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    To Eleanor Holmes—who taught us that the chain can be carried with love, and that the dead are never truly gone as long as we remember them.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The chain is not broken. It is transformed. One day at a time. One choice at a time. That is all any of us can do."
 
— Eleanor Holmes, from the Foreword to The Shattered Shard
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Foreword
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Sussex, England — Autumn 1984

The silver mask does not speak to me anymore.

That is the first thing I want you to understand, dear reader, before you turn to the first chapter of this book. The mask that has watched over this cottage for nearly a decade—the mask that carried the consciousness of Helena, the first hunger, the first chain—has fallen silent. Its surface gleams on the mantel, bright and unblemished, reflecting the firelight and the faces of the children who play at its feet. But it does not whisper. It does not remember. It simply waits.

Some nights, when the cottage is still and the bees have retreated to their hives and the only sound is the ticking of Holmes's old clock, I catch myself staring at that silver surface, hoping to see something move in its depths. A flicker. A shadow. A face I once knew. But there is nothing there. Only my own reflection, older now, the lines around my eyes deeper, the grey in my hair more pronounced.

Clara says the mask is empty. She says the consciousness that once lived inside it—Helena, the Progenitor, the long line of Ashworth women who carried the hunger for centuries—has finally found its rest. She says the mask is just silver now. Metal and memory. Nothing more.

I want to believe her. I have spent so many years fighting to believe that the past can be laid to rest, that the dead can be allowed to sleep, that the chain can finally be broken. But I have learned, in all my years of hunting and hiding and hoping, that the past is never truly gone. It is only waiting. Patient. Hungry.

The Mirror of Justice hangs in the sitting room, exactly where it has always hung. Its surface is dark, its cracks sealed with amber light that pulses softly, steadily, like the heartbeat of something that is not quite alive. The hunger sleeps inside it—not dead, not destroyed, but dormant. Contained. The fragments I carried for so long, the fragments that nearly consumed me, are sealed in that glass. Their whispers have fallen silent. Their hunger has been sated.

But silence is not the same as peace.

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

Something that has been waiting for Clara.

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

This book is about shattering.

Not the shattering of glass or bone or hope. The shattering of certainty. The shattering of the stories we tell ourselves about who we are and who we might become. The shattering of the fragile peace we have built on the bones of the dead.

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

But I was wrong.

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

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

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

***
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The child is sleeping in the next room.

I can hear her breathing through the thin walls of the cottage—soft, steady, the breath of someone who has not yet learned to be afraid of the dark. Her name is Anna, named after the mother who raised me, the mother who saved me, the mother who taught me that love is the only thing that can fill the emptiness.

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

She does not know what that finger means. She does not know the weight it will carry, the hunger it will call, the chain it will continue. She only knows that her grandmother Clara loves her, that her great-grandmother Eleanor watches over her, that the cottage is warm and the garden is safe and the bees hum songs that have been sung for centuries.

But I know.

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

And I know that when that day comes, I will not be here to protect her.

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

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

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

***
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Clara is standing in the doorway.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Clara's hand squeezes mine.

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

I shake my head slowly.

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

Clara shakes her head.

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

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

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

She is silent for a long moment.

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

I nod slowly.

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

Clara's eyes fill with tears.

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

I pull her into my arms.

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

Clara hugs me tight.

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

***
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The bees are humming in the garden.

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

I watch them, and I think about the future.

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

And I think about the mask.

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

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

It is hope.

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

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

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

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

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

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

But something else.

Something that feels like hope.

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

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

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

But I know that I have done what I set out to do. I have broken the chain. I have sealed the hunger. I have given the ones I love a chance to be free.

And I know that the future is bright.

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

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

And love is the only thing that has ever mattered.

***
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Eleanor Holmes

Sussex, 1984

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

One day at a time.

One choice at a time.

That is all any of us can do.

***
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Grant Marshall

Sussex, 1999
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Chapter 1: The Child Who Saw Too Much
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The morning light crept through the cottage windows like a thief.

Eleanor Holmes stood at the kitchen sink, her hands submerged in warm, soapy water, watching the steam rise and curl toward the ceiling. The bees were already at work in the garden—she could hear their distant hum through the open window, a sound that had become as familiar as her own heartbeat over the years. The roses were blooming, red and white and pink, their petals heavy with dew. The lavender was tall, swaying in the breeze, its fragrance drifting through the cottage like a memory she could almost grasp.

Five years.

Five years since Cairo. Five years since the Mirror of Justice had been sealed, its black glass cracked with amber light, its hunger imprisoned within. Five years since Anna had chosen to carry the silver mask, to guard the prison, to watch over the sleeping hunger. Five years since Eleanor had felt the fragments leave her body, the whispers fall silent, the weight lift from her shoulders.

