, in the same spot where Holmes kept his violin. The silver frame gleams in the firelight. The black glass shows no reflection—only depth. Endless depth. The cracks spread across its surface like veins, and within them, amber light pulses softly, steadily, like a heartbeat.

The hunger is inside it.

The fragments are inside it.

The whispers are silent.

But I know they are not gone. I know they are waiting. And I know that one day, someone will come looking for them. Someone who is hungry. Someone who is desperate. Someone who believes that the mirror can give them what they want.

Power. Immortality. An end to loneliness.

I have seen that person in my dreams. I have seen her standing before the mirror, her hands reaching for the silver frame, her eyes wide with hunger. She wears a silver mask—not the one on the wall behind me, but a different one. Newer. Colder. Her face is hidden, but I know her.

She is me.

Or she could be. If I am not careful. If I forget what I have learned. If I let the hunger wake again.

***
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The bees are dying.

I noticed it last spring, when the hives that had been thriving for years suddenly went quiet. Holmes used to say that bees were honest. They do not lie, he wrote. They do not pretend. They simply work until they die. But the bees in my garden are not working. They are huddled in their hives, motionless, their wings still. The honey is untouched. The pollen is undisturbed.

John says it is the weather. A harsh winter, a cold spring, the natural cycle of life and death.

But I know better.

The bees are dying because the mirror is waking. Not the hunger—not yet. But something else. Something that has been sleeping in the silver frame, in the black glass, in the cracks filled with amber light. The mirror is not just a prison. It is a door. And something is trying to open it from the other side.

I have not told Anna.

She is young. She has suffered enough. She deserves to tend the bees and read Holmes's journals and sleep without nightmares. She does not need to know that the thing we sealed in the mirror is stirring. That the cracks are widening. That the amber light pulses faster every day.

But she knows anyway.

She is Anna. She sees what others miss. She feels what others ignore. She has the blood of the Ashworths in her veins, the same blood that carried the hunger for centuries. She may not have the sixth finger—not anymore—but she has something else. Something deeper.

The mask chose her.

The mirror recognizes her.

And the hunger remembers her.

***
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This book is not the end of the story.

That is what I want you to understand, dear reader, before you turn the page. The Mirror of Justice is sealed, but it is not destroyed. The hunger sleeps, but it will wake. The chain is lighter, but it is not broken.

There will be more books. More mysteries. More faces. More masks.

But this book—this one—is the heart of the series. It is the book where everything changes. Where the questions that have haunted us since the first chapter finally find their answers. Where the characters we have come to love—and fear—face their deepest truths.

Anna will grow up in these pages.

John will make a choice that will break your heart.

Cassandra will find what she has been searching for.

And I will look into the mirror and see the future.

***
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I have been asked, many times, why I decided to write this book. The answer is simple: because the truth matters. The truth of the mirror. The truth of the mask. The truth of the hunger that lives in all of us, waiting to wake.

I have spent my entire life running from the truth—running from my blood, my heritage, my fear. I am done running. I am done hiding. I am done pretending that the past does not matter.

The past is all that matters. It is the foundation upon which we build the future. It is the chain that binds us to our ancestors. It is the mirror that shows us who we are.

I hope you will read this book with an open mind. I hope you will see the humanity in the monsters, the tragedy in the villains, the redemption in the broken. I hope you will understand that the chain can be transformed—not by violence, not by forgetting, but by love.

And I hope you will remember.

Because that is all we can do, in the end. Remember the faces. Remember the names. Remember the people who lived and died and were preserved in porcelain and amber and the desperate hopes of those who could not let them go.

***
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One final confession.

The silver mask that hangs on the wall behind me—the one Anna wore, the one that showed her the past—is not empty. I lied when I said it was. Anna was wrong when she said the consciousness inside it had found peace.

There is something in the mask.

Something that has been watching us since the day we brought it back from Vienna. Something that speaks to me in my dreams, in the space between sleeping and waking, in the moments when the light is dim and the shadows are long.

It whispers my name.

Not Eleanor. Not Holmes. Not the last carrier.

A different name. A name I have never heard before. A name that sounds like breaking glass and falling rain and the last breath of someone who has been holding on for too long.

