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CHAPTER 1

THE SEAM RIPS
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The fog rolling off the Maine Atlantic was heavy as wet Melton wool, wrapping the coastal town of Oakhaven in a suffocating gray drape. It crept through the cracked window frames of *The Vintage Vixen*, carrying the scent of damp sea salt and cedarwood, entirely failing to mask the sharp, chemical tang of mothballs that permeated the haberdashery.

Beatrice sat in the corner, a pair of heavy Gingher shears resting on her lap, watching the destruction of the east wall.

"Hit it again, and put your shoulder into it this time," Silas Vance ordered. The developer stood well back from the resulting cloud of pulverized lime, checking his platinum wristwatch. He wore a bespoke Italian topcoat, but Beatrice could see from across the room that the armscye was cut too high, restricting his movement. Silas was a man constructed of cheap ambition wrapped in expensive, ill-fitting cloth. "We have to gut this floor by Tuesday if the boutique conversion is going to stay on schedule."

"Do you think we'll find hidden treasure?" Gigi Sterling asked, holding her phone aloft on a telescoping stick. She pouted her lips at the camera, framing herself against the grit of the demolition. "Like, pirate gold?"

Beatrice sighed, the sound lost beneath the rhythmic thud of the hired man’s sledgehammer. Gigi owed Beatrice four hundred dollars for altering a vintage Dior gown last month, yet she somehow had the funds to shadow Silas’s renovations daily, mining the dust for social media content.

The sledgehammer struck the horsehair plaster again.

This time, the wall didn’t just crack. It gave way with a deep, structural groan. The fissure zipped up the lath like a bias tear in cheap lining silk.

"Back away," Beatrice said sharply.

The workman dropped the hammer and scrambled backward just as the plaster buckled. A massive slab of the 19th-century wall sloughed forward, crashing to the wide-plank floorboards in a violent eruption of rotting cedar and white dust.

The air that rushed out of the newly opened cavity smelled of dry rot, old copper, and stagnant centuries.

Gigi shrieked, dropping her phone. The screen cracked against the floor, but Gigi wasn't looking at it. She was backing away, her hands pressed over her mouth.

Silas swore, the curse choking off into a ragged cough as the dust settled.

Beatrice stood. She leaned her weight onto her silver-handled walking stick and moved toward the breach. She did not scream. In her forty years as a master pattern-maker, Beatrice had seen enough human vanity and ugliness to immunize herself against shock.

A hollow void sat behind the remaining brickwork—a sealed chimney drop from the days when Oakhaven’s coastline was a haven for smugglers.

Propped upright in the narrow, lightless brick cavity was a skeleton.

"Is that a prop?" Silas asked, his voice entirely stripped of its usual bullying bravado. "Tell me the old owner left a Halloween prop in there."

"Be quiet," Beatrice said.

She stepped into the dust, her sharp eyes scanning the remains. The bones were stained the color of steeped tea, draped in the decaying cobwebs of a shredded dress. Rusted steel busks from a Victorian corset curved over the collapsed ribcage, looking exactly like the bars of a miniature, rusted jail cell. The skull slumped forward, resting on a sternum practically fused with dirt.

But it was the wrists that drew Beatrice’s eye.

They were crossed tightly over the pelvis, bound together by a length of fabric. Unlike the rotting gray linen that clung to the skeleton's shoulders, this fabric scrap remained completely intact, glaring out from the gloom in a vibrant, nauseating emerald hue.

Beatrice pulled a brass tailor's loupe from the pocket of her cardigan and leaned closer, mindful not to disturb the forensic integrity of the scene.

*Scheele’s Green.*

She recognized the dye instantly. In the late 1800s, the color had been all the rage in European high society, achieved by mixing copper with arsenic. It was highly toxic, capable of causing horrific skin lesions to the wearer. It was also completely immune to time, moths, and beetles. The poison in the silk had preserved the binding for over a century, killing any insect that dared try to feed on it.

She hovered the magnifying glass over the binding, adjusting her focus.

The wrists weren't just tied. The arsenic-green silk was finished with a deliberate, meticulous seam to prevent fraying. Beatrice traced the stitching with her eyes. It was stitched wrong sides together, trimmed to a scant eighth of an inch, pressed, turned, and stitched again to perfectly trap the raw edges inside.

