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"The Last Customer"

The afternoon light slanted through the workshop windows in golden bars, catching the dust motes that danced around Elena Cartwright as she worked. She held her breath, guiding the needle through the tiny eyelet with the precision of a surgeon. One wrong move and she'd have to start over, and this particular marionette had already tested her patience three times today.

"Almost there," she murmured to the wooden figure spread across her workbench. The Victorian-era dancing lady needed new control strings—fifteen of them, each requiring its own specific tension and placement. After eight years as Cornelius Ashworth's apprentice, Elena could string a marionette in her sleep, but this one had been crafted by Cornelius's grandfather in 1923, and the old master's techniques were subtly different from modern methods.

The workshop around her held the accumulated craftsmanship of three generations. Shelves lined the walls from floor to ceiling, displaying marionettes in various stages of completion and repair. Some were simple children's toys with bright painted faces, while others were masterworks of the puppeteer's art—figures so lifelike they seemed to watch her work with knowing eyes. The scent of linseed oil, aged wood, and beeswax filled the air, a perfume that had become as familiar to Elena as her own heartbeat.

She loved the late afternoon hours best, when the tourist crowds had thinned and she could work in peaceful concentration. Cornelius was in his private workshop upstairs, putting the finishing touches on a commission for the London Puppet Theatre Guild. The rhythmic tap-tap-tap of his carving tools provided a comforting counterpoint to her own careful movements.

Elena had just threaded the final string when the shop bell chimed, its Victorian brass voice announcing a visitor. She looked up, expecting to see one of their regular customers—perhaps Mrs. Henderson returning for her grandson's birthday marionette, or young Timothy from the Black Box Theatre picking up supplies.

Instead, a stranger stood silhouetted in the doorway.

The woman was elderly, perhaps in her late seventies, dressed in an expensive but dated coat of deep burgundy wool. Her silver hair was styled in an elaborate chignon that belonged to another era, and she clutched a large handbag against her chest as if it contained something precious. But it was her eyes that caught Elena's attention—pale blue and burning with an intensity that made Elena's skin prickle.

"May I help you?" Elena asked, setting down her tools and rising from her stool.

The woman stepped into the shop, and Elena noticed she was holding something against her chest beneath the handbag. Her movements were careful, almost reverent, as she approached the counter.

"I need to see Mr. Ashworth," the woman said. Her voice carried the crisp accent of old money and good breeding, but there was a tremor beneath it that spoke of barely controlled emotion. "Mr. Cornelius Ashworth."

"I'm Elena, his apprentice. Perhaps I can help you?" Elena offered her most reassuring smile. "Are you looking for a repair, or would you like to commission—"

"No." The word came out sharper than intended, and the woman seemed to catch herself. "I'm sorry, dear, but this is a matter that requires the master himself. Is he available?"

Elena glanced toward the stairs leading to the upper workshop. The tapping had stopped, which usually meant Cornelius was examining his work or preparing to call it a day. "He's working on a commission at the moment. If you could tell me what this is regarding, I might be able to—"

The woman shifted her handbag, and Elena caught a glimpse of what she'd been hiding. Nestled in the crook of her arm was a marionette, but not like any Elena had seen in years. The craftsmanship was unmistakably Ashworth—she could tell by the delicate carving of the facial features and the quality of the jointing. But the poor thing was in terrible condition. Several strings hung broken, the paint was chipped and faded, and one arm dangled at an unnatural angle.

"Oh my," Elena breathed, her professional instincts overriding her caution. "Where did you find that? It's beautiful work, but it needs immediate attention. The humidity damage alone—"

"You can see it's Ashworth work?" The woman's eyes sharpened with interest.

"Of course. The signature style is unmistakable. The proportions, the jointing technique, the way the head is carved..." Elena leaned forward for a better look. "This is old work, though. Very old. Perhaps from the sixties?"

The woman clutched the marionette tighter. "Nineteen sixty-eight," she said quietly. "It was commissioned in nineteen sixty-eight."