She is waiting, the mask whispers. The one who will come after you. The one who will wear the silver mask. The one who will look into the mirror and see what you cannot.

I do not know who she is. I do not know when she will come. But I know she is real. I have seen her in the cracks of the mirror, in the amber light, in the space between the reflections.

She has my eyes.

But she is not me.

She is the future. And the future is coming.

***
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The garden is dark now. The sun has set. The bees are silent. Anna is asleep in her room, the silver mask on the bedside table, its surface reflecting the moonlight.

John is in the sitting room, reading by the fire, his grey eyes soft, his hand pressed against his chest. Elara is dreaming inside him—dreaming of Paris, of roses, of a garden she has not seen in nearly a century.

Cassandra is somewhere in Europe, searching for lost souls, finding orbs, waking the dead. She writes to us every week. Her letters are short, her handwriting shaky, but her words are warm.

I found another one, she wrote last week. *A girl. Taken in 1903. Her name was Sarah. She was thirteen years old. The Collection preserved her in amber, and she has been sleeping for seventy-six years. I am going to wake her.*

Wake her with what? With whose body?

Cassandra did not say.

***
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I am tired.

Not the tiredness of exhaustion—the tiredness of peace. The feeling of a body that has been fighting for so long that it does not know how to rest. I sleep, but I do not sleep deeply. I eat, but I do not taste. I smile, but the smile does not reach my eyes.

Something is coming.

I can feel it in the cracks of the mirror. In the pulse of the amber light. In the whispers of the silver mask.

The hunger is not destroyed. It is contained. And containment is not the same as peace.

But it is enough, I tell myself. For now. One day at a time. One choice at a time.

That is all any of us can do.

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

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 mirror is waiting.

The mask is watching.

The hunger is sleeping.

And I am sitting in Holmes's chair, writing these words by the light of the fire, listening to the bees and the clock and the soft breathing of a child who has seen too much and survived.

This is not the end.

It is not even the beginning of the end.

But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.



Eleanor Holmes

Sussex, 1979

***
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Publisher's Note: The Mirror of Justice hangs in the sitting room of the cottage to this day. The cracks have not widened. The amber light has not dimmed. The hunger sleeps. Anna is twenty-three now. She has a daughter—a girl with grey eyes and a sixth finger on her left hand. The silver mask hangs on the wall, untouched. Cassandra visits every spring. She has woken seven consciousnesses from their orbs. She has found them bodies—willing bodies, people who were empty and needed to be filled. 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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Chapter 1: The Silence After the Storm
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Sussex, England — Summer 1978

The bees do not care about my grief.

I have been watching them for an hour now, standing in the shadow of the old apple tree, my hands tucked into the pockets of my coat even though the morning is warm. They move from flower to flower with the same mechanical purpose they have always shown—gathering pollen, building honey, ignoring the woman who watches them. Holmes used to say that bees were honest. They do not lie, he wrote in one of his journals. They do not pretend. They simply work until they die.

I understand that now.

The cottage garden has grown wild since last autumn. The hedges are overgrown, the flowerbeds choked with weeds, the path to the beehives barely visible beneath a tangle of brambles and wild roses. I have not had the heart to tend it. There was a time when I found peace in the work—in the feel of soil on my hands, in the slow rhythm of pruning and watering and waiting. But that time feels like it belonged to someone else. A younger woman. A woman who still believed that chains could be broken.

I press my thumb against the scar on my left hand—the place where the sixth finger used to be. The skin is smooth now, pale and faintly puckered, like the surface of a river after a stone has been thrown in and the ripples have settled. There is no pain. There is no phantom ache. There is only the memory of pain, which is a different thing entirely.

The fragments inside me have been silent for four months.

I should be relieved. I should be grateful. Instead, I am waiting.

***
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The cottage is quiet when I finally go inside. The fire in the hearth has burned down to embers, the kettle has gone cold, and the dust motes dance in the pale light that filters through the grimy windows. Everything is exactly where I left it—the books on the shelves, the photographs on the mantel, the violin hanging on the wall. But something has shifted. Something has settled. The air feels heavier than it should, as if the cottage itself is holding its breath.

John is asleep in the chair by the window.

