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Prologue 

The Curator's Burden
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T

he study was burdened with more than books tonight. The green-shaded lamp cast its familiar glow across the oak desk, but the light seemed thinner, as though the very air had grown dense, heavy with a sorrow that had settled like dust through ages. The scent of old leather and parchment mingled with something else, a fragrance that carried the weight of Spanish moss and bayou water, of iron and blood long since dried but never truly cleansed. Unlike the others he had catalogued over decades, this journal's pages pulsed with a dark rhythm of their own. Where previous accounts had whispered their secrets reluctantly, this one sang, a low, mournful hymn that rose from the very paper itself. The binding was darker than a moonless night, worn smooth by hands that had known both gentleness and terrible purpose. Beside the journal lay a collection of items that had arrived with it: a length of rusted chain, each link burdened with more than mere iron; a photograph, its edges curled and yellowed, of a plantation house that should have crumbled to dust generations ago yet somehow persisted in the image with unnatural clarity; and a small, handheld mirror, its silver surface clouded with age and something that might have been tears.

The grandfather clock's rhythm was broken, but tonight the irregularity seemed more pronounced, as though time itself struggled beneath the weight of what lay before him. Tick... pause... tick-tick... The sound echoed strangely in the silence, bouncing off walls that had absorbed too many dark tales, too many unheeded warnings. He had opened this journal once before, weeks ago, and closed it just as quickly. The first page alone had been enough, a single line written in a hand that seemed to shift between elegant script and desperate scrawl: "The mirror remembers what we choose to forget." "You must understand," he murmured to the empty room, though perhaps it was never truly empty once these pages were opened, once witness was given. His eyes swept the shadows as if seeking confirmation that he was indeed alone. "This is not merely another account of injustice. This is..." He paused, searching for words. "This is the moment justice first tasted blood." The fire in the hearth guttered, flames dancing lower as though even they recoiled from what was to come. In that diminished light, the mirror beside the journal seemed to gleam with its own illumination, cold, silver, patient. He found himself drawn to its surface despite every instinct that screamed against looking. His reflection was wrong somehow, aged beyond his years, with eyes that held knowledge no human should carry. He tore his gaze away. His trembling hands settled on the journal. "I have catalogued horrors," he continued, his voice steadier now, though the words felt heavy as the rusted chain beside him. "Accounts from Salem, where my own family history is stained, to Louisiana. Each journal teaches me that appetite, once awakened, learns to perfect itself. But this..." His fingers traced the journal's edge.

"This is where it all began to change. Where the mirror stopped merely reflecting evil and began to feed upon it." The lamp flickered, casting dancing shadows across the walls where other journals sat in silent judgement. Each spine bore witness to tales of the supernatural, the inexplicable, the terrible. "She called herself Celestine," he whispered, though he had not yet opened the book. The name was already in his mind, whispered from the paper's dark surface. "But that was only one of her names. The mirror knew her by another, older, deeper, carved into silver by forces that first tasted blood in New England snow." The study seemed to hold its breath. Even the broken clock fell silent for a heartbeat too long, as though time itself waited for permission to continue. "What follows is not merely the story of a woman's vengeance," the Curator said, his voice carrying the weight of absolute certainty. "It is the chronicle of justice itself learning to hunger. An appetite that, once awakened in Salem's winter, would spend centuries perfecting itself in the summer heat of the South." He opened the journal at last, and the first page revealed itself in script that seemed to writhe in the lamplight. But before he could read the words aloud, the mirror beside him pulsed once with silver fire, and he knew, with a certainty forged in the witnessing of too much horror, that even now, as he prepared to speak these words aloud, cargo crossed dark waters toward Scotland. That somewhere in the bayous of Louisiana, in the drawing rooms of Boston, the mirror still watched. Still waited. Still fed. "God help us all." He began to read.
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Chapter 1

The Last respectable Hour.
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1834 - Boston, October.

T

he letter had arrived with the morning fog.

Lord William Ashcombe stood at the window of his rented lodgings, watching grey moisture press against the glass with patient insistence. Beyond, Boston's respectable commerce continued its daily rhythm. Merchants opening shutters, servants hurrying towards market, the steady clop of hooves on cobblestone. All of it proceeding according to rules he'd once believed were absolute.

The letter lay open on the writing desk behind him, its pages covered in Charlotte's careful script. His wife's hand had grown increasingly unsteady over recent weeks, the letters slanting at angles that spoke of composition attempted late at night whilst the household slept.