Elena frowned. That would make it one of the last pieces created before Cornelius took over the business from his father. She'd seen photographs of work from that era in the family albums, but most of those pieces were in museums or private collections now. This marionette, despite its damage, would be incredibly valuable to the right collector.

"If you'd like, I could examine it more closely," Elena offered. "I specialize in restoration of vintage pieces, and I'd need to assess the damage before we could give you an estimate—"

"I don't want an estimate," the woman interrupted. "I want it finished."

Elena blinked. "Finished?"

"It was never completed. The commission was paid for, but it was never delivered." The woman's voice grew stronger, more determined. "I've come to collect what's owed to me."

Something cold settled in Elena's stomach. In all her years working with Cornelius, she'd never known him to leave a commission unfinished, let alone to keep payment for work he hadn't delivered. It went against everything he'd taught her about the honor and responsibility of their craft.

"I'm sure there's been some misunderstanding," Elena said carefully. "Perhaps if you could show me the paperwork—"

"There is no misunderstanding." The woman's composure was beginning to crack, her voice rising slightly. "This marionette was commissioned from the Ashworth family fifty-seven years ago. Fifty-seven years I've waited for it to be completed. I was told to be patient, that these things take time, that the work must be perfect. Well, I'm tired of waiting."

Elena's mind raced. The woman was clearly upset, possibly confused. Fifty-seven years was longer than Elena had been alive, longer than Cornelius had been running the shop. If there truly was an unfinished commission from 1968, there would be records, correspondence, some trace of it in the meticulously organized files Cornelius maintained.

"Let me get Mr. Ashworth for you," Elena said, her voice gentle but firm. "I'm sure he can clear this up."

She moved toward the stairs, but the woman's voice stopped her.

"Wait." The elderly visitor set her handbag on the counter and carefully cradled the damaged marionette in both hands. "Look at this first. Look at it properly."

Elena approached cautiously. Up close, the marionette was even more remarkable than she'd first thought. Despite the damage, she could see the extraordinary skill that had gone into its creation. The face was carved with a sensitivity that brought it almost to life—high cheekbones, a strong jaw, eyes that seemed to hold secrets. It was clearly meant to represent a man in his twenties, handsome in a classical way.

But there was something else, something that made Elena's breath catch. Carved into the inside of the head, barely visible unless you knew where to look, were the initials "W.A." followed by "1968."

Wilhelm Ashworth. Cornelius's older brother, who had died in a car accident just before his wedding in 1968. Elena had seen his photograph in the family albums—a young man with kind eyes and an easy smile, heir to the Ashworth legacy until tragedy struck.

The marionette was carved in Wilhelm's image.

"You see it now, don't you?" the woman whispered. "You see him."

Elena looked up to meet the woman's burning gaze and felt a chill run down her spine. "Who are you?"

"My name is Agatha Blackwood," the woman said, straightening to her full height. "And Wilhelm Ashworth was going to be my husband."

The words hung in the air like a held breath. Elena stared at the woman—at Agatha—trying to process what she was hearing. Wilhelm's fiancée. The woman he was supposed to marry before his death. Elena had heard mentions of her over the years, always spoken in hushed tones, but she'd never thought to meet her in person.

"Miss Blackwood," Elena began, but she was interrupted by the sound of footsteps on the stairs.

Cornelius Ashworth appeared at the bottom of the staircase, his silver hair slightly mussed from running his hands through it—a habit when he was concentrating deeply on his work. He was wiping his hands on a cloth, already forming words of greeting for their late customer, when his eyes fell on Agatha.

The cloth slipped from his fingers.

"Agatha," he breathed, and Elena had never heard his voice sound so small, so frightened.

"Hello, Cornelius," Agatha said, and now her voice was steady again, controlled. "I think it's time we had a talk."

Elena watched the color drain from Cornelius's face as his gaze moved from Agatha to the marionette in her arms. His eyes widened when he saw the carved features, and she heard him draw a sharp breath.