I stop when I see him. His head is tilted back, his mouth slightly open, his grey eyes hidden behind closed lids. His hands rest on the arms of the chair—thin hands, the bones visible beneath the skin, the fingers curled as if they are still holding something that has long since slipped away. He looks old. Older than he has any right to look. Older than the man who met me at the train station two years ago, who taught me how to fight, who stood beside me in the darkness beneath Paris and London and Cairo.

His engineered cells are failing.

He does not speak of it. He pretends that the tremors in his hands are nothing, that the shortness of breath is just the humidity, that the grey pallor of his skin is a trick of the light. But I have watched him deteriorate for months. I have counted the pills he takes, the hours he sleeps, the meals he leaves uneaten. I have heard him cry out in the night, not from pain, but from something worse—the slow, creeping realization that his borrowed time is finally running out.

I walk to the window and look out at the garden. The bees are still moving, still working, still ignoring me. I wonder if they will miss me when I am gone. I wonder if anyone will.

You are thinking about death again.

The voice is not a voice. It is a feeling, a pressure behind my eyes, a whisper that does not use words. The fragments. The ones that still sleep inside me, coiled like snakes in winter, waiting for something to wake them.

Not death, I think back. Time.

Time is the same thing.

I do not argue. I have learned not to argue with the fragments. They are not hostile—not anymore—but they are not friendly either. They are simply there, a presence in the background of my thoughts, like the hum of the refrigerator or the ticking of the clock. I have grown used to them. I have grown used to the silence they leave behind when they sleep.

But they are not sleeping now. They are stirring.

I feel it as a warmth in my chest, a gentle pulsing, like a second heartbeat. Not hunger—not yet—but something else. Something that feels like anticipation.

She is coming, the fragments whisper.

Who?

But they do not answer.

***
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The knock comes at midday.

I am in the kitchen, washing the same cup for the third time, my hands moving mechanically while my mind drifts somewhere else. John is still asleep—or pretending to sleep—in the chair by the window. The cottage is silent except for the creak of the floorboards and the distant buzz of the bees.

The knock is soft, almost hesitant. Three raps, a pause, then three more. The kind of knock that someone makes when they are not sure they are welcome.

I dry my hands on my apron and walk to the door. My left hand—the one with the scar—rests on the wood for a moment before I turn the handle. The fragments inside me pulse once, twice, and then go still.

The woman on the doorstep has no face.

That is the first thing I notice. Not because her features are hidden—because they are not there. Where her face should be, there is only smooth, polished silver, shaped into the vague contours of a human visage. No eyes. No mouth. No nose. Just the mask, gleaming in the afternoon light, reflecting the garden, the cottage, my own startled expression.

She is tall, taller than me, dressed in a coat that has seen better days, her hands clasped in front of her. Her posture is calm, almost serene, as if she has been standing here for hours and is willing to stand here for hours more.

"Eleanor Holmes," she says. Her voice comes from the mask—not from behind it, but from within it, as if the silver itself is speaking. The sound is soft, melodic, and utterly inhuman.

"Who are you?" I ask. My hand moves to the pocket of my coat, where John's spare revolver rests. The fragments inside me are awake now, trembling with something that feels like recognition.

"They call me the Mirror." The woman tilts her head. The silver surface ripples, catching the light, and for a moment I see my own reflection staring back at me—pale, frightened, older than I remember. "I have been watching you for a long time, Eleanor. Longer than you know."

"Watching me? Why?"

"Because the child has found the first of the new fragments." The mask seems to darken, the silver shifting to grey. "And she is coming for you."

***
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I let her inside.

I do not know why. Every instinct tells me to close the door, to barricade it, to wake John and reach for the revolver. But the fragments are calm now, almost peaceful, and their calm seeps into my blood like a sedative. They know this woman. They trust her. And so, against my better judgment, I step aside and let her pass.

John is awake when we enter the sitting room. His grey eyes are open, fixed on the woman's silver face, his hand resting on the arm of his chair. He does not reach for his revolver—he does not need to. I can see the tension in his shoulders, the way his jaw tightens, the slow, deliberate way he rises to his feet.

"Who is this?" he asks.

"The Mirror," I say. "She says Anna has found new fragments."

