Prologue
Three Weeks After Their First Meeting
The air hung thick this morning, swollen with secrets it refused to exhale.
Tom Arden pressed his forehead to the windowpane. Cold glass. Warm breath. A thin smear of condensation blurred the view, but he didn't wipe it. No fingerprints. No mistakes.
Across the narrow alley, her kitchen sat still and empty. The crack in the central island—right where she always dropped her keys—was new. He was sure that hadn't been there yesterday.
Had she slipped? Fallen? Was she hurt?
His molars ground tight. Control it. Observe. Don't jump to conclusions.
Not yet.
A breeze curled beneath the collar of his coat, brushing the nape of his neck. He flinched. This would be the third time this week he'd watched her from this spot, and despite their editorial sessions, he still couldn't fully explain what kept bringing him back.
Except he could. He just didn't want to.
He heard the familiar rhythm of her steps descending the stairs—light, careful, spiralling down that sculptural spine of a staircase like a dancer easing into the day. He leaned forward. A glimpse of bare feet. Then legs. Then the soft sway of hair, catching the light.
All he wanted was to be the first to see her each morning. Before the emails. Before the meetings. Before the lies. Before the mask slipped into place.
Then—
Snap.
A twig. Behind him. Sharp and too close.
Tom froze. Heart hammering. Breath caught.
"Hello?"
A man's voice. Close. Too close.
Tom didn't turn. Didn't breathe. If he stayed still, maybe—
"Who are you?"
Footsteps. Crunching leaves. Getting closer.
He calculated. Two steps left, through the fence, down the path, gone.
But who was this man? A neighbour? Private security?
Too late.
A hand clamped down on his shoulder.
"I said, who are you?"
No time.
He twisted forcefully, his muscles tensing as he shoved with both hands, putting all his weight into the motion. The man toppled over with a heavy thud, a grunt escaping his lips as he hit the ground with alarming speed and force. Tom didn't pause to see if he was injured, his focus already shifting elsewhere.
He ran.
Branches lashed his arms. Mud sucked at his trainers. He sprinted like he was being hunted.
Like it wasn't the first time.
Fifteen minutes later, he collapsed into the driver's seat of his Volkswagen Polo, chest heaving. Sweat glued his shirt to his back. His anorak—wet, incriminating—was torn off and hurled into the back seat.
His hands gripped the steering wheel.
"For fuck's sake!"
He punched the leather. Once. Twice. The horn blared through the quiet street like a scream.
5:56 a.m.
Lights flicked on in nearby windows. Curtains shifted.
Let them watch.
He hadn't seen her. Not properly. The ritual was broken. The rhythm shattered.
"Fuck's sake," he muttered again, quieter this time. Defeated.
He checked his watch. Late. Of course.
He started the engine. It rumbled beneath him like it knew something too.
Tomorrow, he'd get it right.
She'd never know.
She never did.
Chapter One: Assignment
"Tom Arden?" Her voice quivered and swayed, muffled through the imposing goggles that covered her eyes and seemed to take up more space than her face itself. She peered over the top of a faded folder, like his name didn't quite fit the face in front of her.
"Yes," he said, clipped. He was used to the look - like he'd wandered into the wrong building and stayed. People never expected much from him. That was fine. Let them be slow. He liked overtaking. If he cared, he'd still be rotting in a local paper's fact-checking cubicle. Instead, here he was - Langley & Co.- living his dream.
He still remembered the call he made to his sister outside the building on the day of his first interview. Rain spitting lightly on the old stone steps, nerves crawling like ants under his shirt. He'd stood beneath the portico on Mecklenburg Square, thumb pressed to his phone, voice low as he stared up at the brass emblem above the door.
A lion's body. A tiger's head. Polished to within an inch of its dignity.
"They've got a bloody liger on the sign," he'd whispered down the line.
His sister had laughed. "A what?"
"Liger. Like... lion-tiger hybrid. Half one thing, half another. Too proud, too distinct. Says a lot, doesn't it?"
She'd told him to stop being dramatic, go in and charm someone. But he remembered thinking: no animal sums up publishing better. It looked regal, yes - but it might also tear him to pieces and devour his remains.
He'd stepped inside a few minutes later. A large woman in a peony imprint dress barely looked up from behind the desk. The atrium was warm and stale, like a library that had stopped pretending to be used. The tiles beneath his feet formed a chessboard of worn black and scuffed white.
Back then, he'd been trying not to sweat through his one decent shirt. He'd noted the clock on the wall - a grandfather monstrosity with a tick too loud to ignore - and the portraits lining the staircase, all pale men with severe hairlines and smug quills. George Langley, founder, glared down from a canvas as if he already didn't like Tom's CV, cover letter or his accent.
There was something strange about that first visit. The silence, mostly. Not quiet - Langley & Co. was never quiet - but a kind of curated hush. Like the building knew it was being watched, and refused to blink.
Tom shook the memory away, focusing on the present. He hadn't expected to get the job. He'd walked out of the interview buzzing, talking fast into his phone. His sister had said: "Well, if they hire you, it's because they want someone with rough edges."
The only real family he had, his sister Emma. Eight years older, practically raised him after their mother died bringing him into the world. Their father never quite recovered - nor forgave, really. "She gave everything to bring you into this world," he'd say, not as comfort but as a kind of indictment. The absence shaped him like a phantom limb, something missing that still somehow ached.
Perhaps that's why he and his fellow editor Hamish Yates had bonded so quickly at university. Hamish had lost his mother too. Two motherless boys, finding in each other the understanding that no one else seemed to offer. While Tom at least had Emma, Hamish had no siblings at all. They'd formed their own fraternity of loss, protecting each other through campus life and into their careers. Now they were both at Langley - different departments, same foundation of fractured childhood.
So no, he wasn't going to spend another year smoothing out the syntax on AI-generated cookbooks or proofing erotica that read like it had been dictated during a panic attack in the boys' locker room.
He was done waiting. Done nodding. Done being the one people forgot to CC.
This job with Eleanor? It was more than just a manuscript. It was opportunity. And he wasn't going to let Ruth Langley or anyone else get between him and what he'd earned.
"The director said you have something for me?" he asked. Direct. No time for small talk.
The woman sighed, slid the folder down, and removed her goggles like she was about to deliver bad news from a bunker.
"I do. I'm just not convinced you're the right person for it."
Here we go.
He didn't flinch. Let her talk.
"I've looked at your portfolio. It's... functional. I'm still trying to work out why she has picked you out."
"My portfolio reflects the jobs I've been given," Tom said dryly. "Maybe this is the first one worth my time."
She blinked. He didn't break eye contact.
"Why you?"
"Why not trust one of our most successful authors?"
That shut her up for a moment. She picked up the folder again, fingers twitching.
"You've heard of Eleanor Du Toit."
"Of course."
That name meant something. Even in an industry where no one lasted long enough to matter, Eleanor was a myth. No photos, no panels, no book tours. Just pure, blistering prose and the occasional cryptic newsletter that sent fan forums into meltdown.
He'd read all her books—twice. Had annotated the margins of his personal copies with observations that grew increasingly intimate with each reading. Not that he'd admit that here. Some passions were better kept private.
"She's got a new book coming," the woman said. "And believe me," she added, tapping the folder with one lacquered nail, "Ruth Langley was as surprised as anyone. Eleanor Du Toit asking for a mid tier editor? Practically unheard of. Half the floor thought it was a joke."
"I've got a timer set for the pre-order."
That made her smirk. Briefly.
"Well, reset it. She just turned in the completed manuscript."
Tom's pulse jumped.
"It's not been read by anyone but our CEO. And it needs final polish."
He sat straighter. "You're offering it to me?"
The woman stared at him. Then shrugged, like she couldn't be bothered to argue. "Can you handle it?"
"Yes."
"She's coming in. Wants to work directly with whoever's assigned. That's you."
"Right. Okay."
"She wants it turned around in two months. Tight. Ready to publish."
He nodded.
"And don't lose your head. This isn't about pleasing Eleanor. It's about delivering what the readers expect."
Tom nodded, mind already racing. Eleanor Du Toit. The most elusive, brilliant writer of her generation. And she was walking into his life.
Eleanor arrived late.
Of course she did.
By the time her chauffeur driven black Mercedes pulled up, he'd read the manuscript three times and covered every page with a storm of post-it notes, each one bursting with fervent compliments.
He walked into the meeting room, draft in hand, and stopped cold. He passed new editor Clara Voss on the way in—quiet, composed, balancing a stack of proofs like they weighed nothing. One of Ruth's favourites, or so the whispers said, though Tom had never seen her speak above a murmur.
Eleanor Du Toit didn't look up immediately. She was mid-conversation with the director, like they were old friends catching up over champagne. The framed Booker shortlists on the wall glinted under the low lights. A single red-bound first edition of The Scarlet Letter stood in a glass case, like it was watching them.
Then she turned around.
Jesus fucking Christ.
The photos didn't do her justice.
She remained composed, her posture straight and her gaze steady. Her movements were deliberate, each gesture carefully calculated, and her voice, when she finally spoke, was as smooth and precise as a finely honed scalpel. At forty-four, she carried herself with the kind of confidence that only came with time and hard-won experience. The delicate lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth gave her face character, depth -- the proof of a life fully lived.
"Hi," he said, stepping forward. "It's such a privilege to meet you. I just finished the draft and—"
"Let her breathe," Ruth Langley said, tone icy.
Eleanor's laugh broke the tension like warm rain. "You don't have to be so harsh."
"With this lot? Yes, I do."
Tom kept his mouth shut.
Eleanor's eyes locked on him. Ocean-deep. Amused. Assessing him with the gaze of someone who'd seen a lifetime of eager young men come and go.
"I'm thrilled to meet you Thomas," she said.
Wait. What?
"You're... excited to meet me?"
"Yes. Didn't they tell you?"
He looked at Ruth, who didn't bother to answer.
"I chose you," Eleanor said.
"You what?"
"Personally. I'm done with editors who try to sand down every edge. This is my most important book. I want it sharp. Brutal. Visceral. And I need someone who won't flinch."
Tom's mind raced. This couldn't be real. Couldn't be happening.
"I've read your profile. You're a fan. That matters."
He found his voice. "Miss Du Toit... it's an honour. I'll protect every word."
Ruth groaned. "I promise that's not what I told him to say, Lenny."
"Which is why I didn't let you choose," Eleanor replied swiftly.
"We'll meet weekly," she said. "But not here. I don't do offices."
"Hampstead?" Ruth asked warily.
"Is that a problem?" Eleanor turned to Tom.
He shook his head. "No. No. Not at all."
Ruth gave him one final look - part warning, part resignation.
"Fine," she said. "He's all yours."
Yes. He was.
A strange sensation bloomed in his chest—something between pride and possessiveness that he hadn't felt since Professor Bryce had singled him out in his third-year literature seminar. The feeling of being chosen. Special. Seen.
There was something else too, a curious comfort in Eleanor's presence. The way she'd looked at him—assessing but also somehow nurturing. A glimpse of the maternal figure he'd been searching for all his life. In her eyes, he saw recognition. Understanding.
As they left the meeting room, Tom caught his reflection in the glass wall. His eyes looked different somehow. Brighter. More focused.
This was just the beginning.
Chapter Two: The House on Lavender Rise
The house didn't need to announce itself. It had already decided who belonged. No intercom. No security cameras. Just a brass quill knocker—quiet, deliberate, and mildly ironic. Eleanor had chosen it for that reason alone.
Tom Arden stood on the threshold, sweating slightly, painfully aware of the scuff on his left shoe and the ridiculous way he was gripping his bag. The longer the door took to open, the more convinced he became that this had been a mistake. His collar felt too tight, his breath too loud in the stillness.
Eleanor waited until he rang twice before answering. Just long enough for him to wonder if he'd made a mistake.
She opened the door deliberately, drink in hand, scarf knotted loosely at her throat—just enough silk, just enough skin. The kind of image you don't forget but aren't sure you're allowed to recall.
"Thomas Arden," she said, as if summoning a ghost. "You're punctual. I had money on you arriving late and poetically disheveled."
"I... I wasn't sure—"
"Relax. That's a compliment." She turned, already walking. "The dog's locked upstairs. Your ankles are safe. For now."
She didn't wait for him to follow. She never did. People followed.
Light streamed down from the skylight, warming the pale oak floors, but the house never felt soft. To the left: the sitting room—sunken, intimate, curated with the ease of someone who never had to try too hard. The books were real. So were the letters. The Steinway had been played last night. Badly. But it had been played.
Tom followed her into the sitting room. Bookshelves from floor to ceiling, a black Steinway in the corner, a fading photo of Margaret Atwood beside a vase of tulips slouching into themselves. Nothing ostentatious. Everything deliberate.
Eleanor settled onto the sofa with practiced ease. At forty-four, she carried herself with the confidence of a woman who'd weathered storms and emerged stronger, though Tom could see the weariness around her eyes—a fatigue that went beyond simple exhaustion. He sat too carefully, adjusting his posture with too much care. He was aware of his elbows, the volume of his breath, the fact that he hadn't said anything clever yet.
"Coffee or gin?" she asked.
"I'll have what you're having."
She glanced at him, unreadable. "That's either confidence or poor judgment."
"So," she asked, watching him squirm, "do I terrify you?"
"Not yet."
Her laugh came like heat—bright, burning. "Then I need to sharpen my edges."
He smiled, cautiously. She filed it away.
"What did Ruth say when she told you I'd asked for you?"
"That I was disposable."
Her mouth curled. "Delicious. I do appreciate honesty. It's so rare in publishing."
"Tom," he added, as an afterthought. "I usually go by Tom."
"Not today. Today you're Thomas. It suits the occasion. Sounds like a name with secrets."
He didn't argue. Another point to him.
She let him take in the room. The framed correspondence. The oil painting. The books. He was cataloguing her, searching for clues. His eyes drifted across the room—letters framed on the wall, real ones. Names jumped out. Zadie. Amis. Atwood. He knew he shouldn't stare, but it felt like standing on holy ground.
"You've been here long?" he asked.
"Six years. Bought it after the second novel went feral. Didn't want Belgravia or glass towers. I like hills. I like shadows."
"It suits you."
She turned, sharply. "Why?"
"I don't know. I guess I imagined something colder. More... fortified."
She smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes. "So you thought I lived in a black box. Alone with my brilliance and my bourbon."
"You do write in first-person present."
That startled a real laugh from her. "God. You're sharp. Dangerous, even."
He flushed. She tasted the win.
Somewhere upstairs, a dog barked—a single, deep sound that reverberated through the floor.
"Bull Terrier," she explained, noticing his glance toward the ceiling. "Not very literary, but excellent at keeping unwanted visitors away. He stays upstairs when I have guests. He's rather... territorial."
Tom nodded, filing away the information. "Does he have a name?"
"Atwood. After Margaret."
"A female dog, then?"
"No." Eleanor smiled. "I just liked the contradiction."
The dog barked again, followed by the sound of heavy paws pacing.
Tom noticed a framed photograph on a side table—Eleanor on what looked like a hiking trail, hair windblown, laughing. And beside her, a man with his arm draped casually over her shoulder. "Your husband?" he asked, immediately regretting the question.
Something flickered across her face—pain, quickly masked. "No. An old friend. That was taken in Wales. Last summer."
Tom nodded, cataloging the information. She didn't volunteer more, and he knew better than to press. But he noticed how her hand drifted momentarily to her abdomen, an unconscious gesture that spoke volumes.
The pregnancy had been unexpected three months ago—the result of a single night with a visiting author she'd admired for years. She hadn't even known until she was already losing it. The doctor had called it a "spontaneous miscarriage." As if anything about grief could be spontaneous.