"I... I thought you understood," he said quietly. "After Wilhelm died, I wrote to you. I explained—"

"You explained nothing," Agatha cut him off. "You made excuses. You said the work couldn't be completed, that it wouldn't be appropriate. But I never accepted that, Cornelius. I've never accepted it."

Elena felt like an intruder on a conversation that had been fifty-seven years in the making. The air in the shop seemed to thicken with old grief and older secrets. She wanted to slip away, to give them privacy, but she also felt a fierce protectiveness toward Cornelius. Whatever this was about, whatever had happened all those years ago, it was clearly causing him pain.

"Perhaps we should discuss this in private," Cornelius said, glancing meaningfully at Elena.

"No," Agatha said firmly. "Miss Cartwright can hear this. She's part of the family business now, isn't she? She should understand what the Ashworth name means. What debts it carries."

Elena felt a flutter of unease at the word 'debts,' but she remained silent, watching the interplay between Cornelius and Agatha with growing concern.

Cornelius seemed to age before her eyes, his shoulders sagging under some invisible weight. "Very well," he said quietly. "Come to my office. We can talk there."

He led the way to the small room behind the counter where he handled the business side of their work. Elena caught his arm as he passed.

"Cornelius? Are you all right? Do you want me to—"

"It's fine, dear," he said, but his smile was strained. "Just... an old matter that needs settling. Close up shop early today, would you? I think this might take some time."

Elena nodded, though she was far from convinced that everything was fine. As Cornelius and Agatha disappeared into the office, she could hear their voices rising and falling in what sounded like an argument that had been rehearsed many times over many years.

She tried to focus on cleaning up her workspace, putting away tools and organizing the strings for tomorrow's work, but the voices kept drawing her attention. She caught fragments—Wilhelm's name, mentions of promises and obligations, Agatha's voice growing more strident while Cornelius's became more placating.

After what felt like an eternity but was probably only twenty minutes, the office door opened. Agatha emerged first, clutching the marionette to her chest once again. Her face was flushed, and Elena could see tears glittering in her eyes.

"Fifty-seven years, Cornelius," she said, her voice thick with emotion. "Fifty-seven years, and you still won't do what's right."

Cornelius appeared behind her, looking haggard and somehow smaller than when he'd gone into the office. "Agatha, please. Try to understand—"

"I understand perfectly," she said, turning to face him. "I understand that the Ashworth family took my money, made me promises, and then abandoned me when it became inconvenient to keep them. But I'm not giving up. Not now. Not when I'm so close to losing everything."

She moved toward the door with quick, agitated steps, then paused at the threshold to look back.

"You have one week, Cornelius. One week to do what should have been done fifty-seven years ago. After that, I'll take matters into my own hands."

The shop bell chimed again as she left, the cheerful sound somehow ominous now. Elena watched through the window as Agatha climbed into an ancient Bentley and drove away, the marionette still cradled in her arms.

Cornelius stood in the middle of the shop, staring at the door as if he could will Agatha to return and take back her ultimatum. In the silence that followed her departure, Elena could hear the old building settling around them, the comforting sounds that usually meant peace and safety. Now they seemed to whisper of secrets and unfinished business.

"Cornelius?" Elena ventured softly.

He turned to her, and she was shocked to see how much older he looked than he had an hour ago. The lines around his eyes seemed deeper, and his hands were trembling slightly.

"I need to set something right," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "Something I should have done years ago."

"Can I help?" Elena asked, though she wasn't sure she wanted to know what kind of help he might need.

Cornelius looked at her for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then he shook his head. "Close up shop, Elena. Go home to Mrs. Chen. Have a quiet evening."

"But what about—"

"Please," he said, and there was something in his voice that stopped her questions cold. "Just... trust me. And if anything happens, if anyone asks... remember that I tried to do the right thing."

Elena watched as he climbed the stairs to his workshop, each step seeming to cost him tremendous effort. She heard his door close with a soft click, and then the building fell silent except for the familiar creaking of old wood and the distant sound of traffic from the street.