John's face goes pale. "That is impossible. The fragments were destroyed. Helena is gone. The Progenitor is—"

"The Progenitor is dead," the woman interrupts. Her voice is calm, almost gentle. "But the fragments were not destroyed. They were scattered. The same way they were scattered before. The same way they will always be scattered, unless someone gathers them."

"Who are you?" John asks again. His hand is on the back of the chair, his knuckles white.

The woman reaches up and touches her mask. Her fingers are long, slender, pale—the fingers of someone who has not seen sunlight in a very long time. "I was one of Helena's victims," she says. "She took my face in 1789, during the Revolution. She wore it for thirty years before she found a younger vessel and discarded me. But my consciousness did not die. It was preserved—in a mask, like so many others—and hidden in the vault beneath the Père Lachaise Cemetery. I slept there for nearly two centuries, waiting for someone to find me."

"And someone did," I say.

"Yes." The mask ripples again. "Madeleine found me in 1965. She woke me. She used me. She trained me to serve the Society of Shadows. I did terrible things, Eleanor. I helped her collect fragments. I helped her preserve vessels. I helped her prepare the way for Helena's return."

"Then why are you here? Why are you warning us?"

The woman is silent for a long moment. When she speaks again, her voice is softer, almost fragile.

"Because Helena is gone. The Progenitor is gone. Madeleine is gone. The chain is broken—or so I believed. But the fragments did not die with them. They scattered, the way they always scatter, and now they are reforming. And the child—the one you called Anna—has found the first of them."

***
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John sits down heavily. His face is grey, the color of old stone, and his hands are trembling. I move to his side, resting my hand on his shoulder, feeling the warmth of his skin through the thin fabric of his shirt.

"Where is Anna?" I ask.

"I do not know," the Mirror says. "But she is not the child you remember. The fragments have changed her. The hunger has changed her. She has been searching for the new fragments for months, following the same trail you followed, visiting the same places, hunting the same shadows."

"She is twelve years old."

"She is a vessel. Age does not matter to the fragments. They care only about hunger."

The room is very quiet. The fire has died, the embers fading, and the afternoon light has shifted, casting long shadows across the floor. I look at the mantel, at the photographs, at the mask that sits among them—the mask of Sherlock Holmes, painted porcelain, its eyes fixed on some point in the middle distance.

Except something is wrong.

I walk to the mantel. I pick up the mask. The porcelain is warm, almost hot, and the painted surface seems to shimmer in the dim light. The eyes—Holmes's eyes, grey and piercing—are no longer staring into the middle distance. They are looking at me. Directly at me. Following me as I move.

"John," I say. "When did this change?"

He rises from his chair, his steps unsteady, and joins me at the mantel. He looks at the mask. His face goes even paler.

"It was not like that this morning," he says. "I dusted it yesterday. The eyes were facing forward. Straight ahead. The way they always have."

The Mirror steps closer. Her silver face reflects the mask, the mantel, my own frightened expression.

"The fragments are waking," she says. "Not inside you—not yet. But in the world. In the objects Helena touched. In the places she hid. The mask is responding to them. It remembers what it was. It wants to become whole again."

"What was it?" I ask.

The Mirror reaches out and touches the mask. Her fingers glide over the porcelain, tracing the line of Holmes's jaw, the curve of his cheek.

"This was not always a mask," she says. "It was a prison. The Progenitor created it to hold the consciousness of the one person she feared most. Not Helena. Not her mother. Someone else. Someone who knew her secrets. Someone who could destroy her."

"Who?"

The Mirror's hand falls away. The silver surface of her face darkens, the reflections fading, and for a moment, I see something beneath the mask—a glimpse of pale skin, of human features, of eyes that are not silver but blue.

"His name was August Morrow," she says. "He was Sherlock Holmes's first partner. His first friend. His first betrayal. And his consciousness has been trapped in that mask since 1885."

***
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I set the mask back on the mantel.

The painted eyes follow me as I step away.

"August Morrow," I repeat. "I have never heard that name."

"Holmes erased him," John says quietly. "From the records. From the photographs. From the stories. He never spoke of him. Not to Watson. Not to Clara. Not to me."

"Why?"