William

I must be direct. Thomas no longer sleeps in his own room. I find him standing before mirrors at hours when children should be dreaming. Yesterday, Cook discovered him in the pantry, arranging preserves into patterns she described as 'unnatural.' When I asked what he was doing, he smiled at me with eyes that held no recognition and said, 'The silver ladies are teaching me to count properly, Mama. Father's way was incomplete.'

Mr Pemberton has left our employment. He claims our son speaks languages no tutor has taught him, traces symbols that appear and disappear from his slate. I found Thomas's schoolroom abandoned yesterday, the blackboard covered in calculations that made my head ache to perceive directly.

The physician suggests nervous exhaustion brought on by your extended absence. I know better. Whatever you sought in America, whatever business kept you from Catherine's bedside during her final weeks, it has followed you across the ocean. It waits in our son's eyes.

Return home, William. Whilst there is still something of Thomas left to save.

Your wife, Charlotte

Ashcombe folded the letter with mechanical precision, his fingers creasing the paper along lines already worn from repeated handling. Three weeks since it had arrived via express courier. Three weeks of watching his remaining options narrow whilst Charlotte's desperation echoed across an impossible distance.

He turned from the window, surveying the modest room that contained the wreckage of his American venture. The furnishings were respectable but worn, the lodgings acceptable for a gentleman of reduced circumstances. His trunk sat half-packed in the corner, containing clothes that bore the subtle signs of economy. His shaving mirror reflected a face aged beyond its thirty-two years.

On the writing desk, his ledger lay open to page forty-seven.

The entry was dated six months ago, written in his own careful hand during what he'd believed was merely prudent financial management:

Medical consultation (potential expense): £30-45 Decision: Await next payment cycle. Reassess in one week.

Catherine had died four days later, fever consuming her whilst he'd waited for convenient timing. Charlotte's letter had arrived the following week, three sentences that had carved themselves into his consciousness with surgical precision:

Our daughter is gone. You chose not to summon the physician when I begged you. Perhaps you didn't realise you were choosing, but you chose.

The arithmetic had seemed so reasonable at the time. Quarterly dividends arriving soon, medical expenses requiring careful management, the need to maintain reserves against his brother Charles's mounting pressure. He'd calculated Catherine's worth against fiscal prudence and found the timing inconvenient.

The timing had been fatal.

Ashcombe closed the ledger, his throat tight. The intervening months had taught him that some calculations extracted payment beyond any currency he'd anticipated. Catherine was dead. Charlotte barely wrote except to describe their son's increasing strangeness. His American investments had collapsed with improbable consistency, ships foundering in calm seas, profitable cargo spoiling under circumstances maritime experts called impossible.

His brother's latest correspondence sat atop the morning's post, its seal bearing the family crest Ashcombe no longer had the right to use:

William,

Father has made his position clear. Your ventures have brought nothing but disgrace to the family name. The debts you've accumulated pursuing colonial foolishness now threaten our reputation. Unless you can demonstrate some capacity for responsible management, you will receive no further support.

I suggest you accept the position with Whitmore's counting house. It pays poorly, but perhaps manual labour will teach you the value of what you've squandered.

Your brother, Charles

Manual labour. A second son reduced to clerking for men whose boots he'd once ignored. The descent from gentleman to functionary, measured in increments of humiliation that would compound daily. Charles would ensure everyone knew. Father would ensure no door remained open.

Unless he found another path.

Ashcombe moved to the window, watching fog transform Boston's familiar geography into suggestion rather than certainty. Somewhere in that grey moisture, Hartwell's establishment waited. A place where men traded more than money, where desperate circumstances met unconventional solutions.

He'd heard whispers in taverns frequented by those whose prospects had narrowed past respectable options. A gaming house that operated below street level, beyond the notice of authorities who preferred not to acknowledge what transpired in spaces their jurisdiction couldn't reach. Men spoke of it carefully, voices lowered, describing transactions that defied ordinary commerce.

The responsible choice was obvious. Accept Charles's offered position, return to London, attempt to salvage what remained of his marriage whilst Thomas... whilst Thomas what? Continued his transformation into something Charlotte's letters could barely describe? Learnt lessons from silver ladies about counting methods that transcended the arithmetic Ashcombe had taught him?