She had thought, foolishly perhaps, that the peace would last.

But the peace had never been true peace. It had been a pause. A breath held too long. A silence waiting to be broken.

Eleanor dried her hands on her apron and walked to the window. The garden stretched before her, green and golden in the morning light. The beehives stood in a neat row at the far end, their occupants already busy. And there, sitting on the stone steps of the veranda, was Clara.

Anna's daughter.

Her granddaughter.

The child was five years old, small for her age, with dark hair that curled around her ears and grey eyes that seemed to see through things—past surfaces, past lies, past the careful walls that people built around themselves. She was sitting perfectly still, her legs crossed, her small hands resting on her knees. Her gaze was fixed on something in the middle distance, something that Eleanor could not see.

Something that had been calling to the child for weeks.

Eleanor watched her for a long moment, a familiar knot tightening in her chest. The sixth finger on Clara's left hand was small and malformed, curled against her palm like a sleeping creature. Anna had taught her not to hide it. Anna had taught her that hiding was a form of shame, and she had nothing to be ashamed of.

But Eleanor knew what that finger meant.

She knew what it carried.

She knew what it would ask of the child one day.

The knot in her chest tightened further.

***
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"Clara."

The child did not turn. Her grey eyes remained fixed on that invisible point in the distance, her lips slightly parted, her breathing slow and shallow.

"Clara," Eleanor said again, stepping onto the veranda. "What are you looking at?"

The child's gaze shifted slowly, reluctantly, as if she were being pulled from a dream she did not want to leave. Her grey eyes—Holmes's grey, Clara's grey, Anna's grey—found Eleanor's face, and for a moment, there was something in them that Eleanor did not recognize. Something ancient. Something patient.

"The woman," Clara said. Her voice was soft, almost a whisper. "She is standing by the hives. She is wearing a silver mask."

Eleanor's blood went cold.

She turned to look at the hives. The bees were still humming, still working, still ignoring the world around them. There was no one there. There had never been anyone there.

"Clara," she said carefully, kneeling beside the child. "There is no woman by the hives."

Clara blinked. Her eyes cleared, and she looked at Eleanor as if seeing her for the first time. The ancient something in her gaze was gone, replaced by the innocent confusion of a child who had been woken from a vivid dream.

"She was there," Clara said. "She was wearing a silver mask. She said to tell you that she is waiting."

"Waiting for what?"

Clara tilted her head, considering the question with a gravity that made Eleanor's chest ache.

"She said you already know."

***
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The silver mask hung on the wall of the sitting room, its surface dark, its reflections still.

Eleanor had not touched it in years. She had not needed to. Anna wore it sometimes, on the nights when the hunger stirred in the mirror, when the amber light pulsed brighter and faster, when the whispers threatened to break through the cracks. But Anna had not worn it in months. The hunger had been quiet. The mirror had been still.

And yet, the mask was no longer dark.

Eleanor noticed it the moment she stepped back into the cottage. The silver surface was rippling—not violently, but gently, like water disturbed by a breath of wind. The reflections on its surface were not the room, not the furniture, not her own tired face. They were images. Fragments. Glimpses of something that was not yet here.

She walked to the wall and stood before the mask, her hands at her sides, her heart pounding.

The images shifted.

She saw a woman in a silver mask, standing in a garden that was not the cottage garden. The roses were overgrown, the bees silent, the sky dark with clouds that had not yet released their rain. The woman was tall, her posture regal, her hands clasped behind her back. She was watching something—someone—that Eleanor could not see.

The image changed.

She saw Clara, not as a child, but as a woman. Tall. Strong. Her grey eyes clear. The silver mask on her face, reflecting light. She was not afraid. She was not hiding. She was simply standing, waiting, ready.

The image changed again.

She saw the Mirror of Justice—not as it was, cracked and sealed and sleeping. Whole. Gleaming. Its surface not black, but silver, reflecting a future that had not yet been written.

And then the images faded, and the mask was dark again, and Eleanor was alone in the sitting room, her hands trembling, her heart racing.

***
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Anna found her there an hour later.

She came through the front door with John, their arms full of vegetables from the market in the village. John was older now—much older, his hair white, his face lined, his hands gnarled with arthritis. But his grey eyes were still clear, and his heart was still strong. Elara slept within him, content. He told Eleanor that she dreamed of Paris, of roses, of a garden she had not seen in nearly a century.

Anna set her basket on the table and walked to the wall where Eleanor was standing.

"Eleanor," she said. Her voice was soft, but there was an edge to it. A warning. "What happened?"