At forty-four, she knew it had likely been her last chance. The nursery room she'd impulsively started preparing now sat half-finished, the door kept firmly closed. A memorial to possibility.
"Want a tour?" she asked, already rising.
He nodded.
She moved through the house like she belonged in every inch of it. The reading room, the daybed stacked with proofs. The kitchen, all brushed copper and stone—silent and watchful. She let him linger at the fridge photo.
"My sister," she said. "Before everything collapsed."
"She looks like you."
"She hated hearing that."
He didn't press. Smart.
They paused at the notecard wall—quotes, scraps, fragments. The machinery of her mind, half-dismantled.
"Plot or therapy?" he asked.
"Same thing," she answered.
As they passed a small room off the main hallway, Tom glimpsed something unexpected—soft yellow walls, paint cans stacked in the corner, a stepladder folded against the wall. Eleanor quickly pulled the door closed, but not before he registered what it was. A half-finished nursery. Or the abandoned beginnings of one.
Her face gave nothing away, but the set of her shoulders had changed, grown more rigid.
Upstairs, the house went still. The hush of money and old rugs. She stopped near the bedroom door. It was open just enough.
"This is where most men say something ridiculous," she said.
He raised a brow. "Such as?"
"'Nice place. I should sleep with you here.'"
"I'll pass."
She nodded. "Good. I'd only let you if I meant to ruin you."
And she would.
The landing had the lived-in weight of a place inhabited by someone solitary and entirely self-possessed. The French windows, white bedding, a breeze curling the curtains. Eleanor watched him closely, noting how his gaze lingered a moment too long on her personal spaces—not with desire, but with something more calculating. The way he observed felt different from other men. Less about possession, more about understanding. Which was, perhaps, more dangerous.
As they passed a closed door, Tom heard a low growl from inside. Eleanor tapped the door twice with her knuckles.
"Quiet, Atwood. He's approved."
The growling stopped, but Tom could sense the animal's presence—a weight behind the door, listening, waiting.
"He understands English?" Tom asked.
"He understands me," Eleanor replied. "Not the same thing."
Back downstairs, the room felt warmer. Or maybe he was overheating.
He produced the manuscript, careful hands, reverent fingers.
"I marked the first hundred pages. There's confidence, but I think we could slow the gaze in places. Let it breathe."
Her interest sharpened. "Thank God. Someone fluent in nuance."
She took the pages, fanned them once, and pressed them to her nose.
"Do you always smell your drafts?" he asked.
"I like to know what my editors are made of."
"And?"
"You smell like nerves. But the good kind."
She sat. This time, he joined her on the sofa. Not touching. But close enough for the static to crackle.
Their eyes met.
Not curiosity now. Not challenge. Something older. Something dangerous.
He was already in too deep, Tom realized. The way she tilted her head, the deliberate pauses in her speech, the careful arrangement of the house—all of it constructed for effect. Like her books. Like her life. And now he was part of it.
The age difference between them— fourteen years—created a buffer of sorts. He felt it in the way she assessed him: part professional, part maternal. She was what his mother might have been, had she lived. Accomplished. Assured. Formidable. And there was something in the way she occasionally softened when speaking to him, a tenderness she seemed to reserve for younger writers, for those still finding their footing in a world she'd long since mastered.
Eleanor observed him silently. He'd surprised her, this editor with his scuffed shoes and watchful eyes. Most men who entered her home were busy imagining themselves part of her narrative. This one seemed to be writing his own. Yet there was a vulnerability to him—a rawness, a need—that tugged at something deep inside her. Something that had grown stronger, more insistent, since the loss three months earlier.
She'd chosen a male editor deliberately. Someone young. Someone she could control. Perhaps it was a small revenge against all the men who'd tried to control her over the years. William. The publishers. The critics who praised her "feminine perspective" as if it were a curiosity rather than a foundation.
What she hadn't expected was to find herself caring. Noticing the way Tom leaned forward when she spoke, the earnestness in his questions, the barely concealed hunger for approval in his eyes. Like a child seeking validation. Like the child she'd never have.
Neither of them spoke. Something passed between them. Slow, invisible, sharp-edged.
A warning. A dare. A door opening.
As Tom left that evening, he paused at the garden gate, looking back at the house. A light came on in an upstairs window. A silhouette moved past—Eleanor, he thought—and then another shape, lower to the ground. The dog, following its mistress.
He stood watching longer than he should have. The night air cool on his face, his pulse steady but insistent. He memorized the pattern of windows, the angle of the roof, the way the garden path curved toward the back door.
Knowledge that might prove useful. Someday.
Chapter Three: The Fitzsooth and Firkin
The Fitzsooth and Firkin crouched between Russell Square and Guilford Street like a guilty secret the Georgian terraces were trying to hide. Victorian pub signage promised "Fine Ales & Spirits," but the reality was more Carling and questionable wine, served by bar staff who looked like they'd rather be anywhere else.
Which made it perfect for Langley employees seeking refuge from their meticulously curated professional lives.
Clara pushed through the heavy doors at half past six, the smell of chip fat and old carpet hitting her like a familiar embrace. After eight hours of pristine editorial meetings and hushed library voices, the pub's cheerful chaos felt like coming up for air.
"Clara!" Hattie waved from a corner table, already three drinks in by the look of her flushed cheeks. "Get yourself over here. Hamish is holding court about the Du Toit situation."
Clara grabbed a pint of something cheap and golden, weaving through the after-work crowd toward the table where half of Langley's junior staff had congregated. Hamish sat at the center, gesticulating with the controlled enthusiasm of someone who'd had exactly enough alcohol to feel profound.
"I'm just saying," he was telling Marcus from contracts, "the woman's practically publishing royalty. Fourth generation. Her great-grandfather founded Meridian Press before the war."
"And her father basically owns half of Finsbury Press," added Sophie from foreign rights, leaning forward conspiratorially. "Did you know the Du Toits have a controlling stake in three different literary magazines? Plus that estate in Dorset where they host those invitation-only writing retreats."
Clara settled into the only empty chair, squeezing between Hattie and a junior editor whose name she could never remember. "Are we gossiping about Eleanor Du Toit again?"
"Not gossiping," Hamish corrected with mock dignity. "Contextualizing. There's a difference."
"Is there?" Clara grinned, taking a long sip of her pint. "Sounds like gossip to me."
"It's professional awareness," said Marcus, though he was clearly enjoying himself. "Do you know she was at Cambridge with half the current Cabinet? Her university friends are now running newspapers, television channels, arts councils..."
"Christ," muttered Hattie, "no wonder Tom looks terrified half the time. Can you imagine having to edit someone who could probably get you blacklisted from the entire industry with one phone call?"
The comment landed with uncomfortable accuracy. Clara thought about Tom's recent behaviour—the way he'd been staying late, the anxious energy that surrounded him like static electricity, the careful way he spoke about his new assignment.
"Poor bastard," said Marcus, raising his glass in mock salute. "Though I suppose if you're going to have a nervous breakdown, might as well do it while working with literary aristocracy."
"Don't be mean," Sophie chided, though she was smiling. "Tom's brilliant. Just... intense."
"Intense is one word for it," Hamish said, and Clara caught something in his tone—concern wrapped in casual banter. "I've known him since university. He gets... invested. In his projects. Sometimes too invested."
"What do you mean?" Clara asked, though she wasn't sure she wanted the answer.
Hamish shrugged, suddenly evasive. "Nothing dramatic. He just throws himself into things completely. Forgets to eat, sleep, maintain basic human relationships. Remember when he was editing that memoir about domestic abuse? He barely spoke to anyone for three months."
"That was different though," Marcus interjected. "That was important work. This is just another literary novel."
"Is it though?" Hattie leaned forward, lowering her voice to pub-conspiratorial levels. "I heard Ruth talking to someone on the phone yesterday. Something about 'sensitive material' and 'managing expectations.' Plus Eleanor's been coming in for meetings way more than usual."
Clara felt a familiar prickle of unease. As the newest member of the team, she often felt like she was catching only fragments of larger conversations, seeing pieces of puzzles she didn't understand.
"The sales projections are mental," Sophie said, leaning forward. "Foreign rights has never seen pre-orders like this. If Eleanor's book tanks, half the company goes with it."
"God, can you imagine?" Hattie's eyes lit up. "What if it's about growing up in that world? The pressure, the expectations, the family secrets..."
"Every family has secrets," said Hamish quietly. "Some are just better at keeping them."
The comment cast a brief shadow over the table's cheerful speculation. Clara studied Hamish's face, noting the way his usual easy humor had momentarily disappeared.
"Anyway," Hattie said, clearly wanting to lighten the mood, "at least Tom's finally working on something high-profile. Remember when he was stuck with that endless cookbook series? 'Traditional Puddings of the Yorkshire Dales' nearly broke him."
"That was character-building," Marcus protested. "Nothing teaches you about editorial precision like pudding recipes."
"Speak for yourself," Clara laughed. "I'm still traumatized by that romance novel about vampire accountants. Three hundred pages of supernatural tax advice."
"Oh God, I remember that one," Sophie groaned. "The author kept insisting that 'depreciation schedules were inherently erotic.'"
The table erupted in laughter, the earlier tension dissolving into the comfortable camaraderie of people who'd all survived similar professional indignities.
"That's the thing about this job," Hamish said, gesturing broadly with his pint. "One day you're editing the next Booker Prize winner, the next you're explaining to someone why their vampire can't claim his coffin as a business expense."
"But that's what makes it brilliant though, isn't it?" Hattie's cheeks were properly flushed now, her voice taking on the earnest tone of someone who'd hit the perfect level of tipsy. "The variety. The unpredictability. The fact that every manuscript could be the one that changes everything."
"Or the one that makes you question your career choices," Clara added dryly.
"Exactly!" Hattie pointed at her with drunken precision. "The constant existential crisis is part of the charm."
"I don't know," Marcus said thoughtfully. "Sometimes I feel like we're all just... cogs. You know? Like the really important decisions get made by people we never see, and we just process the paperwork."
"Cheerful," Sophie observed.
"But he's not wrong though," Hamish said. "How much do any of us actually know about how things work at the top? Ruth makes all the acquisition decisions. The board approves the budgets. We just implement."
Clara nodded, thinking about her brief interactions with Ruth Langley—always polite, always professional, but with the sense of vast depths beneath the surface. Like talking to an iceberg.
"Ruth's been at Langley for what, twenty years?" Hattie asked.
"More like twenty-five," Hamish corrected. "Started as an assistant, worked her way up. Proper old-school publishing career."
"Still," Clara said, "must be strange being in charge of a place like this. All those authors, all those egos, all that history."
"Speaking of history," Sophie said, "did you know Langley published Virginia Woolf's last novel? Before she died, I mean. There's a first edition in Ruth's office that's worth more than my annual salary."
"Everything in Ruth's office is worth more than your annual salary," Marcus pointed out.
"Fair point."
Clara looked around the table at her colleagues—bright, talented people who'd ended up in publishing for various combinations of idealism, accident, and lack of better options. They were good at their jobs, passionate about books, dedicated to the craft of making stories better.
And yet, as Marcus had said, they were also cogs. Small pieces in a much larger machine that none of them fully understood.
"You know what the weird thing is?" Clara said slowly. "We spend all day working with words, shaping stories, deciding what gets published... but how much do we actually know about our own story? About what really goes on here?"
"Deep thoughts for a Wednesday evening," Hamish observed, but his expression was serious.
"I'm just saying, we're editing Eleanor Du Toit's book, but how much do we actually know about Eleanor Du Toit? Beyond the public image, I mean."
"Probably better that way," said Marcus. "Authors are like sausages—best not to think too hard about how they're made."
"Lovely analogy," Sophie grimaced.
"But Clara's right though," Hattie said, swirling the dregs of her wine. "We work for this huge, important company with all this history and influence, but day to day it just feels like... office life. Meetings and emails and deadlines."
"Maybe that's the point," Hamish suggested. "Maybe the real power is in making it all seem normal. Routine. Just another day at the office."
Clara found herself thinking about her conversation with Ruth earlier that week—the careful way Ruth had phrased certain questions, the sense that there were layers of meaning she wasn't accessing.
"Do you ever wonder," she said, "what we're not seeing? What conversations happen after we leave? What decisions get made that we never hear about?"
"Christ, Clara," Marcus laughed, "you make it sound like a conspiracy."
"Not a conspiracy. Just... levels. Like those Russian dolls, you know? We're the outer layer, but there's always another one inside."
The comment settled over the table with uncomfortable weight. Around them, the pub continued its cheerful chaos—office workers unwinding, students arguing about politics, the eternal London rhythm of people seeking refuge from their daily performances.
"Right," Hattie announced suddenly, "this conversation has gotten far too serious for a Wednesday night. Next round's on me, and we're talking about literally anything except work."
"Agreed," said Sophie, standing up with visible relief. "Who wants crisps?"
As the others dispersed toward the bar, Clara found herself sitting with Hamish, both of them staring into their drinks with the contemplative air of people who'd accidentally stumbled into deeper waters than intended.
"You're worried about Tom," Clara said. It wasn't a question.
Hamish nodded slowly. "He gets obsessed. With projects, with people, with ideas. Usually it makes him a brilliant editor. But sometimes..."
"Sometimes?"
"Sometimes I wonder if he knows where the work ends and real life begins."
Clara thought about Tom's increasingly frantic energy, the way he'd been talking about Eleanor with an intensity that went beyond professional admiration.
"Have you talked to him about it?"
"I've tried. But Tom doesn't really do boundaries. Especially not when he thinks he's helping someone."
The words carried a weight that suggested this wasn't the first time Hamish had been concerned about his friend's tendency toward obsession.
"Maybe it'll be good for him," Clara said, though she didn't entirely believe it. "Working with someone like Eleanor. High-profile project, clear professional parameters."
Hamish's smile was sad. "Maybe. Or maybe it'll be the worst possible thing for someone who already has trouble knowing when to stop."
Before Clara could respond, the others returned with drinks and determined cheer, steering the conversation toward safer waters—weekend plans, terrible films, the eternal question of whether anyone actually enjoyed quinoa or was just pretending for health reasons.
But as the evening wore on, Clara found herself watching the easy camaraderie around the table and thinking about Hamish's words. They were all just cogs in a much larger machine, performing their small parts without seeing the whole picture.
And sometimes, Clara was beginning to suspect, that might be exactly how the machine was designed to work.
Outside, London continued its ancient dance of power and ambition, success and failure, stories told and stories buried. Inside The Fitzsooth and Firkin, a group of young publishers drank cheap beer and pretended, for a few hours, that the literary world was small enough to understand and simple enough to navigate.
It was a comforting illusion.
It wouldn't last long.
Chapter Four: Manuscript
The rain had settled into a gentle patter against the windows of Tom's flat when he finally allowed himself to open Eleanor Du Toit's completed manuscript. He'd carried it home like a holy relic, wrapped in his coat to shield it from the drizzle, heart pounding with the weight of what he'd been entrusted with.
Now, alone in his tiny living room, he placed it reverently on the coffee table and took a step back.
Her words. Her thoughts. Her secrets.
He'd already read everything she'd ever published—four novels that had redefined contemporary fiction, each one more intricate and devastating than the last. He'd studied interviews where she deflected personal questions with practiced ease. He'd annotated articles that attempted to decode her prose, finding them all woefully inadequate.
But this was different. This was raw. Unfiltered. Complete.
He made himself a ritual of it. Brewed coffee in the French press Ruth had given him when he was promoted. Arranged his notepad and pens—the expensive fountain pen for meaningful observations, the ballpoint for technical notes, the red marker for moments that took his breath away. He dimmed the lights, leaving only his reading lamp to illuminate the pages.
