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Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for picking up The Clockmaker’s Final Tick.

This book started with a simple question: If objects could talk, what secrets would they tell? I’ve always been fascinated by the idea that the things we leave behind—an old watch, a dusty letter, or a forgotten trinket—carry the echoes of who we were.

Creating Nell Gray and her world in Wiltshire has been a joy. Nell isn't your typical hero; she’s someone who finds beauty in broken things and believes that even the smallest gear has a purpose. Writing her journey, alongside the stubborn but dedicated Inspector Ethan Walker (and of course, the ever-hungry Captain), felt like reconnecting with old friends.

As an independent author, your support means the world to me. If you enjoyed the mystery and the slow-burn tension between Nell and Ethan, please consider leaving a review on the platform where you purchased this book. Every review helps other readers find Nell’s workshop and keeps this series ticking forward.

The Relic Hunter’s journey is just beginning. There are many more secrets buried in the dust of history, and I can’t wait to share the next mystery with you soon.

Until then, keep an eye on the clock—you never know what it might be trying to tell you.

Warmly,

Harper Quinn February 2026
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Chapter 1
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The Weight of Silence

The phone rang at 5:47 in the morning.

Eleanor Gray knew, before she even opened her eyes, that it was not going to be a good call. Good calls did not arrive at 5:47 a.m. Good calls were made at reasonable hours by reasonable people who understood the social contract of sleep. The number blinking on her screen confirmed it: Sgt. B. Kowalski.

Benny.

She sat up in bed, her fingers catching the edge of her nightstand as Captain—all fourteen kilograms of him—shifted dramatically across her feet in protest.

“Off,” she told the dog.

Captain regarded her with the mournful, reproachful eyes of a creature who had been profoundly wronged. He was a basset hound of considerable age and considerable opinion, and his opinion on 5:47 a.m. was clear. He relocated exactly four inches to the left—just enough to demonstrate his displeasure—and settled back down with a sigh that seemed to come from his very soul.

Nell answered the call.

“Benny.”  Her voice was sleep-rough, careful.

A pause. Too long. In the eleven years she had known Sergeant Benedict Kowalski—veteran of District 7, legendary consumer of glazed donuts, the closest thing the department had to an institutional uncle—she had never heard him pause like that.

“Nell.” His voice was very quiet. “It’s Simon.” Another pause. “You need to come.” A beat of silence, weighted and final. “He’s gone, sweetheart.” It was the word ‘sweetheart’ that told her he meant gone as in dead.

Nell did not speak for a moment.

She looked at the ceiling. The ancient plaster of her Notting Hill flat caught the first grey light of morning, all its familiar hairline cracks and watermarks unchanged, indifferent to the news that the world had just quietly reorganized itself around a new absence.

“Where?” she said finally.

“The workshop. His workshop. Nell—he listed you as his emergency contact. We need you to come and—” He stopped. “To identify him. I’m sorry. I know this isn’t—” He stopped again.

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” she said.

She put down the phone.

Captain lifted his enormous head from the duvet and studied her with the particular gravity that dogs apply to human grief—as though they understand the shape of it, if not the content. He placed one heavy paw against her knee.

Nell pressed her hand over it and sat very still for exactly thirty seconds. She counted them. It was a habit from childhood, from the months after her father had died and her mother had told her that sometimes you needed to give yourself a small, contained space to feel things before you stood up and moved forward.

Thirty seconds.

Then she stood up and moved forward.

* * *
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Simon Vance’s workshop occupied the ground floor of a narrow Georgian terrace on Elderwick Street, tucked between a locksmith and a bakery that always smelled of cardamom. Nell had been coming here since she was nine years old—first as a bewildered, fatherless child that her father’s old friend had quietly taken under his wing; then as a student, learning to read the language of gears and mainsprings; then as a colleague, as a friend, as family.

She had a key to the front door. She didn’t use it.

The blue-and-white tape across the entrance was reason enough, but the more pressing reason was the uniformed officer who stepped into her path the moment she ducked under it on instinct—eleven years of occasionally ignoring crime scene tape had made it a reflex—and blocked her way with the polite implacability of someone who had been specifically briefed.