He thought of his son, seven years old, standing before mirrors whilst speaking in borrowed tongues. Thought of Charlotte's growing terror, her desperate pleas for his return. Thought of the physician's useless diagnosis whilst forces operated according to rules no medical training acknowledged.

The fog pressed harder against the window. Beyond the glass, shapes moved through grey moisture with deliberate purpose.

Ashcombe straightened his cravat, adjusted his coat, and picked up his hat. The gesture felt performative, a gentleman's habits maintained whilst preparing to descend past the boundaries such habits were designed to preserve. His reflection in the shaving mirror showed a man whose choices had narrowed to a single remaining option.

The walk through Boston's streets carried the quality of final ritual. He passed the harbour where his ships should have been docked, their cargo transforming debt into solvency. Empty berths mocked him with their vacancy. He passed the merchants' exchange where his credit had once held value, before impossible losses had transformed it into cautionary tale. He passed the church where he'd attended services whilst calculating whether Catherine's illness warranted expensive intervention.

Each step took him further from the respectable world that had raised him, closer to spaces that existed in deliberate contrast to the commerce continuing overhead.

The fog thickened as evening approached. Gas lamps struggled against moisture that seemed to absorb light rather than merely diffusing it. The streets grew narrower, the businesses less reputable, the pedestrians more furtive. He'd descended through Boston's social strata without changing location, the city revealing layers that operated according to different rules.

He found himself on a street whose name he didn't recognise, though he'd walked Boston's geography for months. The buildings pressed close, their windows dark despite the hour. The cobblestones beneath his boots felt wrong, their arrangement suggesting patterns that hurt to perceive directly.

At the end of the street, a door descended below ground level.

No sign marked it. No lamplight illuminated its presence. Simply wood and iron, leading down to spaces the respectable world preferred not to acknowledge. Two men emerged as he watched, their faces carrying the particular pallor of those who'd witnessed transactions that extracted payment beyond money.

Ashcombe stood before the descending door, feeling the weight of every choice that had brought him to this threshold. Catherine's death, Thomas's corruption, Charlotte's desperation, his brother's contempt, his father's dismissal. The arithmetic of ruin, tallied with precision that showed him exactly how thoroughly he'd failed at every calculation that mattered.

Behind him, Boston's legitimate commerce continued its evening rhythm. Church bells tolled the hour, their sound carrying strange harmonics in the fog-thick air. Ahead, the descending door waited with patient certainty.

He could turn back. Accept the degradation Charles offered. Return to London with nothing save the knowledge that he'd chosen prudence over risk, chosen safety over the impossible solutions desperate men pursued in establishments that operated below respectable notice.

But Thomas waited in London. Thomas, who counted in methods the silver ladies taught him. Thomas, who stood before mirrors learning lessons about arithmetic that transcended the calculations Ashcombe had perfected on page forty-seven.

The stench rose from below. Unwashed bodies, stale gin, opium smoke, and beneath it all, blood and desperation. That particular reek of men who had exhausted all respectable options and chosen to descend anyway.

Lord William Ashcombe pressed a handkerchief to his nose.

He went down.
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Chapter 2

A Game of Fortune
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1834 - Boston, October.

T

he narrow brick passage dripped with condensation. Overhead, the legitimate commerce of the city continued, masking what transpired below. He could hear dice rattling, cards slapping felt, and occasional cries as fortunes shifted. "This way, my lord." Hartwell appeared from the shadows, a man with the furtive movements of a ferret and yellow-stained fingers. "Gentlemen of your calibre require discretion."

The walls pressed closer with each step. Through the thin bricks came the muffled sounds of adjoining spaces:fists against flesh, a woman's laugh cut short, voices negotiating in foreign tongues. "The very room, my lord," Hartwell gestured towards an oak door reinforced with iron bands. "Where Captain Kidd himself once played, so they say."

The gaming room defied the building's cramped exterior. The ceiling soared into shadows that whale oil lamps could not penetrate, and the walls displayed ancient maps of trade routes connecting Boston to ports where questions were never asked. A mahogany table, scarred by years of wagers and sharper implements, dominated the centre of the room.

"Lord Ashcombe," Cornelius Wade rose from the table, his shipping fortune grown vast on trades that asked no questions. "We've been expecting you."

"The honour is mine," Ashcombe replied, settling into the cracked leather chair. Beside Wade sat Josiah Clement, a banker whose ledgers balanced through fraud dressed as law. Sweat beaded on his brow despite the chill in the room, and his hands shook as he reached for a glass of brandy.