The Vanishing Hour, the cover page read in simple Courier font. No author name. Just the title and "Final Draft" beneath it.
Tom took a deep breath and began to read.
The first line hit him like a physical force:
Sometimes the women who vanish are the ones who scream the loudest.
He felt it in his chest—a tightness, an ache of recognition. Not because he'd heard the words before, but because they seemed to speak directly to something inside him he couldn't name.
Eleanor's prose had always been beautiful, but this was different. More intimate somehow. Less filtered. The narrator's voice—a woman returning to her childhood home after her sister's death—felt raw, exposed in a way Eleanor's previous works hadn't been.
By page seventeen, he'd already filled three pages with notes. By page forty-four, he'd stopped writing entirely, too consumed by the story to break away even for a moment.
It was near midnight when he reached the first mention of Poppy.
Poppy had known the risks of coming back. She'd said as much the night before she died, standing in the kitchen with flour on her hands and fear in her eyes. "Some houses remember what happened inside them," she'd said. "This one has a particularly good memory."
Tom paused, reading the passage again. Then again. Something in the cadence felt different from the rest—less crafted, more remembered. A transcription rather than a creation.
He flipped to Eleanor's earlier works, scattered across his coffee table. In The Glass Corridor, her narrator had described a childhood trauma with similar language but different details. In The River House, she'd written about a woman trapped by family secrets. Each book circled around the same themes—memory, silence, family, the things that happen behind closed doors.
But none had mentioned anyone named Poppy.
Tom opened his laptop and searched. Eleanor Du Toit Poppy. Nothing relevant. Eleanor Du Toit family. A few sanitized profiles, mentioning parents William and Hermione, sister Felicity. Nothing about sisters or other relatives. Poppy Du Toit death. Again, nothing useful.
He returned to the manuscript, combing through it now with renewed focus. The story continued—the narrator discovering old papers in her father's study, confronting her sister about the night of Poppy's "accident," suspecting that what had been ruled a suicide was something far more sinister.
On page seventy-seven, he found another passage that made his breath catch:
The summer house had a quality of surveillance to it—like the walls themselves were recording what happened inside them. She couldn't shake the feeling of being watched, even when she was alone. Perhaps that's why Poppy had finally broken. The constant weight of being observed. The knowledge that someone was always there, just beyond the glass, cataloging her movements, waiting.
Tom wrote in the margin: Is this memory? Is this real?
He read until dawn, finishing the manuscript as pale light began filtering through his blinds. When he finally set down the last page, his hands were trembling slightly. Not from exhaustion, though he hadn't slept. From recognition.
Eleanor wasn't just writing fiction. She was writing confession.
The realization settled over him like a second skin. The manuscript wasn't just a novel—it was a map. A cipher. The key to understanding Eleanor Du Toit.
He made a fresh pot of coffee and spread the pages across his floor, arranging them in patterns only he could see. Character names on sticky notes. Locations. Dates. Connections.
At the center of it all: Poppy. The sister who died. The woman who knew too much.
Tom began to write his editorial notes, but they weren't the usual technical observations about pacing or dialogue. They were questions. Provocations. Invitations to reveal more.
"You're circling the grief. Don't. Show us what she lost."
"Let her speak more freely."
"This isn't what you really want to say."
He knew these weren't conventional editorial suggestions. But Eleanor hadn't chosen him to be conventional. She'd chosen him because she needed someone who could see what she was really saying. Someone who could help her tell the truth.
By mid-morning, Tom had filled the margins with his thoughts. He'd mapped connections between Eleanor's previous works and this new manuscript, identified patterns, noted absences. The more he read, the more convinced he became: Eleanor was using fiction to reveal something she couldn't say directly.
And he was the only one who understood.
He gathered the manuscript pages carefully, reverently, and slid them back into their folder. His phone showed three missed calls from Ruth, but he ignored them. This was between him and Eleanor now. This was intimate. Special.
He would help her tell the truth about Poppy. About the summer house. About whatever had happened there that still haunted her.
He would be her voice when silence threatened to consume her.
He would watch over her story as carefully as he now wanted to watch over her.
Tom showered quickly, mind still racing with possibilities. As he dressed, he caught sight of himself in the mirror—eyes bright with purpose, a slight smile playing at the corner of his mouth.
For the first time in years, perhaps ever, he felt needed. Chosen. Special.
Eleanor Du Toit had given him her trust. Her words. Her truth.
He would not let her down.
As he left his flat, manuscript tucked securely into his messenger bag, Tom felt a new sense of connection to Eleanor. Not just as her editor. As her confidant. Her protector.
The person who would help her say what she had been afraid to say for years.
It didn't occur to him, as he hurried through the rain toward the Langley offices, that there might be reasons some truths remained buried. That there might be dangers in excavating secrets that powerful people wanted to keep hidden.
It didn't occur to him that he might not be the only one watching.
A memory flickered - Professor Bryce during his third year. The way she'd singled him out for special attention. How he'd spent hours outside her office, waiting for a glimpse. The restraining order that followed. The academic hearing. The warning from the university counselor about "boundary issues."
He pushed the thought away. This was different. This was professional. This was mutual.
Eleanor had chosen him.
That changed everything.
Chapter Five: Glass and Ghosts
Langley & Co. didn't hum so much as grind.
It scraped at the edges. A place of polish and pressure, where beauty was always under deadline and nerves were frayed into performance. It was 9:17 a.m., and already the fifth floor was vibrating with a nervous energy that couldn't be traced to any single crisis. It just was the house tone.
Editors moved like they were dodging bullets. Assistants clutched proofs like flotation devices, tight to the chest and always marked in desperate biro. Someone—there was always someone—had started the coffee machine without adding water, so it gurgled and spat like it was mourning.
Clara Voss adjusted her grip on the tray of page sets in her arms and took the longer route to her cubicle, ducking behind publicity to avoid the editorial assistant who cried every Tuesday behind the marketing cupboard. Brown ponytail. Too eager. She'd already made the mistake of caring out loud.
Clara didn't know her name. No one introduced you to the people who wouldn't last.
The corridor smelled faintly of toner, old carpet glue and the ghost of chocolate biscuits. Someone had left half a packet of McVitie's on the sill again—Langley's version of morale. Gesture over substance.
She reached her desk. Cubicle 5.12. Half-shadowed by the edge of the mezzanine and hemmed in by proofs no one wanted to shelve. Her chair squeaked as she sank into it, and her monitor flickered to life like it resented the intrusion.
Calendar full. Emails already at 62. Two flagged as "urgent." One from the CEO Ruth Langley.
Clara stared at the email from Ruth Langley for a full minute before opening it. In three years at Langley & Co., she'd exchanged perhaps a dozen words with the CEO—polite nods in corridors, brief acknowledgments at company meetings. Ruth Langley didn't email junior editors directly. Ever.
Her hands were actually trembling as she clicked the message open.
The subject line read: "Eleanor Du Toit Project -- Confidential Review Needed."
Clara's breath caught. Eleanor Du Toit. The mythic author whose work was spoken of in reverent whispers. The writer who had made Ruth Langley's career and whose new manuscript was supposed to be under Tom Arden's exclusive editorial control.
So why was Ruth Langley reaching out to her?
She opened the email:
Clara,
Need discreet second opinion on the Du Toit manuscript. Concerns have been raised. Access file from secure server. No discussion with team, especially Arden. Respond directly to me only.
RL
Clara had heard the whispers around the office—Eleanor's new book was projected to be Langley's biggest seller in years, possibly their salvation after a string of disappointing debuts. No wonder Ruth was handling her with kid gloves.
Clara exhaled and placed the tray of page sets beside her keyboard with the delicacy of a librarian laying down a rare edition.
She liked order. The quiet kind. Margins and systems. Footnotes that obeyed. Langley tested that daily—with its baroque office politics, surplus of secrets, and smiling people who never said what they meant.
And now there was Tom Arden.
She'd clocked the look he gave Eleanor Du Toit the day they met. Not admiration. Not infatuation. Something colder. Quieter. The kind of attention that wasn't looking at her, but through her—as though trying to map the contours of what she wasn't saying. He had hovered just a fraction too long at the meeting room door, as if waiting for the room to arrange itself to his liking before he stepped in.
Clara wasn't one to jump to conclusions, but she noticed things. It was her real job, under the spreadsheets and subclauses: noticing.
That was how she'd been promoted—early, quietly, and without fuss. Not because she was loud, or particularly well-connected, but because she got things done. Cleanly. She never missed a deadline. She never asked for credit. She never needed saving.
She clicked into the shared drive.
And there it was.
A file, newly uploaded, with no label. No version number. No initials. Just EleanorDraft_FINAL.docx.
She opened it slowly, frowning.
Langley's rules weren't always spoken, but they were known. You didn't leave files untagged. You didn't bypass version control. You didn't upload to the Fiction drive unless Ruth had seen it first. The metadata listed Tom Arden as the last editor—not Ruth Langley. Unusual. Ruth touched everything. Whether she read it or not was irrelevant—if it went out into the world, it went with her scent on it.
Clara read the first line:
Sometimes the women who vanish are the ones who scream the loudest.
She paused.
It was a good line. But it wasn't just good—it was pointed. It rang like a coin dropped in a deep well. A tone-setter. A warning. Maybe even a confession.
Eleanor Du Toit hadn't written a novel—she'd written evidence with better sentence structure.
She checked the notes folder.
Not empty, as she'd expected, but disturbing in a different way. Tom Arden was obsessive about marginalia. His notes were usually a second text—bracketed provocations, looping underlines, rapid-fire questions typed like he couldn't keep his thoughts inside his head. But this document had strange, intimate comments. Not editorial suggestions, but personal observations:
"You're hiding something here."
"This isn't what you really want to say."
"Let yourself remember it properly."
Clara scrolled faster, her unease growing. The notes spoke to Eleanor directly, not to her narrator or her characters.
Her phone buzzed. A message from Maya in Sales.
You seen Tom this morning? Everyone's being weird.
Clara frowned.
She hadn't. But now that Maya mentioned it, the corridor outside Fiction had been unusually still. Like the aftermath of something. People had been moving quietly. Heads down. Too polite.
She clicked back into the draft.
Page three. There. A line. Struck through with surgical precision:
She locked the door. But he was already inside.
The edit was so clean, so deliberate, it stood out like a ghost against the white page. And next to it, a comment in Tom's unmistakable handwriting:
"You know this isn't just fiction."
Her stomach turned—not in fear, exactly, but with that quiet, physical murmur that something was wrong. The kind of instinct that started behind your ribs and waited, patient, for evidence to catch up.
Without thinking, she saved a copy to her personal folder. Renamed it. Buried it three levels deep.
She turned just in time to see Tom.
He passed by the far edge of her cubicle, coat still on, shoulders taut like piano wire. He didn't look up. Didn't acknowledge her. But he moved with the nervous certainty of someone retracing steps he shouldn't have taken in the first place.
When he turned the corner, Clara noticed something else: mud on his shoes, still wet. And a small tear in the sleeve of his jacket.
She straightened slightly.
She didn't know what was happening with the Eleanor project. But Ruth had reached out to her specifically, not to any of the other editors.
Something about the new draft felt... hollow. Not just the structure, but the spaces between the words. The omissions felt louder than the text. It was like reading a version of the book written from inside a locked room.
And Tom Arden—for all his whispered reputation and brooding charisma—had the gaze of someone who watched too closely, and touched things he shouldn't.
She glanced once more at the screen, then stood, pushing her chair back slowly. She walked to the kitchen and poured herself a coffee she didn't want.
Langley was always full of stories. Some were bound in leather. Some were whispered in stairwells. But this one felt different. It felt like someone had started writing it before anyone else realised it was real.
And Clara was beginning to suspect the ending had already been changed.
Two weeks ago, when Tom had first been assigned to the Du Toit manuscript, Clara had overheard Ruth in the corridor.
"He's good," Ruth had said to someone on the phone, "but he gets attached. Keep an eye on him."
At the time, Clara had thought it was just Ruth's usual micromanagement. Now she wondered if it had been a warning.
She returned to her desk and clicked through to Tom's personnel file. Not strictly proper, but she had clearance. Besides, if Ruth wanted her involved, she needed context.
His resume was impressive enough—Oxford degree, string of small but critically acclaimed edits, rapid advancement for someone his age. But there was a gap. Three months between his previous job at Farrington & Hall and his start at Langley. The explanation listed was "personal sabbatical," but something about it felt curated. Too neat.
Clara's thoughts were interrupted by a new email notification. From Ruth Langley.
My office. Now.
She had never been in Ruth's office before. The elevator ride to the executive floor felt like ascending to Olympus—rarefied air where mortals weren't meant to breathe. She checked her appearance twice in the mirrored walls, straightening her blazer, wondering if Ruth could somehow sense her inadequacy through the intercom.
She closed the personnel file and headed toward the executive floor, her steps measured despite the urgency building inside her. As she passed Tom's cubicle, she glanced in.
He was hunched over Eleanor's manuscript, eyes fixed on a passage, muttering something under his breath. Beside him on the desk was a small notebook, open to a page covered with what looked like a handwritten timeline.
Ruth was standing at the window when Clara entered, her rigid posture silhouetted against the grey London sky.
"Close the door," Ruth said without turning.
Clara's hand shook slightly as she obeyed. Three meetings with Ruth Langley in two weeks—more direct contact than some editors had in their entire careers. Each summons felt like being called before a headmistress who could expel you with a glance.
Clara did as instructed.
"Have you read it?" Ruth asked.
"Parts," Clara replied carefully. "Enough to see why you're concerned."
Ruth turned then, her face composed but her eyes sharp with tension.
"And what exactly do you think concerns me, Ms. Voss?"
Clara chose her words with precision. "The manuscript appears to contain thinly veiled allegations about prominent figures in the publishing industry. And Tom's notes suggest he's taking them as fact, not fiction."
Ruth's expression didn't change, but her knuckles whitened slightly as she gripped the edge of her desk.
"What do you know about Eleanor's sister, Poppy?"
"Only what I've gathered from context. She died young. An accident, presumably."
"Anaphylactic shock," Ruth said flatly. "Severe nut allergy. It was ruled accidental at the time."
"But Eleanor's manuscript suggests otherwise."
"Yes." Ruth's face remained impassive, but something flickered in her eyes. "It suggests William might have murdered his own daughter."
"And you don't believe that?"
Ruth's gaze sharpened. "What I believe is irrelevant. What matters is that Eleanor is using her manuscript—and Tom Arden—as weapons in a very personal war."
"Against her father?"
"Against everyone who was there that summer."
Clara stared at her.
"I need you to watch Tom Arden very carefully, Clara. Report everything he does related to this manuscript. Every comment. Every question. Every unusual behaviour."
"You think he's dangerous?"
"I think Eleanor may have chosen someone unstable enough to be manipulated. Someone who will believe her version of events without question." Ruth pushed the file toward Clara. "And I think she intends to use him to destroy her father."
Clara took the file but didn't open it. "And our priority is to protect William Du Toit?"
Ruth's smile was cold and brief. "Of course not. Our priority, as always Ms. Voss, is to protect Langley and Co."
"So you want me to help sanitize it? Remove the allegations?"
"I want you to help me understand what game Eleanor is playing." Ruth leaned forward slightly. "And why she's chosen Tom Arden as her pawn."
Clara nodded slowly, absorbing the implications. "And if I find evidence that supports Eleanor's version of events?"
Ruth's expression hardened. "Then we'll deal with it appropriately."
But Clara understood the subtext clearly: appropriately meant quietly, discreetly, with Langley's reputation as the priority.
"I understand," she said, rising.
As she reached the door, Ruth spoke again.
