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Chapter 1

	The clock in the hallway struck midnight — twelve clean chimes echoing through the old house, each one softer than the last. Then came the thirteenth.
A hollow, trembling sound that didn’t belong.

	Detective Nathan Cole froze at the bottom of the staircase. His hand tightened on the worn leather strap of his bag. The old wall clock had been silent when he arrived — its pendulum still, its glass clouded with dust. He had noticed it right away, because that’s what he did: notice things. Things that didn’t move, things that should have.

	But now, as the sound faded into the thick London air, Nathan knew he wasn’t imagining it. The thirteenth chime had happened.

	He glanced at his watch. 11:59.
That didn’t make sense either.

	

	

	The house belonged to Margaret Holloway — or had, until yesterday morning when her body was found sprawled across the parlor floor, her hand clutching a photograph of a man no one could identify. Her neighbors said she hadn’t spoken to anyone in years. She had groceries delivered, letters returned unopened, and yet her garden was trimmed, her bills paid, her curtains drawn every evening at six sharp.

	Routine. Solitude. And now, death.

	The case should’ve been straightforward: elderly woman, natural causes. Except for one thing — she’d died at exactly midnight, the coroner said. Heart failure. But the photo she clutched was stamped with a time in the corner.
12:01 a.m.

	One minute after she died.

	

	

	Nathan moved through the narrow corridor, his flashlight slicing through the dark. The air smelled of damp paper and mothballs, with an undertone of something sweeter — lavender, maybe, faded perfume. A mirror on the wall caught the light, reflecting a ghost of his own tired face. The dark circles beneath his eyes made him look older than forty.

	He hated cases like this. Not because they were gruesome — he’d seen worse — but because they whispered. They left spaces between facts where fear could hide.

	He reached the parlor.

	The furniture was covered in white sheets, ghostly shapes beneath the beam of his light. The police tape had been torn slightly where someone — probably the landlord — had slipped through earlier that day. The photograph was gone, of course; it was sitting in evidence. Still, Nathan looked to the floor where Margaret Holloway had fallen, as though some trace of her remained.

	And then he heard it again.

	Tick.
Tick.
Tick.

	The sound came from the corner, faint and uneven. He turned, expecting a clock. What he found instead was a small brass pocket watch, resting atop a stack of old letters on a writing desk. Its face was cracked, one hand missing, but it was ticking. Slowly. Deliberately.

	He picked it up. It stopped immediately.

	

	

	He flipped open the back.
An engraving: “To M.H. — Time waits for neither of us.”

	Nathan frowned. The initials matched Margaret Holloway’s, but the handwriting looked masculine, firm and deliberate. He made a note of it in his worn leather notebook, his pen scratching softly in the silence.

	He turned toward the window, and for a brief second, thought he saw movement in the glass — a flicker of shadow. But when he stepped closer, it was gone. Only the fog pressed against the panes, heavy and gray.

	Something about this place didn’t breathe right.

	

	

	He left the house just after one, walking into a mist that swallowed the streetlamps whole. His car was parked two blocks away, and as he walked, the soles of his shoes tapped rhythmically against the wet pavement — steady, familiar, grounding. But his thoughts were anything but steady.

	A broken clock that struck thirteen.
A dead woman clutching a photo from one minute after her death.
A watch that ticked only when no one touched it.

	He couldn’t explain any of it, not yet. But he knew one thing for sure — he’d felt watched in that house.

	And when he slid behind the wheel of his car, something confirmed it.

	There, on the passenger seat, lay a fresh envelope. Plain, white, and dry — even though his coat and shoes were soaked from the rain.
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