The fourth chair held a figure that made Ashcombe pause. The young man was hunched over a near-empty whiskey bottle, his once fine clothes rumpled and stained. Dark circles carved hollows beneath his eyes, and his hands trembled, not with age's tremor, but with a palsy born of horrors that returned to him each night.

The young man looked as Ashcombe felt, hollowed out, beyond exhaustion, beyond caring. Whatever had happened in Louisiana had consumed more than his health. It had eaten through to something fundamental, leaving only this twitching shell that wore a gentleman's face whilst housing something altogether more damaged.

"Mr Jacques Beauregard," Wade said quietly. "Recently in Louisiana. He's been sitting there since yesterday evening, though I can't say he's been truly present."

Jacques looked up, his bloodshot eyes struggling to focus. When he smiled, the expression belonged to a man who had forgotten genuine warmth. "Another one," his voice rasped. "Another gentleman seeking unconventional solutions." He gestured with a trembling hand. "Sit. Join us. The evening's entertainment has only just begun."

The air thickened with tobacco smoke and something else: a taste of rust and old prayers. Through the single window, the October fog pressed against the glass with a rhythmic persistence, and in that grey moisture, shapes moved with a purpose that had nothing to do with wind.

Jacques reached into his coat and withdrew something wrapped in dark cloth, setting it on the table with a care that suggested either great value or great danger. "I have something you need, Lord Ashcombe. A curiosity from Louisiana. Something that might restore fortunes... or destroy what remains of them."

The wrapped object sat between them, pulsing with a rhythm that might have been Ashcombe's own frightened heartbeat, or something else entirely. Outside, church bells tolled nine, the sound carrying strange harmonics, as though multiple bells were ringing in spaces that shouldn't exist.
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Chapter 3

The Tale of Chains 
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1834 - Boston, Recounting 1825 Louisiana.

I

t starts... it starts with a mirror,' Jacques said, his voice a dry rasp. 'Always. Always with the mirror.' 

He fumbled in his coat, his hands shaking so violently that the small flask almost slipped from his grasp. A dark amber liquid sloshed inside, its sharp, chemical reek of laudanum cutting through the stale air. He spilt a few drops on his cuff as he brought it to his lips, taking a desperate, shuddering sip. His pupils constricted to pinpricks. 'Brought to Louisiana from... from Salem,' he continued, the words coming a little easier now. 'It carries... so much. The weight of innocent blood. A woman they hanged for witchcraft in 1692. Her last breath, they say... pressed right into the silver while the magistrates watched.' He let out a short, barking laugh that ended in a wet cough. 'They thought they killed her. Only changed her address.' 

Ashcombe settled deeper into his cracked leather chair, trying to maintain the detached posture of a gentleman indulging a drunkard's theatrical tale. He kept his eyes fixed on Jacques, refusing to look at the wrapped object on the table, knowing that to show interest was to become part of the performance. 

'The mirror came to my family's plantation in 1802,' Jacques said. 'My grandfather bought it from a Charleston dealer. A man claimed it showed truth, not just... reflection. Grandfather thought it was nonsense. A toy.' His voice dropped, thick with a regret that seemed to have a physical weight. 'He was wrong.' Jacques stared into the middle distance, his train of thought lost. The silence stretched, broken only by the clock's irregular ticking. The wrapped bundle on the table seemed to pulse once, a slow throb of darkness under the cloth, and Jacques flinched as if jolted. 'Wrong,' he repeated, his focus snapping back to Ashcombe. 'For twenty-three years it hung in our parlour. Watching. Twenty-three years it bore witness... recording every transaction, every... every time a person was written down as a number in a book.' 

The whale oil lamps flickered, their flames bending towards the table as if listening. The air grew thick, tasting of vinegar and old, unanswered prayers. 'My father... he thought himself a gentleman,' Jacques continued. 'Quoted Voltaire while he calculated the depreciation on human flesh. The singing began on March 13, 1825. Twenty days after Madeleine Duvall died on Dr Gellert's table.' He stopped, his hand going to his own throat as if fighting for air. 'Forty-seven minutes. That's how long she screamed while her little girl, Celestine, was forced to watch.' He choked on the words, a raw, gagging sound. 'For science, he said. For curiosity that didn't know the difference between healing and torture.' 