“Ma’am. This is an active crime scene.” He was young, sharp-eyed, and clearly had been told to expect her.

“I know,” Nell said pleasantly. “I’m the emergency contact. I was called to identify the deceased. Sergeant Kowalski can confirm.” She held out her ID—her consultant’s card from the Beaumont Institute, not that it carried any official weight here. The officer examined it with suspicious thoroughness.

She used the time to look past his shoulder.

The workshop was exactly as she remembered it: the long central bench crowded with movements in various states of disassembly, the walls hung with the tools of the trade—mainspring winders, pithwood rods, ultrasonic cleaning tanks—the glass-fronted cabinet that held Simon’s most precious completed restorations. The smell of machine oil and watchmaker’s fluid was so specific, so utterly Simon, that it required a moment’s discipline not to react to it visibly.

There were people inside. Forensics in white suits. A photographer. And, standing at the far end of the workshop with his back straight and his arms folded in a posture that communicated immovable institutional authority, a tall man in a dark coat who was surveying the scene with the expression of someone who had found an equation that wasn’t balancing.

Inspector Ethan Walker.

Of course.

Nell had not seen him in fourteen months—not since the Hargrove case, which had concluded with her technically saving his investigation and him technically threatening to have her charged with obstruction, both of which they had elected not to discuss publicly. He looked exactly the same: immaculate dark coat, immaculate posture, the kind of jaw that was apparently standard-issue for men who took themselves very seriously.

“Miss Gray.” Benny appeared at her elbow, solid and kind, and she let herself be guided inside with the careful formality that Benny always used when he was trying to be professional and human at the same time. He smelled of coffee and, faintly, of the donut he had clearly stress-eaten on the way here. “Thank you for coming so quickly.” He paused. “He’s at the back. The coroner’s cleared it for the identification.” A careful lowering of his voice. “He looks peaceful, for what it’s worth.” His eyes said: I hope that helps. His eyes also said: I’m very sorry.

“Thank you, Benny,” she said quietly.

She followed him through the workshop.

Walker turned when she entered. His expression completed a very brief journey from composed to something that flickered at the edges before settling back into composed. His eyes tracked her for precisely two seconds before moving back to the uniformed sergeant he’d been speaking with.

“The Trouble,” she heard him mutter, very low, in the direction of his own shoulder. She filed it away.

Simon was at the back of the workshop, in the corner he called ‘the cathedral’—a semicircular alcove lined with his reference library, where the light fell best in the afternoon. He was seated in his usual chair, his hands folded in his lap, his head tilted slightly to the left. At eighty-one, he had the look of a man who had simply stopped. Like a watch winding down.

Nell looked at him for a long moment.

“That’s Simon Vance,” she said, steady and clear, because that was what they needed from her and she could give them that much.

Benny noted it down. The coroner’s assistant made a mark on her clipboard.

And then Nell looked at the workbench in front of him.

* * *
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It was the most extraordinary timepiece she had ever seen outside of a museum.

The astronomical clock occupied the entirety of Simon’s main bench—roughly four feet in diameter, housed in an ornate mahogany case that bore the hand-carved crest of a family she recognized immediately: the Ashford-Reeves. The name carried the particular weight of old money and old names, the kind that appeared on the plaques of buildings and the endowments of hospital wings. The clock’s face was a masterwork of gilded brass and deep blue enamel, showing not only the time but the phases of the moon, the position of major planetary bodies, and what appeared to be a perpetual calendar mechanism of extraordinary intricacy.

Simon had mentioned it, once, in passing. A restoration commission. Something special.

She hadn’t understood, until now, how special.

She was looking at the clock—specifically at the subsidiary dial on the lower left, which showed the lunar phase—when Officer May approached her. May was twenty-six, sharp as a blade, and possessed of the careful, lateral-thinking intelligence that made her very good at forensics and occasionally made her superiors nervous.

“Miss Gray.” Her voice was precisely calibrated to not carry. “Off the record. We’re having a problem.” She glanced toward the clock. “The mechanism. I don’t want to touch it. Not without knowing what I’m looking at. If I disturb the wrong thing—” She left it there. The implication was clear: forensic evidence was fragile, and ancient clockwork was more fragile still.