"Clara saw her again," Eleanor said. "The woman in the silver mask. She was standing by the hives. She told Clara to tell me that she is waiting."

Anna's face went pale.

"Clara is five years old," she said. "She does not understand what she is seeing."

"She understands more than we do."

Anna walked to the mask. She placed her hand on the silver surface, and the metal rippled beneath her touch.

"She has been having visions for weeks," Anna said. "I thought they were dreams. Childhood fears. Things that children imagine when they are trying to make sense of the world."

"They are not dreams," Eleanor said. "The mask is speaking to her. The mirror is speaking to her. Something is waking, Anna. Something that has been sleeping for five years."

Anna's hand fell from the mask. She turned to face Eleanor, her grey eyes hard.

"We sealed it," she said. "We locked the hunger in the mirror. We bound the fragments with our blood and our names and our promises. It cannot wake."

"The mirror is not what is waking."

Anna stared at her.

"What do you mean?"

Eleanor looked at the mask. At its dark surface, its silent reflections, its patient waiting.

"Something else," she said. "Something that was always there. Something that was not sealed. Something that has been waiting for Clara to be ready."

***
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John set his basket on the table and walked to the window.

He looked out at the garden, at the hives, at the place where Clara had seen the woman in the silver mask. His grey eyes were distant, troubled.

"Eleanor," he said. "The mask was not the only thing the Progenitor left behind. She left something else. Something that has been sleeping in the blood of the Ashworth line since the beginning."

"What?"

John was silent for a long moment. The bees hummed. The wind rustled the leaves of the apple tree. The sun climbed higher, and the shadows in the sitting room grew shorter.

"The first mask," he said finally. "Not the silver one. Not the porcelain one. The first one. The mask that the Progenitor wore before she learned how to transfer consciousness. The mask that held the hunger before it had a name."

"I have never heard of such a mask."

"Because no one has found it. No one has looked. The Progenitor buried it beneath the place where she was born—a village in France, destroyed during the Revolution. She wanted to forget. She wanted to bury the evidence of what she had become."

"But Clara is seeing it," Anna said. "She is seeing the woman in the silver mask."

John turned from the window.

"Clara is not seeing the mask," he said. "She is seeing the woman who wore it. The Progenitor's mother. Helena."

***
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The name hung in the air between them like a blade.

Helena. The Progenitor's mother. The first carrier. The first vessel. The first hunger. She had been dead for two centuries, her consciousness scattered across the world, trapped in mirrors and masks and the bodies of the dead. Eleanor had spoken her true name in the sitting room of Baker Street and watched her dissolve into light.

But Helena had never truly died.

She had been waiting. Patient. Hungry.

"Helena is not dead," Eleanor said. "She is sleeping. In the mask. In the blood. In the line."

Anna's hands clenched at her sides.

"Then we destroy her. We find the mask. We shatter it. We scatter the pieces across the world."

"You cannot destroy what was never truly alive," John said. "Helena is not a consciousness. She is a hunger. A need. A force that has been driving the Ashworth line for centuries. You can contain her. You can seal her. But you cannot destroy her."

"Then what do we do?"

John looked at Eleanor. His grey eyes were soft.

"We prepare. We watch. We protect. The way we have always done. One day at a time. One choice at a time."

***
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Clara was in the garden when they found her, her small hands buried in the soil, her grey eyes fixed on something beneath the surface.

"Clara," Anna said, kneeling beside her. "What are you doing?"

"The woman wants me to plant something," Clara said. She did not look up. Her fingers were working in the dirt, digging a small hole, placing something inside it. "She says it will grow. She says it will help us."

"Help us with what?"

Clara looked up. Her grey eyes were clear, but there was something behind them. Something that had not been there before.

"With the hunger," she said. "She says the hunger is waking. She says we need to be ready."

Anna's hand closed around her daughter's wrist.

"Clara," she said. "What did you plant?"

Clara pulled her hand free. She pointed to the small mound of earth she had disturbed.

"A seed," she said. "The woman gave it to me. She said it came from the garden where she was born. She said it would grow into something beautiful."

Anna dug into the soil with her bare hands. Her fingers found something small and hard and warm. She pulled it out and held it up to the light.

It was a tooth.

Small. Human. Amber.

***
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Eleanor stood in the garden, watching the bees circle the hives, and she felt the weight of the past pressing down on her shoulders.

Five years. Five years of peace. Five years of quiet. Five years of pretending that the hunger was gone, that the chain was broken, that the future was something they could control.

She had been a fool.

The chain was never broken. It was passed down. From mother to daughter. From vessel to vessel. From hunger to hunger. Clara was the next link, and she had been chosen, not by the Progenitor, not by Helena, but by something older. Something that had been waiting in the blood since the beginning.