Ashcombe's jaw tightened. The detail of a child forced to watch her mother's agony brought his wife's words back with sickening force: ‘You chose.’The letter from Charlotte in his pocket suddenly felt heavy, her careful words about their son Thomas's 'peculiar habits' now seeming ominous. 

'First night, we dismissed it. Voices from the quarters,' Jacques whispered. 'Second night, the overseer's whip started moving on its own, coiling into the shape of a noose. By the third night, we knew. Something had woken up. Something that had been watching and waiting for the suffering to reach... a critical density.' 

The temperature in the room plunged. The old maps on the walls seemed to ripple, their trade routes momentarily rearranging into glowing webs that connected every soul whose pain had paid for the room's expensive brandy. 

'My cousin Marguerite was eight when it claimed her,' Jacques's voice was thick with horror. 'Should have been playing with dolls. Instead, she became its bridge. It's... its appetite. She met Celestine in the bayou. The woman who died screaming, now walking with chains grown into her flesh. She touched Marguerite's forehead... said three words that changed everything.' His voice dropped to a near-inaudible whisper. ‘See true. Count fairly. Remember all."

‘After that,' Jacques rasped, 'Marguerite could see. Not visions. Truth. She'd look at my father and see the blood on his clean hands. Look at Gellert's reflection and see the surgeries he denied. She spoke to the dead in that mirror, and they taught her a hunger that had no boundaries.' 

The cloth over the object on the table rippled as if something beneath it had drawn a breath. It slid partially away, revealing a glimpse of tarnished silver. Images flickered in its clouded depths, not the room, but other places, other faces. 'The mirror doesn't force anything,' Jacques said, a terrible pity in his bloodshot eyes. 'It just shows you what's already there. The truth under the lies.' He leaned forward, his shaking hand gesturing towards Ashcombe. 'What are you so afraid it will show you about yours?' 

'Stop,' Ashcombe commanded, but the word came out as a weak plea. 'This is theatrical nonsense. Superstition.' 

Jacques gave a smile of pure, defeated despair. He reached for the deck of cards. 'A wager, then. Five hands. You win, the mirror is yours. For fortune or ruin.' He paused, his gaze locking with Ashcombe's. 'I win... You walk away. And you spend the rest of your life knowing you had the chance to save yourself and chose not to.' 

The cards lay between them. Ashcombe saw his brother's letter, heard Whitmore's mocking laughter, and smelled the rot of a debtor's cell. 

'Deal,' he said. 

Jacques's smile held no triumph, only the resignation of a man who knew the game was rigged from the start. The cards fell. The mirror watched. And in its silver depths, something ancient and patient stirred, satisfied that another desperate man had chosen to play.
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Chapter 4

The Wager 
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1834 – Boston, October

A

shcombe settled deeper into his cracked leather chair, trying to maintain the detached posture of a gentleman. Wade dealt the cards with practised ease, the pasteboards slapping softly against the scarred mahogany. A simple game for coins, meant to pass the time. But Ashcombe kept one eye on Jacques, whose testimony still echoed in his mind with the persistence of a funeral bell.

The silence stretched, broken only by the clock's irregular ticking. Ashcombe's thoughts turned over Jacques's words, a child, eight years old, transformed into something that fed on terror. His own son Thomas was seven. Charlotte's latest letter had described 'peculiar habits': the boy speaking in voices that didn't belong to him, drawing symbols that appeared and disappeared, standing before mirrors whilst conversing with reflections that moved independently of his small form.

The parallel struck him with uncomfortable force.

He'd dismissed Charlotte's concerns as maternal hysteria amplified by grief. After all, they'd both been changed by Catherine's death. That Charlotte imagined supernatural corruption in their surviving child whilst he pursued reckless colonial ventures, merely different expressions of the same wound, surely. Different ways of processing loss that reason could eventually correct.

But Jacques's testimony had carved something sharp into that comfortable rationalisation. The wrapped bundle on the table pulsed once, a slow throb of darkness under the cloth, and Ashcombe found himself calculating despite the horror gathering in his chest.

If the mirror could corrupt a child, could it also protect one? Could it redirect whatever forces were already gathering round Thomas, turn them to purposes that served the family rather than consumed it? The arithmetic was cold, but it possessed the clarity of desperation: doing nothing meant watching his son devoured by influences he didn't understand. Taking the mirror meant controlling what consumed him. Managing the corruption rather than merely witnessing its inevitable progression.