"Because August was the one who taught him how to wear faces. How to become someone else. How to hide in plain sight. August was not a detective. He was a spy—a spy for The Collection, working for Moriarty long before anyone knew Moriarty existed. Holmes discovered the truth in 1885. He confronted August. And August chose to die rather than face justice."

"Except he did not die," the Mirror says. "The Progenitor preserved him. She put his consciousness in this mask and kept him in the vault beneath Baker Street, where Holmes would never think to look. She wanted to use him as leverage. As a weapon. As a tool."

"And now the mask is waking."

"Yes."

I look at the fragments inside me—the sleeping fragments, the quiet hunger, the whispers that have not spoken in months. They are stirring now, pressing against my ribs, murmuring in a language I almost understand.

August, they whisper. The first face. The first mask. The first betrayal.

"Anna is looking for the new fragments," I say. "But she is also looking for him. For August. For the consciousness in the mask."

The Mirror nods. "The mask is a fragment itself—a piece of the Progenitor's original work. If Anna can wake August, she can learn the secrets of the first masks. The ones that could hold consciousness forever, without hunger, without decay. The ones that could make her immortal."

"Then we cannot let her find him."

"We cannot." The Mirror steps back, her silver face gleaming. "But I cannot stop her alone. I need your help, Eleanor. I need the fragments inside you. I need the hunger you have been hiding from."

"No." John's voice is sharp. "She cannot use the fragments. They are dormant. They are safe. If she wakes them—"

"Then she will have the only weapon that can stop Anna," the Mirror says. "The choice is hers. But she must make it soon. The child is coming. And she will not wait."

***
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The afternoon fades into evening.

John is in the kitchen, making tea with shaking hands, his grey eyes distant. The Mirror stands by the window, her silver face reflecting the dying light, silent and still. I sit in Holmes's chair, the mask on my lap, my fingers tracing the painted features of a man I have never met.

August Morrow.

Holmes's first partner. His first friend. His first betrayal.

I wonder what Holmes saw in him. I wonder what he became. I wonder if he is still in there, somewhere, beneath the porcelain and the paint, conscious and aware and screaming.

Help me, the mask seems to whisper. But it is only the wind through the cracks in the walls, or the fragments stirring in my chest, or my own imagination, desperate to find meaning in silence.

"Eleanor." John's voice is soft. He stands in the doorway, two cups of tea in his hands, his grey eyes fixed on my face. "You do not have to do this."

"Do what?"

"Wake the fragments. Use the hunger. Become what you were fighting not to become."

I look at the mask. At the painted eyes that follow me. At the silver face of the Mirror, reflecting my own frightened expression.

"The fragments are already waking," I say. "I felt them this morning. They have been stirring for days. I did not want to admit it. I wanted to believe that the silence was permanent. But it was never permanent. It was only a pause."

"There has to be another way."

"There is always another way. But sometimes the other way is worse."

John sets the tea on the table and sits on the arm of the chair. His hand rests on my shoulder, warm and steady.

"Then whatever you decide, I am with you."

I lean into him, feeling the warmth of his body, the thud of his heart. He is dying. We both know it. But he is not dead yet. And while he is alive, I will not give up.

"The Mirror is right," I say. "Anna is coming. She has found the first of the new fragments. And she will not stop until she has them all—or until someone stops her."

"Then we stop her."

"With what? John, we have nothing. The fragments inside me are the only weapon we have left."

"Then you use them. But you do not become them. There is a difference."

I look at the mask on my lap. At the painted eyes that watch me.

"What if there is not?"

***
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I sleep poorly that night.

The dreams come again—the same dreams I have been having for weeks, the ones I have been pretending not to remember. A corridor of mirrors. A voice speaking in a language I almost understand. And somewhere beneath it all, a steady, rhythmic pulse. Like a heartbeat. Like the amber fluid in the resurrection tank. Like something waiting.

I wake before dawn, my nightgown soaked with sweat, my left hand raised as if to ward off a blow. The room is dark. The cottage is silent. John is in the next room, his breathing shallow, his dreams troubled.

The mask is on the mantel where I left it.

I walk to the mantel in the darkness. The painted eyes gleam in the faint light of the dying moon. And they are not looking at me. They are looking at the window. At the garden. At something outside.

I turn.