“What’s the problem with the mechanism?” Nell asked, careful.

“There are traces of a substance around the mainspring housing,” May said. “The preliminary profile suggests something in the alkaloid family. Possibly aconitine, possibly something synthesized. But the delivery method is—” She paused. “It looks like it was introduced through the mechanism itself. Through a channel that shouldn’t exist in a timepiece like this.” Her eyes met Nell’s. “It looks like someone built a trap into this clock. And Simon didn’t know it was there until he opened the housing.” A beat. “I need someone who can tell me how the clock works before we pull it apart. If we pull it apart wrong, we lose everything.” Another glance, this one toward Walker’s end of the room. “I’m not asking you officially. I’m just—observing. Out loud.” A small, careful shrug.

Nell looked at the clock. She looked at Simon.

Then she looked at May.

“Interesting observations,” she said.

* * *
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The argument—it was not, technically, an argument, because arguments required elevated voices and Ethan Walker never elevated his voice—occurred approximately seven minutes later, at the entrance to the workshop.

Nell had taken four steps toward the main bench. She had not touched anything. She had not technically crossed any line that hadn’t already been crossed by the six forensics officers who were moving freely through the space. She had simply been looking—which she was very good at—when she became aware of a presence at her left shoulder.

It had the temperature of a January window.

“Miss Gray.” Walker’s voice was entirely level. It had the quality of something that had been sanded down until it was smooth and contained no unnecessary features. “You’ve completed the identification. I believe that’s all we needed from you today.” A pause with the precision of a period. “Sergeant Kowalski can arrange a car.” He did not look at her. He was looking at the clock, which was almost worse.

“Good morning to you too, Inspector Ruler,” she said pleasantly. A forensics officer nearby made a sound that was carefully not a laugh. Walker’s jaw tightened by approximately two millimeters.

“You are not authorized to be in this area of the crime scene.” Still level.

“I was just admiring the clock. It’s a remarkable piece.” She tilted her head. “Eighteenth century, I’d estimate. Ashford-Reeves commission, based on the crest. There were only four of these made—the other three are in institutions. The mechanism is a modified Berthoud design with some very unusual additions that I suspect your forensics team is currently trying to understand.” She said it without accusation, just the mild statement of observable fact. “The lower-left subsidiary dial appears to have been deliberately advanced by approximately forty-seven hours beyond its correct astronomical position. Which is either a servicing error or an indication that someone accessed the movement recently and understood exactly what they were doing.” She smiled at him, which was a thing she had learned made him more irritated than not smiling. “But I’m sure your team has already noted that.” A careful pause. “Has already noted that, yes?” She looked at him with clear, enquiring eyes.

Walker looked at the clock. He looked back at her. Something moved behind his eyes—a calculation, rapid and unwilling.

He said nothing.

“Mm,” said Nell.

* * *
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Chief Harris arrived at eight-fourteen.

He was a broad, unhurried man in his late fifties, with the kind of face that had long ago decided it was too old for expressions and now communicated primarily through the angle of its eyebrows. He had been a friend of Nell’s father—a friendship that predated his rank by twenty years—and he carried that history in the way he looked at her: with the resigned, particular affection of a man who knew he was about to do something professionally questionable and had made his peace with it.

He surveyed the room. He surveyed the clock. He surveyed Walker, who was standing to the left of it looking like a man who had identified a problem and was methodically working through the ways in which it could become worse. He surveyed Nell, who was standing four feet from the clock trying to read the lunar mechanism from a compliant distance.

“Walker,” he said.

“Sir.” Crisp, immediate.

“What’s our status on the clock mechanism?” Harris moved to stand beside it, arms folded, studying the evidence labels that May had placed around it with careful, forensic precision.

“Forensics is working through the documentation before any physical examination. The mechanism is complex and we’re taking a cautious approach to preserve evidence integrity.” Walker’s voice was model-correct, delivering exactly what the situation required. “We’ve identified what appears to be a potential delivery mechanism for a toxic compound, but our capacity to examine it without risk to the evidence chain is—” He stopped. He was a man who did not like unfinished sentences, and finishing this one accurately required a word he appeared reluctant to use.