His hand tightened around his cards whilst the gaming room's atmosphere pressed closer. Through the window, Boston fog carried shapes that moved with purpose rather than wind. His ships had foundered under impossible circumstances. His investments had crumbled according to patterns that defied rational explanation. Charlotte's letters grew more frantic with each posting. The forces Jacques described weren't approaching; they'd already arrived, were already working, were already teaching Thomas lessons that would consume him whether Ashcombe intervened or not.

The only question was whether he wished to control those lessons or simply witness their delivery.

Wade and Clement continued their game, their movements mechanical, their attention fixed on cards that no longer mattered. The real wager wasn't being played at the gaming table but in the space between Ashcombe's growing certainty and his diminishing alternatives. Jacques watched him with eyes that reflected lamplight strangely, as though the testimony he'd delivered had carved channels through which other visions now flowed.

'Your son,' Jacques said quietly, breaking the silence. Not a question. Simply an acknowledgement of what Ashcombe's expression had already revealed. 'How old?'

'Seven.' The word emerged before a conscious decision to speak it.

Jacques nodded slowly, his bloodshot gaze carrying a terrible compassion. 'Then you understand. The appetites don't wait for convenient timing. They teach children whilst parents calculate whether the intervention serves their broader interests. By the time you've finished your arithmetic, the education is complete.'

The accusation landed with physical weight. Ashcombe's throat constricted around words that refused to form properly. He'd calculated Catherine's worth against quarterly dividends. Had waited for convenient timing whilst fever consumed her. Now Thomas showed symptoms that Charlotte attributed to a supernatural cause, and here he sat, calculating again. Measuring the risk of the mirror against the certainty of doing nothing.

But this time, the calculation reached a different conclusion.

The temperature in the room plunged. The old maps on the walls seemed to ripple, their trade routes momentarily rearranging into glowing webs that connected every soul whose pain had paid for the room's expensive brandy. Ashcombe felt the shift as a physical presence, not imagination, not the effect of too much bourbon and too little sleep, but actual force pressing against his consciousness with the weight of recognition.

The mirror knew. Had known since the moment he'd descended into this cellar. Had been waiting with the patience of something that measured time in generations rather than hours.

Ashcombe saw his opening. The conventional game was irrelevant. This was the true wager he had come here to make. He set down his cards slowly, their edges catching lamplight in ways that made the painted faces seem to shift and watch. 'I'll raise you.' His voice remained steady despite the cold spreading through his chest. 'Everything I have left: my ship's cargo, my remaining credit, my family's reputation.'

A desperate man's gamble, but desperation had brought him to this cellar in the first place. He'd exhausted every respectable option, had stood in Whitmore's office and heard the precise schedule of his destruction. Debtor's prison waited with mathematical certainty. His brother had already severed the family connection. His father's contempt had been made explicit in correspondence that left no room for interpretation.

'Against whatever you are carrying in that cloth,' Ashcombe finished, his gaze locked on the wrapped bundle.

Wade's hand froze mid-deal, cards scattering across the felt. Clement had gone pale, his brandy glass trembling against the table. The other patrons in the gaming room had all turned to watch, their expressions carrying knowledge that transcended the moment, as though they'd witnessed this scene before, in other cellars, with other desperate men making wagers they didn't fully understand.

A dreadful pity entered Jacques's gaze. 'You do not know what you are wagering for,' he said, though his tone suggested he'd expected precisely this response. Had perhaps orchestrated the entire evening towards this inevitable moment.

'Then tell me after I win it.' Ashcombe's resolve hardened despite the cold pressing against his bones. Or perhaps because of it. The supernatural presence in the room had moved past subtle suggestion into undeniable manifestation. Denying it served no purpose save protecting comfortable lies that had already failed to protect anything that mattered.

Jacques studied him for a long moment, his bloodshot eyes seeming to look past flesh and bone into calculations that operated according to moral arithmetic. Whatever he saw there made his shoulders slump with the weight of recognition, not surprise, but the particular sorrow that came from watching someone choose a path whose destination was already known.

'It ends with a child who learnt to feed on terror,' Jacques whispered, though whether he spoke of Marguerite or of Thomas or of some future child remained unclear. 'Eight years old and already lost to appetites that would make the devil weep.'