"Clara."
She turned.
"This goes beyond office politics. There are things about Eleanor Du Toit that you don't know. That no one knows." Ruth's voice was softer now, almost vulnerable. "Just be careful whose truth you choose to believe."
Clara left the office with the file clutched to her chest, mind racing. She had just been positioned as a spy, watching Tom watch Eleanor. A Russian doll of surveillance.
Whatever game was being played, she would not be anyone's pawn. Not Ruth's. Not Eleanor's. Not Tom's.
She would find the truth about Poppy Du Toit.
No matter who it destroyed.
Chapter Six: Private Edits
The café was too curated to be comfortable. Bare brick walls, handwritten menus, coffee served on slates. The kind of place designed for people who wanted to be noticed pretending not to be.
Eleanor had chosen it for the opposite reason. Three days after her first meeting with Tom, she needed somewhere to think.
She tucked herself into a corner table, back to the wall, eyes occasionally lifting to scan the room. She unzipped the laptop case, removed the manuscript—Tom's latest annotated copy—and laid it flat beside her notebook. The pages were clipped, the corners already softening from handling.
Outside, Hampstead moved in its usual way. Too much money, too little urgency. A woman in cashmere walked a dog that cost more than most people's monthly rent. Two men in identical navy coats debated loudly about private schools.
Eleanor sipped her coffee, black and already going cold. This was her third café today. She didn't like to stay anywhere too long. A habit from childhood—her father had taught her early: "Never let people know where to find you unless you're prepared to be found."
Page fourteen. Tom's notes began in the margins—light at first. Structural. Sentence rhythm. A trimmed clause here, a suggested cut there. Professional. Expected.
But by page thirty-two, the tone shifted.
She ran her finger down the side of one paragraph where she'd written about a woman returning to her childhood home:
"There's something restrained here—like she's editing herself even as she remembers. Let her speak more freely."
She stared at it.
Another, on the next page where her character described a locked door:
"You're circling the grief. Don't. Show us what she lost."
That wasn't a craft note. That was a dare.
Eleanor touched the gold pendant at her throat, a nervous habit she'd developed after Poppy. The pendant was empty now—she'd removed the photo years ago—but the weight remained, a talisman against memories.
She'd chosen Tom because his editorial record showed precision without timidity. Ruth had warned her, of course. "He's obsessive. It makes him good, but it makes him dangerous." Eleanor had laughed it off. She'd handled dangerous men before. Her entire career had been built on managing men who wanted too much.
But there had been other reasons too. Reasons she wouldn't admit to Ruth. She'd wanted someone young. Male. Someone she could control. At thirty, Tom Arden was a full fourteen years her junior—old enough to be taken seriously in publishing, young enough to be malleable. Or so she'd thought.
After what had happened three months ago, she needed to feel in control of something. The pregnancy had been unexpected—the result of a single night with a visiting author she'd admired for years. She hadn't even known until she was already losing it. The doctor had called it a "spontaneous miscarriage." As if anything about grief could be spontaneous.
At forty-four, she knew it had likely been her last chance. The nursery room she'd impulsively started preparing now sat half-finished, the door kept firmly closed. A memorial to possibility.
Perhaps that's why she'd chosen the manuscript as her weapon. If she couldn't create life, she could at least expose the truth that had been buried for too long. Poppy deserved that much.
But Tom wasn't like the others. He didn't want her—at least, not in the obvious way. He wanted to understand her. To excavate her. And that felt more intimate, somehow. More invasive.
Page forty-seven, where her character refused to name what happened:
"She's building a narrative to protect herself. Let it crack."
She stared at that one for a while.
He wasn't wrong. That was the worst of it.
But this wasn't about what was "right." This was about what should be left alone. About boundaries that existed for reasons Tom couldn't possibly comprehend.
Eleanor closed the manuscript and stared out the window. Rain had begun to speckle the glass, blurring the Hampstead street into impressionist patches of gray and green. She thought about Felicity—about their last conversation before everything imploded. How her sister had warned her: "You can't keep rewriting what happened. Sooner or later, someone's going to read between your lines."
She hadn't listened then. She'd been too convinced of her own ability to control the narrative.
"Everything okay?"
She looked up. The waiter was young, early twenties at most. Apron tied badly, hair too neat to be spontaneous.
"Yes," she said.
"You've barely touched your drink."
"I'm working."
He nodded, but didn't move. His eyes flicked to the pages. "Writer?"
"Editor."
"Same difference, right?"
"Not really."
He hesitated, then gave a crooked smile. "Sorry. Just—if you ever want to talk words, or decompress... I finish at four."
She stared at him, unreadable.
He fumbled. "I meant—grab a drink, maybe. Or not. Totally your call."
"Thank you," she said, voice neutral. "But no."
"Sure," he said quickly. "No worries."
He retreated toward the counter, pretending to wipe something that didn't need wiping.
Eleanor reopened the manuscript.
The edits had become more frequent by page sixty. He had started writing in second person.
"You're not ready to admit this yet."
Not the character.
You.
She marked the page with a blue tab and closed the folder slowly.
She was used to being read. Interpreted. Imagined. But this felt different.
This felt like being watched.
There was something maternal in the way she thought about Tom—a protectiveness, despite his intrusions. She saw in him the same wounded need she'd recognized in herself at his age. The absence that shaped him. The craving for connection so intense it bordered on destructive.
Sometimes, in unguarded moments, she found herself wondering if her child would have been a boy. If he would have grown up to be earnest and intense, like Tom. If he would have looked at her with the same hunger for approval.
Eleanor reached for her phone, hesitated, then dialed Ruth's number. Ruth picked up on the third ring.
"Tell me you're calling with good news," Ruth said, no greeting.
"I need to discuss Tom."
A pause. "What's he done?"
"Nothing specific. It's... the way he's reading the manuscript. The notes he's making."
"Is he being unprofessional?"
Eleanor considered the question. "Not exactly. It's subtler than that. He's reading between lines I didn't know I'd written."
"That's what good editors do," Ruth said, but her tone had changed. Careful now.
"This is different." Eleanor lowered her voice. "It's like he knows things. About Poppy. About what happened that summer."
A long silence.
"Have you told him anything?" Ruth asked finally.
"Of course not."
"Then it's just good instinct. Or lucky guesses. Nothing more."
Eleanor wasn't convinced. "I don't believe in luck."
"Then believe in my judgment," Ruth said. "If you want me to reassign the book—"
"No," Eleanor said quickly. Too quickly. "No, I don't want that."
"Why not?"
She didn't have a clear answer. Because despite the unease, there was something compelling about Tom's insight. About being truly seen, even if it frightened her. And perhaps, in some small way, choosing a young male editor had been an act of revenge—against the men who had controlled her life. Her father. The publishers. The critics who had dismissed her as a "woman writer."
"I just need you to be aware," she said instead.
"I'm always aware, Lenny. That's my job." Ruth's voice softened. "Be careful with him. With all of this. Some doors are better left closed."
"I know."
"Do you? Because your manuscript suggests otherwise."
Eleanor ended the call without responding. Ruth had always been able to read her too well. Another person who saw too much.
She glanced toward the window again.
The waiter had returned to his post. Outside, a man stood across the road, back turned, on his phone.
Coincidence. Probably.
Eleanor reopened the manuscript and began to strike through three of Tom's notes in red.
Not because they were wrong.
But because they were right.
And sometimes, that was more dangerous.
She gathered her papers and slid them into her bag. She'd switch to another café, then another. Keep moving. Stay ahead.
As she left, she noticed the man across the street had gone. But just before she turned the corner, she glanced back—and there he was again, closer now, still pretending to be on his phone.
Her father's voice echoed in her mind: "Never let people know where to find you."
Too late for that. Someone already knew exactly where to look.
And it wasn't just Tom.
She'd felt it for weeks now. Eyes tracking her movements. A presence lingering just beyond her peripheral vision. The manuscript had stirred something—or someone. Lifted a rock to reveal what crawled beneath.
She'd expected this when she began writing about Poppy. Had prepared for it, or thought she had.
What she hadn't prepared for was Tom Arden—a man who read like he was searching for evidence, who seemed to understand instinctively what she'd buried between the lines. A man barely over thirty, looking at her with eyes that somehow reflected her own loss back at her.
Eleanor tightened her grip on her bag and quickened her pace. Rain began to fall more heavily, pattering against her coat, but she didn't bother opening her umbrella. Better to move quickly. Better to blend in.
Better to disappear.
Chapter Seven: The Numbers Game
Ruth Langley stared at the spreadsheet projected on the conference room wall, the red numbers bleeding across the white screen like wounds. The quarterly figures told a story she'd hoped never to see at Langley Publishing—declining sales, missed targets, a once-proud ship taking on water faster than they could bail it out.
"The February releases were a disaster," Marcus Chang, her CFO, was saying, his voice carrying the particular strain that came from delivering bad news to someone who had the power to destroy your career. "Literary fiction down thirty-seven percent from last quarter. Commercial fiction down twenty-two. Even our cookbook division is struggling."
Ruth kept her expression neutral, though her stomach was churning. Thirty years of building Langley's reputation, of transforming it from William's personal playground into one of London's most respected publishing houses, and it was all threatening to collapse because of a few bad bets.
"What about the Pemberton biography?" she asked, though she already knew the answer from Marcus's expression.
"Eight thousand copies in the first month. We printed fifty thousand." Marcus clicked to the next slide, which showed a graph trending steadily downward. "The publicity tour helped, but not enough. The reviews were good, but..."
"But good reviews don't pay the bills," Ruth finished for him. It was something William used to say, back when he'd actually been involved in the day-to-day operations. Before he'd retreated into his role as figurehead and elder statesman, leaving her to manage the messy realities of a business that had grown too comfortable with its own success.
The conference room felt suffocating despite its size. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a view of the Thames, but the gray October sky made even the river look hostile. Ruth had chosen this room deliberately—it was where William had once held court with authors and agents, where deals had been struck that shaped literary careers. Now it felt like a mausoleum for past glories.
"The debut literary fiction has been particularly weak," Marcus continued, advancing through slides that painted an increasingly bleak picture. "Three of our five spring debuts didn't earn out their advances. The Martindale novel sold less than four thousand copies. Four thousand, Ruth. We advanced him sixty thousand pounds."
Ruth's jaw tightened. The Martindale novel had been her personal discovery, a sprawling family saga she'd been certain would capture readers' imaginations. Instead, it had vanished without trace, another casualty in an increasingly crowded marketplace where literary fiction struggled to find its audience.
"What's our cash flow situation?" she asked, though she dreaded the answer.
Marcus's pause was telling. "We have approximately four months of operating capital at current expenditure levels. Less if we honor the marketing commitments for autumn releases."
Four months. Ruth had weathered difficult periods before—the recession of 2008, the shift to digital publishing, the Amazon wars that had reshaped the entire industry. But she'd never been this close to the edge, never felt the ground so unstable beneath her feet.
"There is one bright spot," Marcus said carefully, clicking to a new slide that showed pre-order numbers. "Eleanor Du Toit's new novel."
Ruth felt her pulse quicken at the mention of Eleanor's name. The numbers on the screen were impressive—thirty thousand pre-orders and climbing, foreign rights already sold in twelve territories, film interest from three major studios. It should have been cause for celebration, but Ruth felt only a growing sense of unease.
"The early reader reports have been exceptional," Marcus continued. "Our sales team is calling it the most anticipated literary debut in years. If the reviews match the early enthusiasm..."
"How much are we depending on it?" Ruth asked quietly.
Marcus hesitated again, and Ruth knew the answer would be worse than she'd feared.
"Sixty percent of our projected Q4 revenue is tied to Eleanor's book and its related sales," he admitted. "If it performs as expected, we end the year in the black. If it doesn't..."
He didn't need to finish the sentence. Ruth could see the implications clearly enough. Langley Publishing, the house that had launched dozens of careers and published some of the most important literary works of the past three decades, was betting its survival on a single book by Eleanor Du Toit.
A woman whose relationship with her father had grown increasingly strained over the past months.
A woman who might not even know how much the company's future depended on her success.
"What about our other autumn titles?" Ruth asked, grasping for alternatives.
"The Henderson memoir is tracking well, but it's not enough to offset the losses. The poetry collection will be critically acclaimed but won't sell more than a few thousand copies. The business book might surprise us, but that's not a market we've traditionally been strong in."
Ruth stood and walked to the window, looking out at the Thames flowing beneath Blackfriars Bridge. Somewhere out there, Eleanor was probably working on final edits, unaware that her debut novel carried the weight of an entire publishing house. The irony wasn't lost on Ruth—William's daughter had become their potential salvation, even as William himself seemed increasingly detached from the company's struggles.
"Have you discussed this with William?" Marcus asked carefully.
Ruth turned back to face him, noting the way he avoided her eyes. Marcus had been with the company for eight years, long enough to understand the complex dynamics between the founder and the CEO who had built her career in his shadow.
"William is... focused on other projects," she said diplomatically. "The day-to-day operations are my responsibility."
What she didn't say was that William had seemed almost pleased when she'd briefed him on the company's struggles the previous week. As if the financial pressure might force her to make decisions she'd been avoiding, might push her toward choices that served his interests rather than Langley's.
"The marketing budget for Eleanor's book is substantial," Marcus said, returning to the spreadsheet. "Two hundred thousand pounds across all channels. If we had to cut it..."
"We're not cutting it," Ruth said firmly. "Eleanor Du Toit isn't just another author, Marcus. Her book represents sixty percent of our projected quarterly revenue. The entire spring list depends on its success."
"Even if it means cutting other titles? The spring list?"
Ruth felt the familiar weight of impossible choices settling on her shoulders. Every decision now carried existential stakes. Cut marketing from promising debuts to fund Eleanor's campaign? Reduce advances for future acquisitions to maintain cash flow? Each choice felt like a small betrayal of the literary mission that had once defined Langley.
"Show me the author payment schedule," she said, sitting back down at the conference table.
Marcus clicked to a new slide, this one showing a cascade of upcoming payments to authors—royalties, advance installments, contractual bonuses. Ruth scanned the names, recognizing careers she'd helped build, writers who depended on Langley's success for their own survival.
"We could delay some of the smaller payments," Marcus suggested tentatively. "Nothing that would breach contracts, but..."
"But enough to buy us breathing room," Ruth finished. The thought made her sick. These were authors who trusted Langley, who had built relationships with the house over years or decades. Delaying their payments would send a signal throughout the industry that Langley was in trouble.
"There's another option," Marcus said even more carefully.
Ruth looked at him, waiting.
"William owns forty-nine percent of the company. If he were willing to inject additional capital..."
"That's not an option," Ruth cut him off quickly. Too quickly, perhaps, because Marcus raised an eyebrow.
The truth was more complicated than Ruth could explain to her CFO. William had made it clear, in their private conversations, that any additional investment would come with strings attached. A return to more direct involvement in editorial decisions. A voice in the company's strategic direction. A renegotiation of the careful balance of power they'd maintained for three decades.
And there were other considerations—personal ones that made accepting William's money feel like a different kind of betrayal.
"What if Eleanor's book doesn't perform?" Marcus asked, voicing the question they'd both been avoiding.
Ruth stared at the projected numbers, at the red ink that told the story of a company living on borrowed time. "Then we explore other options. Merger, acquisition, or..."
"Or closure."
The word hung in the air between them like a death sentence. Langley Publishing, which had survived recessions and industry upheavals, which had adapted to digital distribution and changing reading habits, could be brought down by a single failed book launch.
"The staff don't know how precarious things are," Marcus said. "Should we prepare them?"