A French seam.

The thread tension was immaculate. The stitches were dangerously tiny, executed by hand with a lethal, obsessive precision. You did not bind a murder victim with a French seam if you were panicking. You did it if you viewed the act of killing as a craft. It was a signature. An act of possession.

A cold prickle of recognition traced its way down Beatrice’s spine.

Three women had vanished from Oakhaven in the last two months. The police insisted they were runaways who had slipped off into the coastal fog. But Beatrice had been inside Clara Morrison’s apartment after the second disappearance. Clara had vanished from a locked bedroom, the door deadbolted from the inside, the windows painted shut. The police found nothing amiss, but Beatrice had noticed Clara’s favorite winter coat left on the bed. The lining had been ripped out and replaced, finished at the hem with an utterly flawless, hand-stitched French seam.

The thread tension on Clara’s coat exactly matched the century-old stitches binding the skeleton's wrists.

"Call the sheriff, Silas," Beatrice murmured, her gaze locked on the toxic green silk.

"For a pile of antique bones?" Silas scoffed, recovering a fraction of his nerve. "This is a historical curiosity, Beatrice. Nothing more. If I bring the cops in, they'll lock the site down for weeks."

"Call them," Beatrice repeated, her voice cutting through the damp air with the finality of a snapping thread. She looked at the sealed brickwork above the breach, then down to the impossible neatness of the bindings. "Because whoever walled this woman up in the nineteenth century is somehow still sewing in Oakhaven today."
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CHAPTER 2

TANGLED THREADS
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Silas Vance swore, the sound dull and flat against the encroaching damp of the haberdashery cellar. He possessed the kind of sharp, predatory features that seemed constantly engaged in calculating the square footage of his own advantage, but right now, his tanned face was completely bloodless. He pulled a sleek smartphone from his cashmere overcoat, the glowing screen cutting a harsh rectangular glare into the gloom.

"Elias Thorne is going to chew on this like a dog with a soup bone," Silas muttered, jabbing his thumb against the glass. "The historical society will slap an injunction on my permits before the coroner even bags the skull."

Beatrice ignored him. The developer’s financial anxieties were utterly irrelevant, drowned out by the heavy scent of churning sea salt, rotting cedarwood joists, and the faint, chemical ghost of mothballs seeping from the floorboards above. She stepped closer to the breached masonry.

The air in the subterranean space felt thick enough to cut with shears. Silas stepped away to speak with the emergency dispatcher, his voice dropping to a rapid, irritated hiss. Beatrice let the shadows swallow his pacing form and turned her flashlight back to the hollow cavity in the brickwork.

Her eyes, trained over forty years to catch a dropped stitch or an asymmetrical dart from across a fitting room, moved systematically over the remains. The skeleton sat upright in the suffocating dark of the wall, its wrists bound securely to its ribs. The fabric acting as the binding was a heavy duchesse silk, yellowed to the gruesome shade of old ivory. In the cloying Maine humidity, natural fibers like silk and cotton should have liquefied into black sludge decades ago, but the interior of the sealed chimney breast had acted as a crude humidor, preserving the grim tableau.

Beatrice reached into the pocket of her wool cardigan and retrieved a brass folding linen tester. She snapped the magnifying glass open and leaned into the recess, her nose inches from the deceased's bound wrists.

The killer’s original handiwork was meticulous. The knots were tied with an aggressive tension, designed to restrict movement without cutting into the flesh—a tailor’s understanding of anatomy and ease. But as she tracked the selvedge edge of the decayed silk, her loupe magnified an anomaly.

Two inches above the radius bone, the fabric had torn and been repaired.

Beatrice held her breath, steadying the flashlight beam. The original stitches holding the raw edge of the silk were completely degraded, the fibers snapping like brittle hair. But the repair work over the tear was a tight, pristine whipstitch. It puckered the ancient silk fiercely, pulling the grain out of alignment.

With extreme care, she used the tip of her thumbnail to hook a microscopic loop of the black thread securing the patch. She applied a fraction of pressure. It did not snap. It stretched.

A cold prickle worked its way down her spine, far sharper than the cellar draft.

Silk loses its tensile strength after
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