“Limited,” Harris finished for him, still looking at the clock. “Because none of your team knows how an eighteenth-century astronomical clock works.” It was not accusatory. It was simply observation. “The mayor’s office has already called. Twice. The Ashford-Reeves family retain six lawyers between them and have made it very clear that the clock is to be handled with”—he paused—“‘appropriate expertise.’” He turned his eyebrows, slightly, toward Walker. “Causing political problems. Don’t like political problems, Walker.” He turned. He looked at Nell with the expression of a man about to spend social capital he had been accumulating for a decade. “Miss Gray. You’re a certified conservator with what—” he squinted—“seventeen years of experience in horological restoration?” He already knew the answer. He had clearly researched the answer.

“Eighteen, in January,” Nell said carefully.

“Right.” Harris looked at Walker. “I want Miss Gray designated as a civilian consultant for this investigation. Specifically for matters related to the physical evidence—the clock and any other antique items in this premises. You’ll clear access with her as required.” He held up one hand before Walker could speak. “Not a debate, Walker. This is a request from an office that can make all of our lives considerably harder, and I’m not going to let a clock ruin this department’s year because we were too proud to use an expert.” He looked at Nell again. “You’ll report to Walker. You’ll follow his parameters. And you will not do anything that makes me regret this decision.” His eyebrows communicated, very clearly, that he knew she would probably do at least one thing that made him regret this decision.

“I’ll do my very best,” said Nell, which was a truthful statement that left considerable latitude in the definition of ‘best.’

Harris left.

The room recalibrated itself around the new information.

Walker turned to look at Nell with the precision of a man who had been asked to perform a task that conflicted with his understanding of the natural order of things. He looked at her for three seconds. She counted.

“Stay behind the marked areas,” he said finally, his voice carrying the careful, contained quality of something being held very deliberately in check. “Do not touch anything without May’s clearance. Do not speak to witnesses. Do not go through any documents without my authorization.” He paused. Something behind his eyes moved. “And do not,” he said, with a specificity that suggested this had happened before, “go into any room in this building that has a lock on it.” Another pause, longer this time. “Eleanor.” The word landed differently from the others. Not a warning, precisely. A weight.

Nell met his eyes.

“Understood, Officer,” she said gently.

His jaw did the thing again.

* * *
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The first anomaly that Nell found was the key.

It was not remarkable in itself—a long-shanked winding key of the sort used for large-movement clocks, brass, slightly worn at the bow. What was remarkable was where it was: on the floor, beneath the edge of the bench, half-hidden by a coil of spare wire.

Simon did not leave keys on the floor. She had never, in twenty-nine years, seen him leave a winding key anywhere other than its designated hook on the pegboard by the window. He was meticulous in the way that people who have worked with small, lossable parts for decades become meticulous—not from anxiety, but from the same kind of muscle memory that made Nell always put her own tools back in their case by size.

A dropped key, on its own, meant nothing.

She was still looking at it—having noted it to May, who was noting it—when she became aware of Captain.

She had not intended to bring Captain. She had, in the shock of Benny’s call, walked to the door of her flat and found him already there—stationed by the entrance with the focused certainty of a creature who had decided the day’s agenda and was ready to execute it. She had not had the energy to argue.

He was, she was told by a disapproving uniformed officer, not supposed to be inside the crime scene.

He was, approximately thirty seconds after this pronouncement, inside the crime scene, having identified a gap between the officer and the doorframe and applied his not-inconsiderable body to it with the gentle inevitability of a slow tide. Walker had looked at him. Walker had looked at Nell. Nell had said he was a very well-behaved dog. Walker had produced an expression that communicated, without words, an entire opinion on the subject of well-behaved dogs. But the uniformed officer had made the mistake of trying to physically redirect Captain—who had sat down with the immovable, put-upon dignity of a statue that was not going to be inconvenienced by lesser beings—and the distraction had moved everyone on.

Now Captain was sitting at the edge of the workshop’s storage alcove, regarding a specific point on the skirting board with the deep, focused gravity that he normally reserved for the possibility of croissants.