Ruth considered this. Langley employed forty-three people, from senior editors to marketing assistants to the receptionist who had been with the company for fifteen years. They trusted Ruth to navigate the business through difficult periods, just as they'd trusted William before her.
"Not yet," she decided. "We give Eleanor's book every chance to succeed. If it doesn't..." She trailed off, unable to voice the alternative.
Marcus began shutting down the presentation, the depressing numbers disappearing one slide at a time. "There is one more thing," he said as he packed up his laptop. "I've been approached by Hartwell Press. Informally. They're interested in acquiring some of our assets if we decide to restructure."
Ruth felt a chill run through her. Hartwell was one of the large commercial publishers, the kind of house that treated books like any other consumer product. They would strip Langley for parts—keeping the profitable authors, discarding the literary mission that had defined the company for decades.
"What kind of assets?" she asked.
"Our backlist, primarily. The established authors. They mentioned Eleanor Du Toit specifically."
Of course they had. Eleanor's book was generating the kind of buzz that attracted predators. If Langley failed, Eleanor would have her pick of publishers eager to capitalize on her debut's success.
"I told them we weren't interested," Marcus added quickly. "But if circumstances change..."
Ruth nodded, though the conversation had left her feeling hollowed out. Everything she'd built, everything she'd fought to preserve and expand, was balanced on a knife's edge. And the person who could save it all was William's daughter—a young woman who had every reason to want nothing to do with Langley Publishing or anyone associated with it.
After Marcus left, Ruth remained in the conference room, staring out at the Thames as afternoon light faded into evening. The building around her was quiet—most of the staff had gone home, leaving only the security guard and the cleaners who would arrive later.
She thought about calling Eleanor, but what would she say? That the entire company was depending on her book's success? That forty-three jobs hung in the balance? That Ruth's own career, built over three decades of careful navigation and compromise, could be destroyed if Eleanor's debut failed to find its audience?
Instead, she picked up her phone and scrolled to William's contact information. Her finger hovered over his name for a long moment before she set the phone aside. Whatever help William might offer would come with costs she wasn't prepared to pay. Not yet.
Ruth gathered her things and headed for the elevator, passing the walls lined with book covers that told the story of Langley's success. Prize winners, bestsellers, literary debuts that had launched careers—all of it now threatened by the simple mathematics of cash flow and market forces.
As the elevator descended toward the lobby, Ruth made a mental note to schedule a meeting with Eleanor the following week. Not to pressure her, but to ensure she understood how much support Langley was putting behind her book. How much they believed in its potential.
How much they needed it to succeed.
The elevator doors opened onto the marble lobby, where portraits of William and other company founders looked down from the walls. Ruth paused for a moment, studying William's official photograph—taken ten years ago, when he'd still been actively involved in editorial decisions. He looked confident, successful, like a man who had never doubted his ability to shape the literary landscape.
Ruth wondered what he would think of the company's current predicament. Whether he would see it as a challenge to overcome or an opportunity to reassert control. Whether he would blame her for the financial struggles or use them to justify changes she'd spent years resisting.
She pushed through the glass doors onto the street, where London's evening traffic was building toward its peak. Somewhere in the city, Eleanor Du Toit was working on the book that could save them all. Ruth only hoped she understood the weight of expectation that rested on her shoulders.
And that she was strong enough to bear it.
Chapter Eight: The Black Penny
The Black Penny was the kind of café Eleanor hated—faux-rustic, performative in its charm. All chalkboard menus and chairs that looked borrowed from a salvage yard. She chose it precisely because she knew Felicity would hate it too.
It was neutral ground. And after five years of silence, they needed neutral ground.
Felicity arrived five minutes late, as expected. She stood just inside the door, scanning the room with that same tight, assessing look she'd worn since they were children—like she was already two steps ahead and unimpressed by what she saw.
Eleanor watched her sister from behind a half-drunk black coffee. No wave. No smile. Just that cold, patient gaze.
She waited until Felicity turned. Only then did she lift a hand in a small, deliberate gesture.
Felicity's pause was almost imperceptible. But Eleanor caught it. She always had. Even when they were children, she'd been the only one who could read Felicity's silences—the weight of what she didn't say.
By the time Felicity reached the table, Eleanor had stood, unsure whether to embrace her or not. They settled on something in between—a half-hearted contact of arms and cheekbones. The awkward gesture of strangers who once shared everything, even DNA.
"You look..." Felicity began, then left the sentence hanging.
Eleanor sat. "So do you."
Felicity unspooled her scarf with practiced disdain. "This place is a bit smug."
"I thought you'd say that."
"Of course you did."
They didn't look at each other for a moment. Eleanor sipped her coffee. Felicity scanned the room like she was cataloguing sins.
It was then she noticed him.
A man in his late thirties, perhaps early forties, alone in the corner by the back wall. Corduroy jacket. No book. No laptop. Just a chipped espresso cup and a copy of The Guardian that hadn't been opened. He wasn't pretending to read. He was watching.
Not constantly—he looked away when caught—but his gaze returned too often. And always to Eleanor.
Felicity made a small sound in her throat. Disapproval or curiosity, she wasn't sure.
A waiter approached. Felicity ordered tea without asking what Eleanor had already had. They never used to need small talk. Now they had nothing but it.
Eleanor broke first. "I wasn't sure you'd come."
"I wasn't sure I should."
"And yet here you are."
"Is that gratitude?"
"It's surprise."
Felicity smirked. "You always did love a performance."
"And you always hated being part of one."
The tea arrived. Neither of them touched it.
Outside, a bus rolled past the window, blurring red across the glass. The moment stretched—quiet, then sharp again.
"So," Felicity said. "What do estranged sisters talk about after five years of silence?"
"We could start with Poppy maybe."
Felicity froze, then laughed—flat and joyless. "Of course we could."
Eleanor held her gaze. "You know it's coming back."
"No. I know you're dragging it back."
"You think I have a choice?"
"I think you've always had a choice. You just like to pretend you don't."
Eleanor's face didn't change. "You were the one who disappeared. You were the one who walked away."
"You were the one who stayed."
"You think that makes me loyal?"
"I think it makes you complicit."
The silence that followed wasn't empty. It was thick. Years thick. Everything unsaid piling up in the pause between them.
Eleanor took a deliberate breath. "Poppy wasn't just someone who died, Felicity. She was erased."
"Don't," Felicity whispered, eyes suddenly sharp with emotion. "Don't say her name like that. Like you're the only one who remembers her."
"Someone has to remember her as she was," Eleanor said quietly. "Not as the sanitised version Father created afterward. The troubled girl. The family tragedy. The footnote."
"And what? You're going to fix that with a novel?" Felicity's voice had an edge now. "Turn her into more fiction? More entertainment?"
"It's not entertainment. It's the truth—"
"Your version of it."
"The version they didn't want told," Eleanor countered. "Remember the night it happened? How quickly they moved us out of the house? How Father called his friends at the papers before he even called the police?"
Felicity's hands had begun to tremble. She placed them flat on the table.
Eleanor leaned forward, lowering her voice. "We know what Poppy saw Felicity. In the Summer house. Father and Ruth."
Felicity's face drained of colour. "Don't."
"She was fifteen. A fucking child. And he—"
"I know what she saw," Felicity hissed.
"Then you know why this matters."
"It's not just about what she saw. It's what came after. The baby—"
Eleanor's face remained impassive. "She was fifteen, Felicity. Barely older than we were."
"And yet you still work with her. How can you stand it?"
"Because she lost more than any of us. And that baby would have been our sibling."
Felicity flinched as if struck.
"Ruth lost everything. Her childhood. Her identity. She was just a little girl."
"She became his accomplice. After everything."
"She became a survivor," Eleanor corrected. "What choice did she have?"
"What about you then? Then why did you keep the Du Toit name and build a life based on your own success?"
"Because I made that name mine. I built it into something he can't touch."
Felicity scoffed. "You really think he doesn't benefit from your success? That he doesn't tell all his publishing friends that he 'mentored' you? That he doesn't still speak of you as 'my daughter, the famous author'?"
Eleanor's knuckles whitened around her cup. "He hasn't spoken to me in three years."
Felicity was a ghost writer by profession—paid to disappear into other people's voices, to craft their stories while remaining invisible. It was fitting work for someone who'd been disappearing her entire life. The middle sister. The one who slipped between the cracks of family photographs and dinner table conversations.
Felicity glanced again toward the corner.
The man was still there. Still not reading.
"Friend of yours?" she asked, low.
Eleanor followed her gaze.
"No."
"Then he's looking at you like he knows what you're hiding."
"I'm not hiding anything."
Felicity looked back. "That's not what I asked."
Eleanor leaned forward slightly, her voice lower. "I'm not here to argue. I'm not here to dredge it all up. But something's shifting. People are asking questions they shouldn't. About the Du Toit family. About the publishing company. About what really happened at the summer house. And if this comes out the wrong way—"
"It will come out the wrong way. Because you're writing it."
"I'm not."
Felicity scoffed. "Come on."
"I'm not the one telling the story. That's the problem."
Felicity reached for her tea, still untouched. "Then who is?"
Eleanor didn't answer.
A beat passed.
Felicity studied her sister, her voice quieter now. "Are you in danger?"
Eleanor's lips parted, but she said nothing.
Felicity leaned in. "Then tell me. Say it out loud. For once in your life, Eleanor, say what you actually mean."
But Eleanor just looked down at her coffee. Her reflection shimmered in the black surface, fractured by the tremor in her hand.
"If I say it," she whispered, "I'll never be able to take it back."
Felicity sat back, jaw tight. "Then don't. But don't expect me to clean up after you this time."
"I'm not asking you to."
"Yes, you are. You always are." Felicity's voice rose slightly. "That's how it works, isn't it? You start the fire, and I put it out. You write the story, and I live with the consequences. You get to be the brilliant creator, and I'm just the sensible sister who fades into the background."
"That's not fair."
"No. It's not." Felicity's eyes glistened. "Poppy trusted you. She tried to tell you what she had found. And when it all went wrong—when she died—you didn't fight for her. You took the book deal Father arranged. You let them smooth it all over."
"I was twenty," Eleanor whispered. "I didn't know what to do."
"You knew enough to get out. To reinvent yourself. Eleanor Du Toit, the brilliant, mysterious novelist. Not Eleanor Du Toit, William's daughter, the girl who was there the night her sister died."
Eleanor flinched.
"I've been the family ghost for years," Felicity said, watching Eleanor pace. "Present but unseen. Listening from doorways, watching from corners. Do you know how much I heard growing up? How much I witnessed that nobody realized?"
Eleanor stopped pacing. "What do you mean?"
"I mean I saw Father with Ruth. I heard Poppy's arguments with him. I watched you plan your escape to university." Felicity's voice was hollow. "Ghosts see everything. They just don't get to speak."
Outside, rain began to dapple the pavement in soft, grey spots. The window fogged slightly at the corners.
Eleanor finally looked up. "If it falls apart, I need you to say you didn't know."
Felicity's eyes sharpened. "And what if I won't?"
"Then it's both of us."
For the first time, Felicity's mask faltered.
She glanced one last time at the man in the corner. He wasn't looking anymore. He was stirring his espresso, very slowly, as if he'd always been doing it.
"I need to go," she said suddenly, standing without finishing her tea.
Eleanor remained seated. "Be careful who you speak to. They're watching me, and they'll be watching you too."
"I'm not the one who should be careful." Felicity gathered her bag. "You built a career romanticizing damaged women, Ellie. But Poppy wasn't a character. She was real. And what happened to her wasn't beautiful or poetic or profound. It was ugly. And we were all part of it."
She walked out without looking back.
Eleanor exhaled, slow and precise, like she'd been holding her breath since the moment Felicity walked in. Her fingers found the pendant at her throat—the gold one, now empty, that had once held poppy's photograph.
When she finally looked toward the back wall, the man was gone.
But the newspaper was still there, folded, with something written on the margin. She approached the table slowly, glanced at the words scribbled in blue ink:
"Family stories always have two sides. But there's only one truth."
Eleanor snatched the paper and shoved it into her bag, heart racing. Outside, the rain fell harder, turning Hampstead into a watercolour of uncertainty.
She thought briefly of Tom. Of his strange, probing notes. Of the way he'd looked at her in her home—eager, attentive, slightly too focused. So young, so hungry for connection, so obviously seeking something maternal in her that she couldn't possibly provide.
She hadn't told Felicity about him. Hadn't mentioned how he seemed to see through the manuscript to the truth beneath. How his questions felt less like editorial guidance and more like excavation.
There was something about Tom Arden that frightened her. But there was also something about him that might be useful.
Eleanor pulled out her phone and sent a brief email, cancelling their next in-person meeting. Better to keep some distance. Better to watch from afar, to see what he did next.
Chapter Nine: Warnings and Watchers
The rain tapped like impatient fingers against the windows of Ruth Langley's corner office. She kept her back to it, watching the room instead. Clean lines. Sharp edges. The kind of space designed to make people feel small when they entered it.
Across the desk, Fiona Calder from HR did not look small. Nervous, maybe. But not afraid. That made Ruth more cautious than usual. Two weeks after Tom had started working with Eleanor, Ruth had begun to notice disturbing patterns in his behaviour.
"You said this was urgent," Ruth said.
Fiona nodded and placed a slim folder between them. "It's about Tom Arden."
Of course it is.
Ruth didn't touch the folder. "What's he done?"
"It's not disciplinary. Not exactly. More... behavioural. Odd patterns. Missed meetings. Overpreparation, then abrupt silence. A few of his colleagues flagged it—nothing formal, but one of them was concerned enough to request anonymity."
Ruth arched a brow. "An editor flagged another editor for... intensity?"
"There's intensity, and then there's obsessive. He's been reading Eleanor Du Toit's draft aloud to himself. Out loud. At his desk."
Ruth stared.
"In the fiction corridor?" she asked flatly.
Fiona nodded once. "More than once."
"And that's not all," Fiona continued, opening the folder. "He's been asking questions. About Eleanor's past. Her family. Particularly about a woman named Poppy."
Ruth's posture changed subtly. A fraction straighter. A shade more alert.
"Who did he ask?"
"Archives, mostly. But also Clara Voss. He thought she wouldn't report it."
"And she did."
"Immediately."
Ruth reached for the folder now, scanning the notes quickly. Her eyes lingered on a single line: Subject requested access to Du Toit family records, specifically regarding "summer house incident, circa 2015."
"He's looking into the Poppy case," Ruth said quietly.
"You're familiar with it?"
Ruth didn't answer immediately. "It's not public record. Or it shouldn't be."
"He seems to think it connects to Eleanor's new manuscript somehow."
"Does he now." It wasn't a question. Ruth closed the folder. "And no one thought to speak to him directly?"
"They did. That's when he stopped responding entirely."
Ruth leaned back in her chair, fingers steepled. "It's always the quiet ones. I had doubts about him from the beginning."
"You approved him."
"I was pressured."
Fiona said nothing.
Ruth sighed. "He's young. Bright, but erratic. Not unfixable. But we're not a clinic."
"No," Fiona agreed. "But we are liable. Especially if something goes wrong."
There was a long silence. Ruth finally reopened the folder. A few notes. A timeline. Nothing dramatic—but enough. Enough to warrant conversation.
"I'd be well within my rights to terminate," Ruth murmured, almost to herself.
"You would," Fiona said. "But I'd suggest we follow process."
Ruth looked up.
"Process?"
"We document. We offer support. If we move straight to dismissal, and something is wrong—"
"You think he's unstable?"
"I think he's under pressure and deeply invested in a volatile project." Fiona paused. "And I think Eleanor Du Toit has a history of making men lose their footing."
Ruth allowed herself a dry laugh. "You'll get no argument from me."
"There is someone I'd recommend."