The Mirror is standing in the garden, her silver face reflecting the first pale light of dawn. She raises her hand, and in her palm, something glows. Amber. The same amber as the fragments. The same amber as the hunger.

She mouths a single word.

Coming.

And then she is gone.

I press my hand against the window. The glass is cold. The garden is empty. But the bees are humming, restless, circling the hives as if they sense something I cannot see.

The fragments inside me pulse once, twice.

She is here, they whisper.

And somewhere in the darkness, a child laughs.
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Chapter 2: The Child Who Was Not a Child

[image: ]


London, England — The Ruins of Baker Street

The train from Sussex to London takes two hours, but it feels like a lifetime.

I spend most of it staring out the window, watching the green fields give way to grey suburbs, the suburbs to the soot-stained bones of the city. John sits across from me, his eyes closed, his hands folded in his lap. He is not sleeping. I can tell by the tension in his jaw, the way his fingers interlace and unlace, interlace and unlace. The journey has tired him more than he wants to admit. The tremors in his hands are worse today, and his breathing has a shallowness that makes my chest ache.

The Mirror sits beside me.

She has not spoken since we left the cottage. Her silver face is turned toward the window, reflecting the passing landscape in distorted fragments—trees and houses and telegraph poles, all of them twisted, all of them wrong. I have grown used to her silence, but I have not grown used to her presence. There is something about her that unsettles me, something beneath the mask, something that watches and waits and measures.

The fragments inside me have been quiet since dawn. Not sleeping—listening. They know we are going to Baker Street. They know what we are looking for. And they are afraid.

***
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Baker Street is not what I remember.

The museum has been closed for over a year, but the building still stands—a dark shape against the grey sky, its windows boarded, its brass plaque tarnished. The steps are cracked, the railings rusted, the door sealed with a chain and padlock that look new. Someone has been here recently. Someone has been trying to keep people out.

Or keep something in.

John produces a key from his coat pocket—old brass, worn smooth by decades of use—and fits it into the padlock. It opens with a click that echoes in the empty street. The chain falls to the ground with a clatter.

"How did you get that key?" I ask.

"Holmes gave it to me," John says. "In 1969. He said I would need it someday. I did not know what he meant. I think I understand now."

He pushes the door open.

The interior of the museum is dark and cold, the air thick with dust and the smell of old paper. The display cases are empty, their contents long since moved to storage or sold at auction. The walls are bare, the photographs gone, the furniture shrouded in white sheets that look like ghosts in the dim light.

But the floor is not bare.

Footprints lead from the door to the staircase, fresh prints in the dust, small and narrow. A child's prints. Anna's prints.

"She has been here," I say.

"Recently," the Mirror agrees. Her voice is soft, almost reverent. "The mask led her here. The fragments led her here. She is searching for something. Something she believes is hidden beneath the floor."

"The tunnels," John says. "The ones Holmes explored in 1945. The ones that lead to the Hall of Masks."

"They were sealed after the fire," I say.

"Sealed, not destroyed. The Collection built them to last. They have been waiting for someone to open them again."

***
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The staircase to the basement is narrow and steep, the steps worn smooth by decades of use. John goes first, his hand on the wall, his breathing labored. I follow, my left hand resting on the revolver in my coat pocket. The Mirror brings up the rear, her silver face gleaming in the darkness, casting strange shadows on the walls.

The basement is as I remember it—low ceilings, stone walls, the air cold and damp. The crates and boxes that once filled the space have been moved, pushed against the walls to clear a path to the far end. And at the far end, where the wall should be solid, there is a door.

A door I have never seen before.

It is made of iron, black and rusted, its surface covered in symbols—the same symbols from the vault at Kilchurn, the same equations that Moriarty carved into the walls of the crypt. The Collection's language. The language of the dead.

John touches the symbols, his fingers tracing the grooves.

"This was not here before," he says. "Holmes never mentioned it. Watson never wrote about it. The Collection must have built it after the fire. A way to hide what they could not destroy."

"Or a way to protect what they could not bear to lose," the Mirror says.

John finds the latch—a small iron ring, half-hidden beneath a layer of rust—and pulls. The door swings open on silent hinges.

Beyond it is darkness.

Not the soft darkness of a room without light—the absolute, pressing darkness of a place that has never known illumination. I cannot see the walls, the floor, the ceiling. I cannot see my hand in front of my face.