She stood alone in the shop, surrounded by the marionettes that had been her world for eight years, and for the first time in all that time, they seemed to be watching her with something other than benevolent interest.

Something was wrong. Something was about to change.

And Elena had the terrible feeling that tomorrow, nothing would ever be the same again.
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"Gone"

Elena's alarm clock was still buzzing when she realized something was wrong.

She'd set it for seven-thirty, wanting to arrive at the shop early to check on Cornelius after yesterday's unsettling encounter with Agatha Blackwood. But as she lay in her narrow bed in the apartment above Mrs. Chen's cottage, staring at the familiar water stain on the ceiling, she couldn't shake the feeling that the morning felt different somehow. Too quiet. Too still.

The shower did nothing to wash away her unease, and neither did Mrs. Chen's perfectly prepared breakfast of congee and tea. Elena found herself picking at the rice porridge while her guardian bustled around the small kitchen, humming an old Cantonese melody as she packed Elena's lunch.

"You're distracted this morning," Mrs. Chen observed, settling her slight frame into the chair across from Elena. At sixty-eight, Lily Chen moved with the efficient grace of someone who had spent decades managing a busy library, and her dark eyes missed nothing. "Bad dreams?"

Elena shook her head. "Just worried about Cornelius. We had a difficult customer yesterday, and he seemed... upset by it."

Mrs. Chen's eyebrows rose slightly. She and Cornelius had been neighbors for over a decade, and Elena knew they shared the occasional cup of tea and conversation about local happenings. If anyone would understand Cornelius's moods, it would be Mrs. Chen.

"Upset how?" she asked, pouring herself a cup of jasmine tea with practiced precision.

Elena hesitated. She wasn't sure how much of yesterday's encounter she should share, but the worry gnawing at her stomach demanded some kind of release. "An elderly woman came to the shop. She had an old marionette—Ashworth work from the sixties—and she claimed it was never finished. Never delivered. She was... intense about it."

"Intense?" Mrs. Chen's tone suggested she understood there was more to the story.

"She knew Cornelius's brother. Wilhelm. She said she was supposed to marry him." Elena pushed the congee around her bowl, no longer pretending to eat. "She gave Cornelius an ultimatum. One week to finish whatever was supposed to be done decades ago."

Mrs. Chen set down her teacup with a soft clink. "Agatha Blackwood."

Elena looked up in surprise. "You know her?"

"I know of her. Wilhelm's death was the talk of the town in 1968, and his fiancée's grief was... memorable. She never really recovered from the loss." Mrs. Chen's expression grew thoughtful. "But I haven't heard her name mentioned in years. What could possibly bring her back now?"

"I don't know," Elena admitted. "But Cornelius was frightened. Really frightened. I've never seen him like that before."

Mrs. Chen reached across the table and patted Elena's hand with fingers that were small but surprisingly strong. "Cornelius Ashworth is one of the most decent men I've ever known," she said firmly. "Whatever happened all those years ago, I'm certain he did what he thought was right at the time. These old wounds sometimes reopen when people are facing their own mortality."

Elena wanted to be comforted by Mrs. Chen's words, but the knot in her stomach only tightened. She glanced at the kitchen clock and saw it was nearly eight. "I should go. I want to make sure he's all right."

The walk from Mrs. Chen's cottage to the shop took less than five minutes, but Elena found herself hurrying despite the early hour. Willowbrook's High Street was just beginning to stir with morning activity—the baker wheeling racks of fresh bread from his ovens, the postman sorting mail into his bag, Mrs. Patterson from the flower shop arranging buckets of daffodils outside her storefront.

Everything looked normal, peaceful even, but Elena's sense of wrongness only intensified as she approached Ashworth's Marionette Workshop.

The front door was unlocked.

Elena stopped on the threshold, her key half-raised to the lock. In eight years of working for Cornelius, she had never arrived to find the shop unlocked. He was meticulous about security, not just because of the valuable marionettes they housed, but because he treated the workshop as a sacred space. "Lock the door behind you," was always his final instruction at the end of each day. "The work we do here deserves respect and protection."
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