Nell watched him for a moment.

She crossed to where he was sitting—still within the cleared areas, technically—and looked at what he was looking at.

There was a ventilation grate in the baseboard of the wall. Standard Victorian ironwork, consistent with the building. It was screwed in, which was normal. But the screw on the lower-right corner was bright—not age-darkened like its companions—and the paint around it had been disturbed recently. The scratch pattern was less than a week old, she estimated. Someone had opened this grate and replaced it in a hurry.

She looked at Captain. Captain looked at the grate with the patient certainty of a creature who had found a thing and was confident that the humans around him would eventually understand why.

“Good boy,” she said very quietly. She straightened up. “May.” She caught May’s eye across the room, and May followed her gaze to the grate, and May’s expression sharpened. She reached for her kit.

Nell became aware, in the specific way she had developed for noticing Walker’s attention, that someone was watching her.

She didn’t turn.

She looked at the clock instead, and at the lunar dial that had been advanced forty-seven hours beyond its correct position, and she thought about what kind of person understood both the mechanism of a Berthoud astronomical clock and the properties of aconitine. She thought about what kind of person could introduce a toxin into a mechanism with the precision required to make it look like the clock had done it accidentally.

She thought about Simon, who had trusted the clock to someone before it came to him. And about who had sent it.

The Ashford-Reeves family.

She filed everything away, the way she had always filed things—in the precise, meticulous architecture of her memory, each fact given its own place and labelled, ready to be retrieved.

Outside, through the workshop’s single north-facing window, London was waking up: buses, voices, the distant percussion of a city that hadn’t paused for anything. Inside, the Ashford-Reeves clock ticked on in its glass case, measuring time with the patience of an object that had outlived everyone who had ever owned it.

It was, Nell thought, going to be a very complicated week.

— End of Chapter 1 —
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Chapter 2
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The Grate, the Key, and the Forty-Seven Hours

The ventilation grate was seven inches by nine, secured with four brass screws of which three were original and one was not.

Nell knew this with the particular certainty that came from twenty-nine years of working with old things: from learning, very early on, that objects held their histories in the things that had been done to them, not in what they were made of. The three original screws were Victorian—domed head, single slot, the thread pitch slightly irregular in the way that pre-standardized manufacturing always was. The fourth was modern. Imperial thread, Phillips head, painted over to match but not painted at the same time. The paint on it was perhaps four days old.

May crouched beside her, kit open, camera already recording.

“Don’t touch it yet,” Nell said quietly. “The paint film is still slightly flexible—if you pull the screw now you might smear the latent prints. Give it another hour in this temperature and it’ll be brittle enough to lift cleanly.”

“How do you know there are latent prints?” May asked, not skeptically, just with the genuine scientific curiosity of someone who wanted to understand the methodology.

“I don’t,” Nell said. “But whoever replaced this screw was in a hurry. People in a hurry make contact errors. They grip things too hard, they don’t think about surface oils.” She straightened up. “The dog found it, not me. I would have found it eventually, but he found it first.”

May glanced at Captain, who had retreated to a position of dignified neutrality approximately three feet from the grate and was now resting his chin on the floor with the philosophical acceptance of a creature who had done his part and was content to let others handle the rest. May’s expression was the expression of a forensic scientist encountering evidence that didn’t fit her mental model of how evidence was found. “He’s a bloodhound?”

“Basset hound. The olfactory architecture is similar.” Nell looked at Captain with the fond, slightly exasperated affection of long acquaintance. “He’s also very lazy and extremely motivated by pastry. I genuinely cannot always tell the difference between detection and coincidence.” She paused. “But he’s right more often than not.”

* * *
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Walker found her forty minutes later in the workshop’s reference library.

She had not, technically, been authorized to be in the reference library. She had been authorized to examine the clock and any antique items in the premises, and the reference library contained several items that were demonstrably antique: a set of Breguet’s ‘Principes de la Montre’ in a binding that predated the French Revolution, a first-edition Saunier’s ‘Treatise on Modern Horology,’ and a slim, water-stained notebook with no title on the cover that had been sitting on top of Simon’s reading stand as though he had last consulted it the previous evening.