The Mirror steps forward. Her silver face begins to glow—softly at first, then brighter, casting a pale, cold light on the passage ahead.

The walls are rough-hewn stone, dripping with moisture. The floor is uneven, littered with debris. The air is thick and stale, as if it has not been breathed in decades.

But the footprints are still there. Fresh. Small. Leading deeper into the darkness.
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We walk for what feels like hours.

The passage twists and turns, branching in directions that make no sense, doubling back on itself in ways that defy logic. The symbols on the walls grow denser, more complex, covering every surface like a skin of written language. Some of them I recognize. Most of them I do not.

The fragments inside me stir with each step, waking slowly, like animals emerging from hibernation. They know this place. They have been here before, in other bodies, in other centuries. The walls remember them. The symbols respond to their presence.

She passed this way, the fragments whisper. The child. The vessel. The hungry one.

"How much further?" John asks. His voice is strained, his breath shallow.

"I do not know," the Mirror says. "The passage is not linear. It is shaped by the will of the one who walks it. If Anna wanted to hide something, she would have made the way long. If she wanted to protect something, she would have made it difficult."

"Or she would have made it impossible," I say.

The Mirror glances at me. Her silver face reflects my own tired expression.

"Yes."

We keep walking.
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The passage ends at a door.

Not an iron door—a wooden one, old and worn, its surface carved with faces. Hundreds of faces, thousands, overlapping and interlocking in patterns that hurt to look at. Holmes's face. Watson's. My mother's. My own. And at the center of the door, smaller than the others, almost hidden in the tangle of features, a child's face.

Anna's face.

"The library," the Mirror says. "The Collection's true library. Not the one in Paris, not the one in Cairo. This one. The original. The place where they stored the consciousnesses they could not use and could not destroy."

"How do you know about this place?" John asks.

"Because Madeleine brought me here once. In 1967. She wanted to show me what the Collection had achieved. What they had preserved. What they had stolen." The Mirror's voice hardens. "She wanted me to understand that resistance was futile. That the dead could not be freed. That they would always belong to the masks."

I push the door open.

The room beyond is vast—far larger than the passage, far larger than any chamber built beneath a London townhouse has a right to be. The ceiling is lost in shadow, the walls invisible. But the floor is visible, and the floor is covered in books.

Glass books.

Thousands of them, arranged on shelves that stretch into the darkness, each one a perfect cube of clear glass, each one containing a single point of amber light. The light pulses slowly, steadily, like a heartbeat. Like a breath. Like the consciousness of someone who is still alive, still aware, still waiting.

"A library of preserved consciousnesses," I whisper.

"Yes," the Mirror says. "Every person the Collection ever took. Every vessel they ever used. Every soul they ever trapped. They are all here. Sleeping. Waiting."

"Waiting for what?"

"For someone to wake them."

***
[image: ]


John walks to the nearest shelf. He picks up a glass book—the light inside flickers, dims, brightens again—and holds it to his eyes.

"Eleanor Ashworth," he reads. "Age 27. Extracted 1946. Status: Incomplete."

He sets it down and picks up another.

"Clara Holmes. Age 34. Extracted 1971. Status: Incomplete."

His hands are shaking.

"Clara is not in there," I say. "I destroyed the mask. I freed her consciousness. She is gone."

"The mask was a copy," the Mirror says. "The Collection made copies of everything—masks, orbs, books. The originals were kept here. In the library. In the dark. Safe from anyone who might want to destroy them."

"Then my mother—"

"Your mother's consciousness is still in that book. The Clara you spoke to in the mask was a projection. A fragment. A piece of the whole. The real Clara is here. Sleeping. Waiting."

I feel the fragments inside me surge. Not with hunger—with rage.

"Then we wake her."

"You cannot. The books are sealed. The Collection built them to last forever. Only the one who sealed them can open them. And that one is dead."

"Helena?"

"Helena was the last. The Progenitor was the first. But there were others in between. The ones who maintained the library. The ones who guarded the books. The ones who are still here, somewhere, hiding in the shadows."

John sets the book down. His face is pale, his grey eyes distant.