"Oh?"
"Serena Vale. Private practice. Ex-publishing herself. She's worked with a few of our authors over the years. Even a couple of agents. Very discreet. Very good."
Ruth raised an eyebrow. "A therapist."
"Yes. But not the kind who tells you to buy a candle and hug your inner child. She's sharp. No-nonsense."
"And Tom would agree to this?"
"If it's framed the right way—as a support measure, not a punishment. An opportunity to reflect and steady himself."
Ruth folded her arms. The idea of therapy made her skin itch. It was an elegant waste of time. But reputationally, it looked better than a clean firing.
"And if he refuses?"
"Then we escalate. But we'll have covered ourselves."
Ruth stared out the window. The rain was coming harder now, smearing the glass, turning London into an impressionist painting she didn't have time to study.
"Very well," she said finally. "Approach him quietly. Keep me informed."
"I will."
"Oh, and Fiona?"
"Yes?"
"If anyone else brings up Eleanor Du Toit again—remind them that authors are not the problem. The ones we hire to manage them are."
Fiona gave a polite nod, gathered her folder, and left.
Ruth waited until the door closed. Then she sat very still, watching the screen of her laptop reflect back her own expression: calm, composed, vaguely bored.
But beneath the glass, the cracks were beginning.
She picked up her phone and dialed a number from memory.
"It's me," she said when the line connected. "We need to talk about William's daughter... No, the other one. Eleanor." She paused, listening. "Someone's digging. A young editor who's working on her new book... Yes, that's what concerns me too. The timing."
Another pause. Her fingers drummed once on the desk.
"I need everything we have on Tom Arden. Not just his CV. Everything... Yes, including surveillance if necessary. Eleanor chose him specifically, and I want to know why."
She ended the call just as her assistant knocked and then opened the door without waiting for a response.
"Mr. Arden is here to see you," the young woman said. "He says it's urgent."
Ruth's expression didn't change. "Send him in."
Tom Arden entered cautiously, like someone approaching a sleeping predator. His eyes scanned the office quickly—taking in the awards on the shelves, the framed cover art, the pristine desk. His hair was slightly damp, as if he'd been caught in the rain.
"Ruth," he said, with forced casualness. "Thanks for seeing me."
"I understand it's urgent." Her tone was flat, uninterested.
"It's about Eleanor's manuscript."
"I assumed as much."
He remained standing, one hand gripping the back of the visitor's chair. "I think there's something... unusual happening."
"Such as?"
"The draft is changing."
Ruth's eyebrow lifted a fraction. "That's generally what happens during editing, Tom."
"No, I mean—" He stopped, recalibrated. "Parts I've edited are being reversed. Notes I've made are disappearing. And there are new sections I didn't approve."
"Are you suggesting a technical glitch?"
"No. I'm suggesting someone else is working on it."
Ruth leaned forward slightly. "Do you have evidence of this?"
"I have my own copies. With my notes. I can show you the discrepancies."
"And you think...?"
He hesitated. "I think Eleanor is working with someone else. Behind my back."
Ruth's laugh was soft but cutting. "That's quite an accusation, Tom."
"It's not an accusation. It's an observation."
"Perhaps," Ruth said carefully, "what you're experiencing is simply Eleanor's own process. Writers—especially of her caliber—often revisit their work between editorial sessions."
"This feels deliberate. Like she's hiding something."
Ruth's eyes narrowed. "Or perhaps you're looking for something that isn't there."
Tom's jaw tightened. "I'm not imagining this."
"I didn't say you were." Ruth stood, smoothing her skirt. "What I am suggesting is that your involvement with this manuscript has become... unusually personal. Your colleagues have noticed. I've noticed."
"I'm doing my job."
"Are you?" Ruth's voice was quiet but precise. "Because from where I stand, it looks like you're pursuing something beyond professional interest."
The colour drained from Tom's face. "What exactly are you implying?"
"I'm not implying anything, Tom. I'm stating a concern. Your fixation on Eleanor—"
"I'm not fixated—"
"Your attention to Eleanor," she corrected smoothly, "has crossed certain boundaries. You've been making inquiries. About her family. About incidents that have nothing to do with her manuscript."
Tom's expression flickered. "I'm thorough."
"You're intrusive." Ruth moved around the desk to stand directly in front of him. "Eleanor Du Toit is not just another author. She comes with... complications. History. The kind that doesn't belong in editorial discussions."
"If it affects the manuscript—"
"It doesn't." Ruth's voice hardened. "Eleanor's personal life is not relevant to your role. Her family is not your research project. And Poppy Du Toit is certainly not your concern."
Tom went very still at the mention of Poppy's name.
Ruth continued, softer now. "I'm offering you a window, Tom. A chance to step back. Refocus. Perhaps even speak with someone who might help you establish healthier boundaries."
"A therapist?" The disbelief in his voice was palpable.
"A professional consultant. Serena Vale. She specializes in creative industry pressures."
"You think I need therapy because I'm doing my job thoroughly?"
"I think you need perspective because you're losing sight of what your job actually is." Ruth fixed him with a stare. "You're the editor, Tom. Not the biographer. Not the detective. Not the confidant."
Tom's hands had curled into loose fists at his sides. "I'm not crossing any lines."
"Then prove it. Leave the past alone. Focus on the text as it exists now. And for God's sake, stop asking about Poppy."
The silence between them stretched tight as wire.
Finally, Tom nodded. Once. A curt acknowledgment, not agreement.
"Is that all?" he asked.
"For now."
He turned to leave, but Ruth called after him.
"Tom?"
He paused at the door.
"You're talented. That's not in question. But talent doesn't protect you. In fact, it often makes you more vulnerable." She paused. "Be careful with Eleanor. What appears to be intimacy may simply be research."
His expression darkened. "You don't know her like I do."
"On the contrary," Ruth said quietly. "I've known Eleanor her entire life. Long before she changed her name. Long before you ever read a word she wrote."
He stared at her for a long moment, then left without another word.
Ruth waited until his footsteps faded down the hall before picking up her phone again.
"It's worse than I thought," she said when the line connected. "He's already found Poppy." She paused. "No, I don't think Eleanor told him. I think he's been looking... Yes, I agree. We need to act quickly."
She hung up and turned to the window, watching the rain transform London into something blurred and uncertain. Behind her, the screen of her laptop flickered with an incoming message.
The subject line read simply: Du Toit SUMMER HOUSE - ACCESS GRANTED.
Beneath the glass, the cracks widened.
Ruth didn't believe in coincidences. Not in publishing, where every success was calculated and every failure premeditated. Eleanor choosing Tom Arden hadn't been random. Neither was his sudden interest in Poppy.
Someone was orchestrating this—pulling strings Ruth couldn't yet see.
She returned to her desk and opened the background check on Tom Arden that had been delivered earlier that morning. His education was impeccable. His references secure. His career trajectory promising, if slightly erratic.
But there was the gap—those three months between Thompson & Hall and Langley. Listed as "personal sabbatical," but with no details.
And then there was Professor Marjorie Bryce at Oxford. His primary reference, who'd described him as "brilliantly focused" and "exceptionally devoted to literary analysis."
Ruth hadn't thought much of it at the time. Now she wondered what "exceptionally devoted" really meant.
Chapter Ten: Power Play
Ruth Langley was reviewing acquisition reports when her assistant's voice crackled through the intercom, apologetic but firm.
"Ms. Langley? Jeremy Hartwell from The Bookseller is on line two. He says it's urgent regarding Eleanor Du Toit."
Ruth didn't pause in her reading. Jeremy Hartwell. She knew the type before she'd even heard his voice—mid-thirties, Oxbridge educated, the sort of man who'd stumbled into trade journalism because daddy's connections hadn't quite stretched to The Times. Eager to make his mark by taking down bigger names than his own.
"Put him through," she said, settling back in her chair with the patience of a spider watching a particularly stupid fly approach its web.
The line clicked. "Ms. Langley? Jeremy Hartwell here, senior correspondent at The Bookseller. Thank you for taking my call."
His voice carried that particular blend of public school confidence and barely suppressed excitement that Ruth recognized immediately. The tone of a man who thought he was about to break the story of his career.
"Mr. Hartwell." Ruth's voice was perfectly neutral. "What can I do for you?"
"Well, I'm calling about some rather interesting rumors that have been circulating regarding Eleanor Du Toit's forthcoming novel. Sources suggest there may be some... irregularities in the editorial process."
Ruth allowed a small smile to play at the corners of her mouth. Sources. How delightfully vague. "I'm not sure what you mean by irregularities, Mr. Hartwell. Perhaps you could be more specific?"
She could practically hear him puffing up with self-importance. "Well, I've been told that the manuscript contains potentially libelous material about prominent figures in the publishing industry. That there are concerns about the relationship between Ms. Du Toit and her editor. That Langley may be sitting on explosive revelations."
Ruth made a note on her pad: Jeremy Hartwell - fishing expedition. No actual sources.
"That's quite a collection of allegations, Mr. Hartwell. May I ask who provided you with this information?"
A pause. "I'm afraid I can't reveal my sources."
"Of course you can't." Ruth's tone remained pleasant, but there was steel underneath. "Because you don't have any, do you?"
"I beg your pardon?"
"Sources, Mr. Hartwell. Actual sources. People with names and credible information rather than office gossip and wishful thinking." Ruth leaned forward slightly, as if Jeremy could see her through the phone. "You see, I've been in this industry for over two decades. I know the difference between a story and a fishing expedition."
"Now see here—"
"No, Mr. Hartwell. Let me see if I can help you understand your situation." Ruth's voice dropped to the tone she typically reserved for particularly obtuse authors. "You've heard whispers—probably at some launch party where you were desperate to look important—about Eleanor Du Toit's new book. You've decided these whispers constitute a story, despite having no evidence, no on-the-record sources, and no actual understanding of what you're investigating."
"Ms. Langley, I don't think you understand—"
"Oh, but I do understand. Perfectly." Ruth's laugh was soft but cutting. "You understand that Eleanor Du Toit is one of the most significant literary voices of her generation. You understand that her association with Langley & Co. represents a cornerstone of our contemporary fiction list. And you understand that any attempt to damage that association would require considerably more substance than whatever scraps you've managed to collect."
Jeremy's voice had risen slightly, betraying his nervousness. "Are you saying there's nothing to investigate? That the rumors are completely unfounded?"
"I'm saying, Mr. Hartwell, that if you had a story worth telling, you wouldn't be fishing for quotes from me." Ruth made another note: Contact Jeremy's editor. Discuss professional standards.
"Furthermore," she continued, "I'm curious about your qualifications to assess the editorial process at a house like Langley. What's your background in publishing, exactly? Beyond writing about it, I mean."
The silence stretched long enough for Ruth to know she'd hit the mark.
"I've covered the industry for five years—"
"Covering an industry and understanding it are rather different things, don't you think?" Ruth's tone had shifted to something almost maternal, the verbal equivalent of patting a child on the head. "Tell me, have you ever actually edited a manuscript? Worked with an author through developmental revisions? Navigated the complexities of bringing a book from conception to publication?"
"That's not really relevant—"
"Oh, but it is. You see, what you're attempting to do—questioning the integrity of our editorial process—requires some understanding of what that process actually entails. Otherwise, you're rather like a food critic who's never learned to cook, aren't you?"
Ruth could hear Jeremy's breathing becoming slightly labored. Good.
"Now," she continued, her voice warming as if she were genuinely trying to help, "let me give you some advice. Professional advice, from someone who's been successfully navigating this industry since before you graduated university."
"Ms. Langley—"
"The publishing world is smaller than you think, Mr. Hartwell. Reputation matters. Relationships matter. And the difference between journalists who build careers and those who flame out spectacularly often comes down to understanding the difference between legitimate investigation and malicious speculation."
Ruth paused, letting that sink in.
"Eleanor Du Toit's new novel will be published by Langley & Co. in six months' time. It will receive serious review attention, significant marketing support, and will likely appear on several prize lists. The editorial process has been exemplary, conducted by experienced professionals according to the highest standards."
Another pause.
"Those are the facts, Mr. Hartwell. Everything else is gossip."
"But surely you understand that if there are concerns—"
"The only concern I have," Ruth cut in smoothly, "is that a respected trade publication might waste space on unfounded speculation when there are so many legitimate stories to tell. The industry is full of genuine developments worth covering. New imprints launching. Authors breaking through. Publishers adapting to changing markets."
Her voice took on an almost pedagogical quality. "Perhaps your editor might appreciate a piece on the recent acquisition trends in literary fiction? Or the impact of digital marketing on debut novel campaigns? I'd be happy to provide you with actual data for either story."
"Ms. Langley, I appreciate the suggestions, but—"
"Of course, if you're determined to pursue your current line of inquiry, that's your prerogative." Ruth's tone had shifted again, becoming briskly professional. "Though I should mention that Langley & Co. has an excellent relationship with your publication. We provide substantial advertising revenue, don't we? And we've always been generous with access for legitimate journalistic purposes."
The threat was delivered so smoothly it almost sounded like a courtesy.
"I'd hate for that relationship to be damaged by what would inevitably be seen as an unwarranted attack on one of our most valued authors. Particularly when that attack appears to be based on nothing more substantial than party gossip."
Jeremy's voice had dropped to almost a whisper. "Are you suggesting—"
"I'm not suggesting anything, Mr. Hartwell. I'm simply observing that professional relationships are built on mutual respect and understanding. When that understanding breaks down..." Ruth let the sentence hang.
She could practically hear Jeremy's career prospects deflating through the phone.
"Now," she continued brightly, "was there anything else I could help you with today? Any legitimate questions about Eleanor's forthcoming publication? Press materials you might need for a proper preview piece?"
The silence stretched so long Ruth wondered if he'd hung up.
"No," Jeremy said finally, his voice subdued. "No, I think that covers everything."
"Wonderful. Do give my regards to David at The Bookseller. Such a professional publication. I'm sure he'd be interested to hear about our conversation."
Another pause.
"Ms. Langley?"
"Yes?"
"Thank you for your time."
Ruth's smile was audible. "Not at all, Mr. Hartwell. Always happy to help a member of the press understand the situation more clearly."
She ended the call and immediately dialed another number.
"David? Ruth Langley here. Yes, fine, thank you. Listen, I've just had the most peculiar conversation with one of your correspondents..."
Twenty minutes later, Ruth hung up the phone feeling considerably more satisfied. David Thornton, editor of The Bookseller, had been appropriately horrified to learn that one of his staff had been conducting what amounted to a harassment campaign against a major publisher based on unsubstantiated rumors.
Jeremy Hartwell would be spending the next month reviewing cookbook submissions and covering library conferences in the Midlands. If he was very lucky, and very quiet, he might eventually be trusted with actual journalism again.
Ruth made a final note on her pad: Problem contained. Message sent.
The intercom buzzed again. "Ms. Langley? Eleanor Du Toit is here for your three o'clock."
"Send her in."
Ruth straightened her shoulders and prepared to face a much more formidable opponent than poor Jeremy Hartwell. Eleanor entered with her usual grace, settling into the chair across from Ruth's desk as if she owned it.
"I heard the phone ringing," Eleanor said, her tone casual but her eyes sharp. "Anything interesting?"
Ruth smiled, the expression genuine for the first time all day. "Just a journalist who needed some guidance about the boundaries of responsible reporting."
Eleanor's answering smile was equally sharp. "How public-spirited of you."
"I do try to be helpful." Ruth leaned back in her chair, studying the woman across from her. "Now, shall we discuss your manuscript? I believe there may be some... editorial considerations we need to address."
The real conversation was just beginning. But Jeremy Hartwell had served his purpose—a warm-up exercise, a reminder that Ruth Langley hadn't built her empire by being gentle with those who threatened it.
