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    For my husband, Shaun—
who never flinched when the ghosts crept in,
who believed in every shadow I stitched into words,
and who always leaves the light on,
just in case I bring something back.
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PROLOGUE
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Marrowbone House, Yorkshire Moors — October 17, 2:17 a.m.

The storm broke over Marrowbone House like a clenched fist, shaking its iron bones as if to remind it who ruled the moor.

Detective Elara Quinn woke not to the thunder, but to the silence that followed it—the kind that holds its breath. Her candle had guttered in the night. The hearth was cold. Power lines out, again.

The air smelled of wet plaster, mothballs... and beneath that, something sharper. Ozone. Metal.

Roses.

She sat up. Her pulse had already quickened—her body registering what her mind hadn’t yet. That scent didn’t belong.

Then came the sound.

Clink.

A soft metallic rattle.

Not thunder. Not wind.

Deliberate. Human.

She slipped from bed, bare feet cold against the floorboards, reaching for the flashlight in her coat pocket.

Dead.

Of course.

She lit her last match—its flare searing in the dark—and followed the scent down the corridor. The wallpaper peeled like tired skin. Portraits lined the hall, their eyes oddly angled, as if they’d turned just slightly in the night.

The study door was ajar.

It shouldn’t have been. Gideon had sworn—on his sister’s grave—no one had opened it in ten years.

Yet here it was. Open. Waiting.

Elara glanced at the rusted key still hanging by the stairwell.

Untouched. No scratches. No force marks.

She pressed her fingers to the study door. It creaked open with a sigh, like something exhaling after holding its breath for too long.

The scent hit her fully now—roses, rot, and iron.

The air inside was warm. Unnaturally so.

And the fireplace—

It burned.

But not orange. Not wood.

Blue fire, flickering like a memory.

No logs. No ashes.

Just a single armchair facing the hearth—its velvet fabric worn thin, shaped to the ghost of someone long gone.

Her stomach coiled.

In the chair sat a doll.

Porcelain. Child-sized.

Too large to be decorative.

Dressed in lace-trimmed blue—the same dress Ophelia Marrowbone wore in the faded portrait downstairs.

The doll’s temple was cracked. A hairline fracture spiderwebbed down its cheek. Its glass eyes caught the firelight and held it. Fixed.

Unblinking.

In its lap lay a torn diary page, ink smudged and curling at the corners.

And beside it—

Jasmine. Fresh. Blooming.

Elara’s breath hitched.

The flowers were damp, alive—impossibly alive—in a season that should have killed them.

She took one step forward.

Creak.

From behind.

She whirled around—nothing. No one.

When she turned back—

The doll’s head had shifted.

Just slightly.

Enough.

Its left hand was lifted now, palm up, fingers gently curled.

A bead of red liquid slid down the porcelain wrist.

Not paint.

Blood.

Elara staggered back. Her throat closed around her breath. Her hand reached for the holster she’d left behind in her room.

Empty.

And then came the feeling—not a voice, not words, but something deeper:

You are not the first.

You will not be the last.

Lightning strobed the room—white-hot, surgical. For a second, the wall behind the doll revealed its truth, written in a spidery scrawl that only existed in light:

“She never left.”

The match sputtered.

The blue fire died.

And Elara Quinn was alone in the dark.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Two Days Earlier — October 15

The village of Elmbrook didn’t appear on most maps. You had to squint to find it, tucked in the folds of the Yorkshire moor like a secret it didn’t want to share.

Elara Quinn parked the rental car just past the crooked stone bridge, tires crunching on gravel, her breath fogging the windshield. Wind combed the moorland grass. The sky hung low and bruised. As she killed the engine, silence folded over the car like a blanket.

She sat there a long moment.

Her phone buzzed on the passenger seat. The screen lit with a message from Chief Inspector Dorsey:

“Get what you need. Keep it quiet.”

Followed by a second one:

“And for god’s sake, don’t make this personal.”

She almost laughed.

It was already personal.

Marrowbone House loomed ahead, hunched at the edge of the moor like something fossilized in stone. A ruin with a title deed. She’d seen crime scene photos from ten years ago, back when Ophelia Marrowbone disappeared without a trace—no signs of forced entry, no ransom, no remains. Just a girl vanished from her locked bedroom. The press had fed on it for weeks, calling it The Jasmine Girl Case, before moving on to more profitable horrors.

But Elara remembered. She’d been a rookie then. Too low in the chain to get near it.

Now, after the scandal that had wrecked her career in London, Dorsey had offered her a bone: revisit the case under the table. No badge, no uniform. Just her instincts—and maybe a shot at redemption.

She stepped out of the car, coat flapping, suitcase in one hand, case file in the other. The wind smelled of rain and sheep and something else, earth that had been disturbed. Turned over. Unsettled.

An old woman stood at the front steps as if summoned by thought.

Mrs. Vesper. The housekeeper.

"You're late," she said, voice dry as twigs. "But the house doesn't mind. It remembers things."

Elara didn't flinch. "Do you?"

Mrs. Vesper's lips curved. Not quite a smile.

"Some memories are better left in their rooms."

She led Elara inside.

The interior of Marrowbone House was colder than outside. The floors whispered beneath her boots. Portraits lined the walls, faces turned slightly—as if they'd once been looking forward and something had shifted them.

Mrs. Vesper handed her a tarnished brass key. "You’ll take the East Room. And no wandering after midnight. The house... settles poorly."

Elara raised an eyebrow. “Is that local superstition or a legal warning?”

Mrs. Vesper was already walking away.

Upstairs, Elara unpacked in silence. The house creaked and sighed like something living. She opened the case file on the desk and laid out the crime scene photos: Ophelia’s bedroom. A perfume bottle spilled across a white vanity. A single shoe left beneath the bed. The window sealed shut from the inside.

The last photo was different. Not part of the original file.

Someone had slipped it in.

A shot of the old study, the one that had supposedly been locked for a decade. In the photo’s corner—almost invisible—was the edge of something round and white. Smooth.

Porcelain.

She stared at it until her scalp prickled.

Behind her, the floor creaked.

Just the house, she told herself.

Settling.
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