"We need to find Anna's book," he says. "If she has been here, if she has been searching for something, she would have looked for herself. For the record of her own extraction."

"The Collection extracted Anna?"

"Madeleine extracted her. In 1972, when Anna was an infant. She took a piece of her consciousness—the piece that held the hunger—and preserved it in a book. She wanted to study it. To understand it. To learn how to control it."

"Did she succeed?"

"No. The book was incomplete. The hunger could not be contained. It kept growing, spreading, consuming. Madeleine sealed the book and hid it here, in the library, hoping that no one would ever find it."

"Anna found it."

"Yes."
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We search the library for what feels like hours.

The shelves stretch in every direction, the glass books glowing in the darkness, their amber lights pulsing in time with my heartbeat. I walk past faces I recognize—Eleanor Ashworth, Adriana Moriarty, James Moriarty, the Progenitor's vessels, the masks, the copies, the forgotten. They are all here. All sleeping. All waiting.

John stumbles. I catch his arm, steady him. His face is grey, his breathing ragged.

"We need to rest," I say.

"We cannot rest. Anna is here. She is in the library. I can feel her."

"The fragments?"

"No. Something else. Something older. Something that has been waiting for us."

He pulls away from me and walks deeper into the shelves. I follow, the Mirror beside me, her silver face glowing in the amber light.

The books grow older as we go. The glass is clouded, the amber light dim, the labels faded and cracked. Some of the books are empty—the light gone, the consciousness escaped or destroyed. Others are dark, the light extinguished, the pages blank.

And then I see it.

A book on a shelf by itself, separate from the others, resting on a pedestal of black stone. The glass is clear, the amber light bright, and the label is new. Fresh. Written in a child's handwriting.

Anna Ashworth — Age 7 — Incomplete.

"The book," John whispers. "She found it. She touched it. She woke it."

"No," the Mirror says. "The book is still sealed. The light is still contained. She has not opened it. She has only found it."

"Then where is she?"

The Mirror turns. Her silver face reflects the shelves behind us, the books, the darkness.

"She is watching."
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I walk to the pedestal.

The book is warm, almost hot, and the amber light inside pulses faster as I approach, as if it recognizes me. The fragments inside me respond, reaching toward the glass, eager to join with the consciousness within.

Anna, they whisper. The child. The vessel. The hungry one.

"Do not touch it," John says.

"I have to."

"Why?"

"Because she wants me to. Because she has been waiting for me to find it. Because this is not a discovery—this is a trap."

I reach out and touch the glass.

The book cracks.

Not shatters—cracks, like ice under pressure. The cracks spread outward from my fingers, racing across the surface of the glass, and the amber light inside blazes, bright enough to blind.

And from the book, a voice emerges.

You left me.

Anna's voice. But not the Anna I remember—the hollow child, the broken girl, the victim of Madeleine's cruelty. This voice is older, colder, filled with something that sounds like grief.

You promised you wouldn't.

"I had no choice," I say. "The fragments were waking. The hunger was spreading. I had to seal myself away. I had to protect you."

You left me alone. In the dark. With the masks. With the voices. With the hunger.

"I came back. I found you. I saved you."

You saved a copy. A projection. A piece of me. The real me was here, in this book, waiting. And you left me here for months.

"I did not know."

You did not want to know. It was easier to believe that I was safe. That the chain was broken. That you were free.

The cracks in the book deepen. The amber light pours out, flooding the library, washing over the shelves, the books, the darkness.

Anna's voice rises to a scream.

You left me, Eleanor. And now I will never forgive you.
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The light fades.

The book is dark. The amber light is gone. The cracks in the glass are empty, hollow, dead.

I step back from the pedestal. My hands are shaking.

"What happened?" John asks.

"The consciousness escaped. Anna took it. The real Anna—the one who has been hunting the fragments—absorbed the book's contents. She is whole now. Complete."

"Then the Anna we saved—"

"Was a copy. A fragment. A piece of the whole. The real Anna has been here all along, waiting in the darkness, growing stronger."

The Mirror steps forward. Her silver face is dark, the reflections gone.

"We need to leave," she says. "The library is unstable. The books are waking. The consciousnesses are stirring. If we stay, we will be trapped."

"John—" I turn to him.

He is
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