But Ashcombe had moved past the point where warnings carried weight. The poker hand lay frozen between them, five cards each, and a mirror that remembered everything whilst offering solutions that transcended conventional redemption.

'Call,' Ashcombe said quietly, his voice carrying the authority of a man who'd made his choice and would not be swayed by further testimony. 'Show your hand.'

'My hand?' Jacques laughed, hollow and defeated. He turned his cards face-up without looking at them, revealing a worthless pair. The gesture carried finality that suggested more than mere gambling loss, as though he'd been playing a different game entirely, one where losing meant completing a transaction that had been arranged long before either man had entered this cellar.

'I lost this game the moment I agreed to carry that mirror north,' Jacques continued, staring at the scattered cards with eyes that no longer focused properly on the present moment. 'Lost every game since. The mirror doesn't grant fortune to those who transport it. Only ensures they deliver it to those desperate enough to believe they can control what they've won.'

He lifted his gaze to meet Ashcombe's. 'But you... You just won.'

Ashcombe turned his own cards over with hands that had stopped trembling. A full house. The probability of such a hand appearing at precisely this moment struck him as impossibly convenient, until he understood that probability had ceased operating according to natural law the instant he'd made his wager. The cards had arranged themselves to serve purposes that transcended chance.

The mirror had accepted his offer.

Jacques pushed the wrapped bundle across the scarred mahogany with movements that suggested physical relief, as though shedding a burden he'd carried too long, transferring weight to shoulders that had agreed to bear it regardless of consequence. 'You won, Lord Ashcombe. It is yours.'

The cloth-wrapped bundle sat waiting whilst Boston fog pressed against the windows with renewed intensity. Ashcombe's fingers itched to grasp it, desperate for an end to the shame, certain that for once fortune had turned in his favour. The mirror wasn't just a solution, it was absolution. Proof that his suffering had served a purpose, that his losses had been an investment rather than mere failure, that everything could still be redeemed through application of forces that operated outside the conventional calculations that had betrayed him.

He reached for it, his hand hovering over the dark cloth. The fabric seemed to breathe beneath his palm, warm despite the cold that had settled over the gaming room. Through the wrapped layers, he felt the mirror's presence as a consciousness that had been waiting, not for him specifically, but for anyone desperate enough to believe that supernatural power could solve problems created by human arithmetic.

'I would not,' Jacques said, leaning back in his chair. His voice carried a final warning, the tone of a man who'd completed his obligation to testify but felt compelled to offer one last opportunity for retreat. 'Not yet. First, you should hear what happened in Louisiana. What the mirror does to those who think they can control it. What it did to my family, and what it has already begun doing to yours.'

Ashcombe's hand remained suspended above the bundle. The rational part of his mind recognised the wisdom in Jacques's caution, that claiming the mirror without understanding its nature courted disaster. But the desperate part, the calculating part, the part that had learnt to measure everything in terms of profit and loss, whispered that further delay served no purpose. That he'd already committed to this course. That whatever horrors Jacques might describe couldn't exceed the certainty of what awaited without intervention.

Yet something in Jacques's expression, not fear, but a sorrow that transcended personal suffering, made him hesitate. The younger man had carried this mirror across impossible distances, had delivered it to this cellar despite knowing its nature, had orchestrated this entire evening towards a transaction he clearly believed served purposes darker than mere commerce.

The poker game had transformed into something else entirely. The cards, the coins, the wager, all of it merely theatre for a transaction that operated beyond conventional commerce. Ashcombe could feel the shift as though reality itself had bent to accommodate forces that recognised no distinction between past and present, between Louisiana's bayous and Boston's gaming rooms, between the corruption that had consumed Marguerite and whatever transformation awaited Thomas.

'Tell me,' Ashcombe said finally, his hand falling to his lap whilst his gaze remained fixed on the wrapped bundle. Not retreat, merely acknowledgement that some bargains required full understanding before completion. That the price he'd agreed to pay might require currencies he hadn't yet identified. 'Tell me everything.'

Jacques nodded slowly, reaching for his bourbon with hands that trembled worse than before. Fresh blood had begun to trickle from his nose, not the brief nosebleed from earlier, but a steady flow that he didn't bother to acknowledge or wipe away. The testimony had been extracting payment from him with each revelation, and what remained to be told would cost considerably more.

The wrapped mirror sat between them, patient and satisfied, whilst Jacques prepared to deliver accounts of horrors that would
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