Some lessons needed to be taught firmly. Some boundaries needed to be established clearly.
And some people simply needed to learn their place in the natural order of things.
Ruth had been teaching those lessons for thirty years. She was very, very good at it.
Eleanor, of course, was a different matter entirely. But that was a challenge worth savoring.
The battle of equals was always more interesting than crushing insects.
Even insects as persistent as Jeremy Hartwell.
Chapter Eleven: The Booth
The pub was old London—Bloomsbury through and through. Low ceilings with thick wooden beams blackened by decades of smoke, crooked oil paintings of nameless Victorians lining the walls, and tables that wobbled just enough to be charming. Behind the bar, a single bulb hung low over a scratched till, casting a moody yellow haze. The place smelled of damp wool, roasted barley, and paper. Always paper. Like someone had shelved an entire backlist in the walls.
Tom Arden sat at the bar counter, hands wrapped around a dry tumbler, though he hadn't ordered yet. It was early enough to be quiet, but not dead. Two older men were arguing softly over literary prizes in the far corner, and someone in publishing PR laughed too loudly at their own joke near the fireplace.
Familiar types.
Tom kept his back to them. It had been three days since his confrontation with Ruth, and he still felt unsettled.
The bartender gave him a nod, still drying the same glass. "Still not ready to order?"
"Almost," Tom said, trying not to sound distracted. His eyes kept darting to the door.
He didn't like being in pubs alone. Too many ghosts. Too much time to think. But he didn't want to order before Hamish arrived—didn't want to give him more ammunition. He could already imagine the smirk, the comment about needing Dutch courage. Not tonight.
He spotted Hattie—publicity girl, red jumper, heels too high for the floor—leaning at the bar. She laughed at something the barman said, then turned, almost like she'd sensed him. Her gaze caught his.
"You again," she mouthed, with a smile that wasn't quite friendly but wasn't nothing either.
He looked away.
Funny, he thought. When she lingered like that, it was harmless. But when he did it—it was something else entirely.
The door creaked open. A rush of cold air rolled in ahead of Hamish Yates, who arrived with the hunched energy of a man who'd walked too fast for too long. His coat was half-buttoned, scarf knotted badly. His expression—irritation stretched over concern—hadn't changed in ten years.
They'd met at university, back when neither of them shaved properly and the publishing industry still felt like a prank someone had dared them into. Now they were both at Langley—Tom on fiction, Hamish in nonfiction, where he edited business books and clever titles for people who wanted to sound smarter at dinner parties. He was good at it, too. Annoyingly good. You'd never guess it from the state of his scarf.
"Miss me that much you couldnae grab a booth?" Hamish said, tossing his gloves onto the bar.
Tom gave a faint smile. "Didn't want to start without you."
"You're sitting there like a spare part at a wedding."
Tom shrugged. "Aren't I always?"
Hamish flagged the bartender and ordered something bitter and brown. Then turned back, already braced. "You need me to bless the martini or something?"
"No. I need to be sober when I tell you this."
Hamish's brows rose. "Christ almighty, Tom. You went back, didn't you?"
"I told you I would."
"And I told you not to, you absolute daft bastard." He leaned in, voice low. "Tell me you at least stayed off her private property this time."
Tom looked at the warped bar. "I didn't go in."
"But?"
"There was someone. Across the road. I think they saw me."
Hamish's jaw tensed. "Neighbour? Security?"
"I don't know. It was dark."
"Did they get a look at you?"
"I don't think so," Tom muttered, though it felt more like a hope than a fact.
Hamish closed his eyes and swore under his breath. "You're going to get caught."
Tom didn't reply. The bartender slid a martini toward him with a grin. "You're sorted now, yeah?"
"Yes," Tom said without looking up. He didn't touch the glass.
Hamish was watching him. "You didn't even see her?"
Tom shook his head.
"And that's not your sign to stop?"
Tom finally met his gaze. "You think this is something I can just switch off?"
Hamish's stare didn't break. "I think you're chasing something that doesn't belong to you."
Tom blinked.
Hamish softened—fractionally. "You've got form, mate. I know that. I've looked the other way more times than I should've."
"This isn't like that."
"No?" Hamish leaned in, voice low and hard. "Because to me, it looks exactly like that. Obsession disguised as devotion. A woman who hasn't asked you to care."
Tom's voice caught. "I love her."
Hamish scoffed. "You love the idea of her. You love how she makes you feel."
"You don't know her."
"I don't need to. What I know is you."
There was a weight to those words that made Tom pause. Hamish had seen it all—the pattern that had started at university with Professor Bryce, the literary theorist whose office hours Tom had attended religiously. Not for the theory, but for her. The way she moved her hands when she spoke. The precise angle of her head when she was thinking. Tom had watched it all, catalogued it, until Hamish caught him outside her house one night.
Then there was Celia from the literary magazine, whose rejection letters Tom had collected like love notes. And Sophie Blake, the agent who'd taken him to lunch once and found him "accidentally" at her favourite café three times the following week.
Tom set the Martini down, untouched. "Why did you even come?"
Hamish paused. "Because if I don't, who else will?"
They sat in silence. The literary men had gone quiet. Someone was playing The Pogues on the battered jukebox by the fire.
Tom stood.
Hamish didn't move. "Where are you going?"
"To find a booth."
Hamish exhaled. "Of course you are."
But he got up anyway.
That was the thing with Hamish—he never let Tom fall too far without walking just behind. Whether to catch him, or to make sure he saw it happen, Tom never quite knew.
They passed the crooked dartboard, the battered upright piano no one played. The booths were darker, more forgiving. Places where people said things they couldn't take back.
As they slid into the cracked leather, Tom thought of the first time Hamish had done this—dragged him from some launch party, some sneering poet's book event, and handed him a cigarette outside on the curb.
"They'll never see us coming," he'd said. "We just have to outlast them."
It had meant everything then.
Now? Tom wasn't sure what he was outlasting anymore.
The pub had grown louder in the last fifteen minutes - more elbows on tables, more laughter that didn't quite reach the eyes. That bleary after-hours buzz of tired people pretending to be sociable.
Hamish took his pint with a quiet grunt of thanks, then glanced at Tom's untouched martini.
"So," he said, licking a bit of foam from his thumb. "You went back."
Tom gave him a sharp look. Hamish shrugged.
"I should be phoning the police you nutter."
Tom kept his eyes on the rim of his glass.
Hamish leaned in slightly. "You know this is pure mental, right?"
Then, more gently: "You think she's depressed or something?"
Tom frowned. "What?"
"Eleanor. Something's off. You've said it yourself."
Tom chewed the inside of his cheek. "She doesn't look depressed."
"They don't always."
Tom thought of the way she stood at the window smoking, like she was counting down to something. The way her voice would drop a few notes when she mentioned the past. The silence in her Hampstead kitchen.
"She's just... private."
Hamish nodded slowly. "Right. That's what you call it."
He took another swig of his pint, which was already getting warm. "You know what worries me?"
Tom didn't reply.
Hamish continued. "It's not just you sniffing around this project anymore. There's a rumour swirling around that Clara's now been pulled in."
That snapped Tom's attention. "What?"
"Clara Voss. Apparently Ruth asked her to come in and take a view. Quietly. Said you were 'stretched.'"
Tom felt his pulse beat behind his eyes. "That's impossible."
"It's not. I heard it from Melanie in contracts." Hamish traced a pattern in the condensation on his glass. "She said Ruth's concerned you're 'too close to the material.' Whatever that means."
"It means she thinks I'm compromised."
"Are you?"
Tom's gaze flickered. "No."
"Tom." Hamish's voice dropped. "Tell me you're not doing anything beyond watching."
The silence that followed lasted a beat too long.
"Christ almighty," Hamish whispered. "What have you done?"
"Nothing."
"Don't lie to me. Not now."
Tom stared at the table. "I went inside. Once. When she wasn't home."
Hamish's face drained of color. "You broke in?"
"The window was open."
"That's still breaking and entering!"
"I just wanted to see how she lived. When no one was watching."
"That's... Tom, that's not curiosity. That's stalking. That's a fucking crime."
Tom didn't answer.
Hamish rubbed his hand over his face. "Did you take anything?"
Tom hesitated, just long enough.
"Oh God," Hamish breathed. "What did you take?"
"Just a couple things. Small things. She wouldn't notice."
"Like what?"
"Salt and pepper shakers."
"Salt and—" Hamish stopped himself. "Listen to yourself. You broke into Eleanor Du Toit's house and stole her condiments. Do you realize how insane that sounds?"
"You don't understand. She'd touched them. She arranged them a certain way. It was... significant."
"No. It wasn't. It was salt and pepper." Hamish's voice had an edge now. "This isn't just a crush gone too far, Tom. This is pathological. This is the kind of thing that gets restraining orders. That gets people fired. That gets people arrested."
"She chose me," Tom said, his voice taking on a strange, distant quality. "For the manuscript. She could have had any editor. She picked me."
"For your professional skills, not as an invitation to stalk her."
"I'm not stalking her. I'm protecting her."
"From what?"
"I don't know yet. But there's something wrong. Something in the manuscript. About a woman named Poppy."
Hamish went still. "Poppy?"
"Her sister. Or something. She died. But the way Eleanor writes about it—it wasn't an accident. And now someone else is editing the manuscript. Changing things. Hiding things."
"She's not going to thank you for digging into her past, Tom. She's going to get a restraining order."
Tom shook his head. "You don't get it. There's a connection. Between what happened to Poppy and what's happening now. Eleanor's afraid. She's being watched."
"Yes. By you."
"Not just me. There was someone else. At her house. And at the café where we met."
Hamish studied him, concern etched across his face. "Tom, I'm saying this as your oldest friend: get help. Real help. Before this goes too far."
"It's already too far," Tom whispered. "I cannae stop now."
"You can. You just don't want to."
The pub noise had faded into a dull hum around them, like they were underwater. Hamish watched Tom with the careful wariness of someone gauging a brewing storm.
"What did you take from Ruth's meeting?"
"What meeting?"
"Don't play dumb. I know she pulled you in. Fiona told me."
Tom's jaw tightened. "She wants me to see a therapist. Serena Vale."
"And?"
"And I'm not going to."
Hamish leaned back, running a hand through his hair. "Christ. You're trying to get fired, aren't you?"
"I'm trying to do my job."
"No, mate. Your job is to edit Eleanor's book. Not to break into her house. Not to investigate her sister's death. Not to 'protect' her from some imagined threat."
"It's not imagined."
"Then tell Ruth. Tell the police. Tell someone with actual authority."
"I can't. Not yet. Not until I have proof."
Hamish shook his head. "Listen to yourself, Tom. Just... listen. You're not making sense anymore."
"I'm making perfect sense."
"No, you're not." Hamish's voice rose slightly. "This is just like Professor Bryce. Just like Celia. It always starts with you thinking you see something no one else sees. That you have some special connection. And then it spirals until you're standing outside their house at three in the morning, convinced you're the only one who understands them."
"Eleanor is different."
"Yeah? How?"
"She needs me."
Hamish stared at him for a long moment. Then, very quietly: "I'm pure worried about you, Tom. Really worried."
Tom said nothing.
Hamish continued, even softer now. "What happens if you keep going? If you keep watching her? Breaking in? What's the endgame here?"
"I don't know," Tom admitted. "I just know I cannae stop yet."
"You're going to lose your job. Maybe worse."
"I'm willing to risk it."
Hamish sighed, a bone-deep sound of resignation. "I called Dr. Serena Vale."
Tom's head snapped up. "You what?"
"I made you an appointment. Tomorrow morning."
"You had no right—"
"I had every right. As your friend. As someone who doesn't want to see you destroy yourself over a woman who doesn't even know you're watching her."
Tom stood abruptly, the booth table wobbling as he bumped it. "I don't need help."
"You do. And if you don't get it voluntarily, Ruth's going to force the issue. Or worse."
"What else could happen?" Tom scoffed.
"Eleanor could find out. She could press charges. You could go to jail."
Tom shook his head, already grabbing his coat. "She won't."
"How do you know that?"
"Because she's hiding something too."
Hamish watched him, a deep sadness settling in his eyes. "You know what worries me the most? It's not Clara being added to the project."
Tom paused, half into his jacket.
"It's that I think you might be dangerous, Tom. Not to me. Not to most people. But to her." Hamish's voice cracked slightly. "I've seen you like this before, but never this bad. And I don't know how to help you anymore."
Tom stared at his oldest friend, something cold and distant forming in his chest. "You can't help me. No one can."
Hamish nodded slowly. "So what now? You just keep watching her? Keep breaking in? Taking souvenirs?"
"I'll be careful."
"That's what you said last time. And the time before that."
"This is different."
"No," Hamish said, tired now. "It's not. It's exactly the same. You're just in too deep to see it."
Tom didn't bother to finish putting on his coat. He simply turned and walked toward the door, pushing past a group of young women who had just entered, laughing about something inane.
Behind him, he heard Hamish call out once: "Tom!"
He didn't turn back.
Outside, the night air hit him like a slap. Cold. Unforgiving. London stretched around him, wet and indifferent.
His phone buzzed in his pocket. A text from Hamish:
10am tomorrow. 22 Harley St. Please go. If not for you, then for me.
Tom stared at the message, something like shame flickering briefly before being swallowed by determination. He switched off his phone and shoved it deep into his pocket.
Hamish didn't understand. No one did. They couldn't see what he saw in Eleanor's words, in her silences, in the careful arrangement of her life.
But he did. And he wouldn't stop until he uncovered the truth—about Poppy, about Eleanor, about everything she was hiding.
Even if it cost him everything.
As he walked, he found himself turning not toward his flat, but in the direction of Hampstead. Toward Eleanor.
He told himself he was just going to check. Just going to make sure she was safe. Just going to walk past, once, to see if her lights were on.
He knew it was a lie.
But he kept walking anyway.
Chapter Twelve: The Flat
There's a stubborn stain on the edge of the ceramic tabletop and Tom has made it his sole purpose on earth to get rid of it. A slick salve leaks through the latex of his gloves as he grinds the cloth into the surface, his jaw clenched, breathing shallow.
A fucking coffee stain.
Who leaves a coffee stain so long it becomes part of the kitchen furniture?
You'd have to be vile. Truly. The sort of person who lives in their own filth and doesn't even know it anymore.
He'd assumed it was ancient. Something inherited from tenants past, absorbed into the house like smoke. But not now. Not after what he's seen.
The flat had been a mess when he'd viewed it three weeks ago, but the location had been perfect. Six minutes to Eleanor's house. Five if he cut behind the bakery.
He'd told the letting agent he needed something closer to work. Told Hamish he was tired of the tube journey. Told himself it had nothing to do with her.
Normally he'd have turned it down. He liked height, space, discretion. Ground floor flats were for delivery drivers and landlords who didn't care.
But then he thought of Eleanor.
Of the walk. Six minutes to hers. Five if he cut behind the bakery.
The thought had been so fast, so bright, it burnt through any practical objections.
He said yes before he thought twice. And now, here he was. Scrubbing someone else's rot out of a table so he could sit at it and think about her in peace. He'd moved in just yesterday, a week after his meeting with Hamish at the pub and three days before their violent confrontation that had left Hamish hospitalized.
When he's done, he steps back. The stain is faded. Not gone. But faint enough that he can pretend it never existed.
He crosses the room. Opens the cupboard.
And takes them out.
The salt and pepper shakers.
His trophies.
She had touched them—placed them just so, her fingers pale against ceramic. Pepper before salt. Always.
He sets them down on the table in the exact same order. Like a ritual.
And then he sits.
The gloves come off with a snap. He tosses them onto the table and lets his breath spill out in a long, low exhale.