The first mask.

The first hunger.

The first truth.

Anna walked to her side and handed her the tooth.

"Look at it," she said.

Eleanor held it up to the light. The amber was old, dark, pulsing with a light that was not quite natural. She could feel something inside it—a presence, a memory, a consciousness that had been sleeping for centuries.

"Helena," she said.

"Not Helena," Anna said. "Something older. Something that was there before Helena. Before the Progenitor. Before any of them."

"What is it?"

Anna's grey eyes were hard.

"It is the original hunger. The one that the Progenitor tried to destroy. The one that Helena carried. The one that is still waiting."

***
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That night, Eleanor could not sleep.

She sat in Holmes's chair by the fire, the silver mask on the table beside her. The flames danced and flickered, casting strange shadows on the walls. The bees were quiet in their hives. The cottage was still.

But she could hear something.

Whispers. Soft and distant, like voices carried on the wind. They were coming from the mask, from the mirror, from the darkness that had been sleeping beneath the cottage for centuries.

She is coming, the whispers said. The one who will wear the mask. The one who will break the mirror. The one who will set us free.

Eleanor closed her eyes.

She thought of Clara—her grey eyes, her dark hair, her small hands with their sixth finger curled against her palm. She thought of the future that the mask had shown her, the woman that Clara would become, the burden she would carry. She thought of the Progenitor, of Helena, of all the women who had carried the hunger before them.

And she thought of the first mask.

The one that had been buried beneath the village in France.

The one that was waking.

The one that had chosen Clara as its messenger.

Eleanor opened her eyes and looked at the silver mask on the table. The surface rippled, and for a moment, she saw not her own reflection, but the face of a child.

Clara.

Smiling.

Waiting.

The chain continues, the mask seemed to say. But it is lighter now.

Eleanor reached out and touched the silver. The metal was warm, almost hot, and the whispers grew louder.

She is coming.

"I know," Eleanor said.

She will need you.

"I will be there."

She will need to be strong.

"She will be strong."

And you will need to let her go.

Eleanor was silent.

The mask went dark. The whispers faded. The fire crackled in the hearth.

And somewhere beneath the cottage, something stirred in the darkness.

Waiting.

Patient.

Hungry.
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Chapter 2: The Return of the Curator
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The stranger arrived at dusk, when the shadows were longest and the bees had retreated to their hives.

Eleanor saw her first through the kitchen window—a figure moving up the garden path with a deliberate, unhurried gait that spoke of someone who had walked a very long way and was not eager to announce her presence. The woman was tall, slender, dressed in a travelling coat that had seen better days. Her hair was dark, streaked with grey at the temples, and her face was hidden beneath the brim of a wide hat that cast her features into shadow.

Eleanor's hand found the knife on the counter before she consciously decided to reach for it. Old habits. The kind that never really died, no matter how many years of peace you managed to carve out for yourself.

"Anna," she said, keeping her voice low. "We have a visitor."

Anna was at the window in an instant, her grey eyes scanning the approaching figure with the same wariness that Eleanor felt coiling in her chest. John was in the sitting room, dozing in Watson's chair, but he stirred at the tension in their voices, his hand moving instinctively to the place where he used to keep a revolver.

"Who is she?" Anna asked.

"I don't know. But she knows where we live."

The woman stopped at the bottom of the veranda steps. She did not knock. She simply stood there, her head tilted slightly, as if she were listening to something only she could hear. The fading light caught the edge of her face, revealing a sharp jaw and high cheekbones and eyes that were pale—almost colourless—in the gathering gloom.

Eleanor opened the door.

"State your business," she said. She did not raise the knife, but she did not lower it either. Some gestures did not require words.

The woman removed her hat. Her face was younger than Eleanor had expected—perhaps forty, perhaps fifty, it was hard to tell. There were lines around her mouth and eyes that spoke of hard living and harder choices. But it was her eyes that held Eleanor's attention: pale grey, almost white, with pupils that seemed to dilate and contract in a rhythm that did not match her breathing.

"Eleanor Holmes," the woman said. Her voice was low, musical, with an accent that Eleanor could not quite place. French, perhaps, but layered with something else. Something older. "I have travelled a great distance to find you. I bring news that cannot wait."

"News from whom?"

The woman's lips curved into a smile that did not reach her eyes.

"From the dead," she said. "They speak to me, Eleanor Holmes. They have been speaking to me for a very long time. And they are afraid."

***
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Anna stepped forward, her body positioned between the stranger and the door to Clara's room.

"Who are you?" she demanded. "And how do you know where we live?"

"My name is Véronique Delacroix." The woman inclined
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