Which, she thought, he probably had.

She was photographing the notebook—not opening it, simply photographing its cover and the angle at which it sat, establishing position before evidence was moved—when she heard Walker’s footsteps on the flagstone floor. She recognized them. His footsteps were like his voice: deliberate, even, and entirely without excess.

“You’re in the reference library,” he said, from the doorway.

“I am,” she agreed.

“I didn’t authorize the reference library.”

“It has antique books in it,” Nell said. “My remit covers antique items in the premises. The Breguet alone is worth considerably more than the clock, which makes it relevant to the question of whether anyone had a financial motive for entering this workshop.” She lowered her phone and turned to look at him. He was standing in the doorway with the air of a man who had prepared several objections and was now finding that they didn’t quite fit. “I also found something you’ll want to know about.”

A pause.

“The notebook?” he said.

She looked at him. He was looking at the reading stand with the same expression he always used when he’d noticed something and wasn’t going to admit he’d noticed it, which meant he’d noticed it at least as early as she had and possibly earlier. The thought was, despite herself, slightly annoying. “You already saw it.”

“I noted its position. I was waiting for forensics to clear the room before examination.” A pause that had a very slight quality of vindication to it. “Which is the correct protocol.”

“And which would have taken until tomorrow afternoon by which point the oil from anyone’s fingerprints on those pages would have transferred irreversibly into the paper fibres.” She said it mildly. “I’ve established position documentation. May can bag it now with minimal evidence degradation.”

Another pause. Longer.

“I’ll have Benny bring May in here,” Walker said finally, in the voice of a man making a concession that was, technically, the correct call and that he was not going to acknowledge as a concession.

“Good idea,” said Nell pleasantly.

He turned to go. She turned back to the reading stand.

“Gray.”

She turned back. He was still in the doorway, not quite facing her, his gaze somewhere to the left of the middle distance.

“He was a good man. Vance.” The words came out with the careful flatness of someone who doesn’t say things like this often and finds the terrain uncertain. “My grandfather had a clock he restored. He spoke very highly of him.”

Nell looked at Walker for a moment. At the back of his neck, at the slight rigidity in his shoulders that was either professional caution or the posture of a man who had just said something that left him briefly unguarded and was waiting to see what happened next.

“He was,” she said. Nothing more.

Walker nodded, barely perceptibly, and left.

Nell looked at the reading stand for a long moment after he was gone.

Then she looked at the notebook.

* * *
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The notebook, once May had bagged and photographed it and Nell had been allowed to examine it under supervised conditions at Walker’s desk—not Simon’s desk, Walker’s desk, which he had ceded with the expression of a man feeding pigeons against his better judgment—turned out to be a servicing log.

Simon had kept logs like this his entire career. Nell had several of them at home—leather-bound, methodical, each entry recording the work done, the condition found, and anything that struck him as unusual. They were, in the argot of horological restoration, primary sources: the diary of a conversation between a craftsman and the objects he worked with.

This one covered the last three months of work, and most of it was routine. But the last entry, dated six days prior, was not.

It read, in Simon’s careful, slanted hand:


A-R clock. Removed mainspring housing for inspection per standard procedure. Found anomaly in secondary channel (non-original, post-manufacture modification). Channel dimensions consistent with hypodermic bore (approx. 1.2mm ID). Channel runs from housing cavity to external face plate via concealed route behind the annual calendar ring. Cannot determine when modification was made. Will not be original work. Photographed. Concerned. Will consult E.G. before proceeding.



Will consult E.G.

Nell sat with that for a moment.

He had found it. He had found the channel and known it was wrong and had decided to call her. He had died before he could. The gap between his last entry and his death was six days, which was, she thought, not a coincidence.

“He knew,” she said.

Walker, who was standing to her left reading the log over her shoulder—technically this was her space to examine the evidence and technically he was hovering, but she had decided not to raise this—said nothing for a moment.

“He found the modification but continued working on the clock.” Walker’s voice was thinking-out-loud, the flat, careful tone he used when he was building something. “Six days between this entry and his death. Which means he either didn’t feel immediately threatened, or he didn’t understand the significance of what he’d found.”
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