He shouldn't be thinking about her again. Not like this.
But he is.
His mind drifts—back to that day.
The second time. But the first time he'd gone alone.
A drowsy Tuesday evening, clouds pooling in the side mirror. Rain threatening.
He was heading home. Somewhere between Holloway and Finsbury Park. No umbrella. Of course. He'd taken it out the day before and hadn't bothered to put it back in the car.
He could have kept driving. Could have gone straight home.
But the thought arrived uninvited: Eleanor.
And once it was there, it refused to leave.
The steering wheel turned almost of its own accord.
By the time he found a street close enough to hers but anonymous enough to park without drawing notice, the drizzle had begun. By the time he found a street close enough to hers but anonymous enough to park without drawing notice, the drizzle had begun. Not a real rain. Not yet. Just enough to soak his shoulders and sting his wrists as he reached into the backseat and swapped his blazer for a hoodie.
He didn't run. He walked. Slowly. Quietly.
Down the path beside her house—the one she'd shown him when they'd laughed over burnt courgettes in her garden kitchen. The gate she always forgot to lock. The hedges just high enough to keep him hidden.
He remembered everything. Every fucking detail.
The way her back door stuck when it was humid. The switch she used to turn on the fairy lights above the patio. The little copper bell that hung by the outdoor sink and chimed when the wind caught it.
He stood there, in the rain, heart kicking against his ribs like a trapped thing.
And through the glass, he saw her.
Just a glimpse. A flicker. A silhouette. She was moving through the kitchen in that elegant, purposeful way she had. A glass in one hand, the other reaching absently for the pepper grinder. Placing it down before the salt.
Something about the gesture—its casualness, its domesticity—made his chest ache. This was Eleanor when no one was watching. The private version. The real one.
Through the damp hedge-line and along the uneven edge of the fence, Tom had crept, crouched low like a soldier in some ridiculous domestic war. The path was familiar now—mapped in the darker part of his mind, that unlit corridor where his better self rarely ventured.
It was the second time. The first, she'd invited him. Smiling, gracious, radiant in the late afternoon sun with flour on her hands and her sleeves rolled up. "Come round the back," she'd said, gesturing toward the garden path, as if it wasn't a gateway to something far more dangerous.
She was a wonderful cook. She'd made lamb koftas with minted yoghurt and a salad so sharp with lemon it made his gums sting. She'd laughed when he'd said it, and told him he needed to get out more. Now here he was. Getting out. Just not in the way she meant.
The rain was light—spitting through the trees as he approached. The air earthy and damp. He'd pulled his hood low, the fabric of his sweatshirt clinging to his arms. He could already feel the back of his neck damp with sweat and tension.
And then he saw her more clearly.
In the window. Alone.
She was moving quickly—late, probably. Fumbling through the chaos of her kitchen with purpose. Her hair was pinned up but coming loose in pieces. One earring in, one missing. A boot in her hand, the other already on her foot, making her steps uneven, hurried. She limped and cursed and laughed at herself all in the space of a few seconds, muttering something under her breath he couldn't make out.
And it was beautiful.
Not the curated Eleanor he knew from author bios and high-gloss jackets. Not the clipped, media-trained voice that said "thank you" on panels and "no comment" to PR. This was the real one. The private one. Dishevelled and human. An unguarded moment he wasn't meant to see.
Then she zipped her boots with a groan, shrugged on a coat, and swept through the hallway, purse in hand. He watched her climb into her car and reverse down the drive, tyres spitting water behind her.
He should've gone then. Should've walked away. Should've let it be.
But he didn't.
Instead, he crept back to the window. Not to break in, not at first. Just to remember. To drink in the outline of her life. The shape of her cup on the table. The angle of the chair she'd sat in. But that was when he saw it.
The window. Unlatched.
His hand twitched at his side.
He knew it was wrong. He always knew.
But desire—true desire—isn't about right or wrong. It's about need.
He tested the window. Just once. A careful push upward.
And it slid open without a sound.
Inside, it was warm. Intimate. Still scented with her perfume. A room imprinted with her presence.
He stepped through, one foot, then the other, careful not to knock anything over—except he did. Later, he'd wonder if she'd noticed. If the cup was just slightly off the next time he saw her. If the lights were arranged differently. If she was warning him. A cup. It fell and rolled and he caught it mid-clatter. He stood frozen for a second, waiting. Nothing.
The house didn't scream. The world didn't end.
He set the cup back down and crossed to the table, breath shallow, fingers tingling.
He touched her book first—a copy of Baldwin she'd been reading. The page was marked with a tram ticket. Page 87. He filed that away. Important.
He moved to the sink. Her mug sat unwashed, a crescent of lipstick on the rim. A pale pink, almost neutral. The kind of color that pretended it wasn't trying to be noticed.
The refrigerator hummed. He resisted opening it. Too far. But he did trail his fingers across the collection of magnets. A quote from Woolf. A postcard from Barcelona. A reminder for a dental appointment next Wednesday at 2pm.
He moved through the room like a ghost, touching everything lightly. Not disturbing. Just connecting.
And then he saw them.
The salt and pepper shakers.
Placed precisely—pepper first, just as before.
Something about the way she'd set them down stuck in his mind. The odd perfection of it. Even in chaos, Eleanor was deliberate.
He picked them up slowly, one by one, weighing them in his palm. He imagined her fingers on them, turning, positioning. He imagined the sounds she made when she did mundane things. A soft sigh. A hum of thought.
They weren't just souvenirs. They were symbols.
She'd made this moment. She'd handed it to him.
He tucked them into his anorak pocket, soft ceramic knocking against his ribs. A quiet, illicit music.
Then came the growl.
Low. Predatory.
He turned, slow, hands raised like a man caught at a border crossing.
The Bull Terrier stood in the doorway to the hall. Massive. Muscles coiled. Eyes flat and unreadable.
Atwood. The dog she'd mentioned that first day. The one she'd kept locked upstairs during his visit. The territorial one.
"Easy..." Tom whispered.
The dog didn't blink.
Then it barked. Once. Loud enough to split bone.
Tom backed away, hands still raised. The shaker in his pocket shifted against his thigh.
The dog lunged.
He staggered back, fell, hit the floor with a sick thud.
It leapt on him, teeth bared, jaws snapping. He yelled, shoved it off with all his weight, rolled, kicked. The thing was a tank.
He punched its side, once, twice, heard it yelp and retreat, only to lunge again—this time grabbing his shoe, twisting, tearing.
He kicked out, lost the shoe, scrambled to his feet, and sprinted for the window.
The frame bit his hip as he leapt. The metal edge tore skin. Blood welled hot under his shirt. But he didn't stop.
The dog's head burst through the window behind him, barking, thrashing, snarling.
He slammed the pane down hard against its skull, once, twice, until it backed off with a whimper.
He didn't stop limping until he reached the car.
Panting, bleeding, laughing.
He still had them.
He still had her.
In his new flat, Tom stared at the salt and pepper shakers on the table. Pathetic. That's what they were. Pathetic little pieces of someone else's life that he'd stolen because he couldn't have the real thing.
He'd planned to unpack tonight. Move his things in properly.
But now, all he could think about was Hampstead. A walk. A glimpse. Maybe she'd be watching television. Maybe brushing her hair. Maybe waiting.
His phone buzzed on the counter. Hamish again. Third call since the pub. He let it go to voicemail.
He couldn't talk to Hamish now. Couldn't hear the concern, the judgment, the pity in his voice. Couldn't explain why, even after everything—the warnings, the threats from Ruth, the dog, the blood—he still needed to see her.
It wasn't sexual. It wasn't even romantic, not really. It was something deeper. More primal. A need to witness. To know. To understand the map of her existence when no one else was looking.
The phone buzzed again. A text this time.
Can't keep covering for you. Ruth is asking questions. Please call.
Tom switched the phone off and tossed it onto the couch.
He stood in the center of his new flat—boxes half-unpacked, walls bare, air still smelling of the previous tenant's cigarettes—and felt a wash of emptiness so profound it made his knees weak.
What the fuck was he doing?
Breaking into her house. Stealing her things. Watching her like some predator. This wasn't who he was supposed to be. This wasn't what editors did. This wasn't normal.
He knew that.
He'd always known that.
But like an addict craving a fix, he couldn't stop the need that rose in him whenever he thought of her. Of being near her. Of understanding her.
He moved to the sink, splashed cold water on his face, and stared at his reflection in the mirror above it. Eyes bloodshot. Hair wild. A man on the edge of something irreversible.
"Get a grip," he muttered to himself. "You're going to lose everything."
But even as he said it, he was already reaching for his jacket. Already planning the route. Already imagining the quickest path to her house.
He didn't need to pack.
He needed to go.
He needed to see her.
He threw on a jacket, shoved his phone into a drawer, left his wallet behind. Nothing to identify. Nothing to connect. He locked the door behind him and slid into the driver's seat.
Hands on the wheel, breath in his chest, blood still drying at his side.
The key turned. The engine hummed to life.
Just a quick stop, he told himself.
Just one more time.
But he knew, with a certainty that terrified him, that it would never be just once. That he was already too far gone. That this compulsion—this need to watch, to know, to possess even the smallest fragments of her life—would destroy him.
And still, he drove.
The streets were nearly empty. Sunday evening, late enough that most people were home already, not yet late enough for the late-night crowd. Perfect. Anonymous. Just the way he liked it.
He parked three streets away from Eleanor's house this time. Far enough to avoid suspicion, close enough to make a quick exit if needed. He knew all the shortcuts now, all the garden gates and alleyways. He'd mapped them mentally, just as he'd mapped her routines.
Sunday nights she usually stayed in. Sometimes she'd have a glass of wine on the patio if the weather was good. Sometimes she'd work late, the soft glow of her study light visible until the early hours.
He walked quickly, head down, hands in pockets. The night air was cool on his face, carrying the scent of wet soil and someone's dinner—something rich and spicy. He moved with purpose, not furtive but not drawing attention either. Just an ordinary man taking an ordinary walk on an ordinary evening.
Until he reached her street.
Then he slowed, stepped into the shadows of a tall hedge, and watched.
The house was dark except for a single light in an upstairs window. Her bedroom, he thought. He'd never been inside that room, only glimpsed it from the landing that day when she'd given him the tour. White curtains. Wide bed. A painting above it he couldn't quite make out.
He stood still, barely breathing, watching that square of light like it might reveal some secret if he just paid enough attention.
The light shifted suddenly—a shadow moving across it. Eleanor, passing by the window.
His heart quickened.
For a moment—just a fleeting second—he thought he saw a second shadow. Larger. Moving with her.
Someone else was in her bedroom.
Tom's stomach clenched. His fists tightened at his sides.
Who would she have in her bedroom on a Sunday night? A lover? A friend? Someone from the publishing house?
He tried to steady his breathing, to rationalize what he was seeing. Maybe it was just the dog. Maybe it was a trick of the light.
But deep down, he knew it wasn't. He'd studied the way she moved too carefully not to recognize when something was different. And this was different.
She wasn't alone.
The thought burned through him like acid. Not jealousy, exactly—though that was there too, shimmering beneath the surface. But something darker. A sense of intrusion. As if whoever was in that room with her was trespassing on something that belonged to him.
Which was absurd. Eleanor didn't belong to him. She never would.
But her story did. Her secrets. Her truth about Poppy. That's what he'd been chosen for. That's what connected them.
And now someone else was inserting themselves into that connection.
He waited, watching the light, waiting for another glimpse. But the curtain was drawn now, the shadows indistinct.
He should leave. He knew that. Standing here, staring at her window—this was how mistakes happened. This was how people got caught.
But he couldn't make himself move. Not yet. Not until he knew who was in there with her.
Minutes passed. Ten. Twenty. He lost track.
Then the front door opened.
Tom pressed himself deeper into the shadows, his heart thundering so loudly he was sure it would give him away.
A man stepped out—tall, well-dressed, carrying a briefcase. He turned back toward the doorway, said something Tom couldn't hear, then nodded and walked down the path to a car parked at the curb.
As the man passed under the street lamp, Tom caught a glimpse of his face.
William Du Toit.
Eleanor's father.
Tom's breath escaped in a rush. Relief, confusion, and something like disappointment all mingled together.
Why was William here? In Eleanor's house? At this hour?
According to everything Tom had pieced together, Eleanor and her father were estranged. She'd changed her name to distance herself from him. Had written thinly veiled criticisms of him in her novels.
Yet here he was, leaving her house late on a Sunday evening, looking every inch the comfortable, welcome guest.
Tom watched as William drove away, his expensive car purring down the quiet street.
Then he looked back at the house.
The bedroom light was off now.
He waited a few minutes longer, but no other lights came on. The house settled into darkness, as if holding its secrets close.
Slowly, reluctantly, Tom turned and walked back the way he'd come.
He had more questions now than answers. More doubts than certainties.
But one thing was clear: there was more happening here than a simple editing relationship. More even than his obsession with Eleanor.
There was a story unfolding—a real one, not fiction. And somehow, William Du Toit was at the center of it.
By the time Tom reached his car, a plan was forming. He would need to go deeper. To look beyond Eleanor herself to the web of relationships surrounding her. William. Felicity. Ruth. Poppy.
He wouldn't just watch anymore.
He would investigate.
And he would start with William Du Toit.
Chapter Thirteen: The Mandarin Dynasty Hotel
The hotel lobby smelled like money—that distinct blend of sandalwood, white flowers, and polished marble that always made Ruth Langley's nostrils flare slightly. The lighting was deliberately low, golden and intimate. Spotlights picked out crystal fixtures and gleamed off the polished floors. The kind of place that promised discretion while designing every corner to be noticed.
Behind her, Verity followed in her usual orbit—assistant-sized glasses slipping down her nose, an iPad the size of a chopping board cradled in her arms, Ruth's handbag balanced like a relic. Devoted, loyal, and critically unthreatening. Ruth had chosen her precisely for these qualities.
"Verity, be a darling and check if the penthouse is under my name," Ruth said, sweeping toward the wing chairs like she owned the lobby. She sat, slow and graceful, gloves still on. Her coat—navy wool, Langley-tailored—didn't shift a crease.
Once Verity had shuffled off, Ruth reached into her bag and pulled out a thick manila envelope with "Eleanor - CONFIDENTIAL" printed in her precise handwriting. Inside were the notes from yesterday's meeting with Tom Arden, photocopies of his increasingly personal editorial comments, and surveillance photos of him near Eleanor's Hampstead home.
The name Du Toit was one she'd grown up both knowing and hating. For years, it had been whispered through family dinners and literary salons. William Du Toit had once been a publishing legend.
Now he was an infection she couldn't seem to excise.
She touched the seal but didn't open it. She didn't need to. She already knew too much.
Verity reappeared with a small nod. "Yes, ma'am. It's all ready for you."
Ruth didn't blink. "Of course it is."
The girl lingered a moment too long. "Would you like me to come with—?"
"No. You can wait in the car with Malcolm."
The doors to the lift slid open. She turned one last glance to the glass entrance, just to make sure no one from the press—or the Langley board—had decided to make a surprise appearance.
This meeting could never become public. Especially not now.
The penthouse itself was an architectural ego trip - vaulted ceilings, walls overloaded with expensive but joyless art, and a fur rug so wide it looked like an animal had been sacrificed to cover the floor. Every object in the room screamed curated wealth. But to Ruth, it all felt like camouflage. A showroom for a man who could never quite stop performing.
She didn't belong here. She didn't want to.
"When exactly did you say he'd be arriving?" she asked the butler without looking up.
"Soon," he answered in a voice that seemed engineered to be non-committal.
"Yes, but you said that forty minutes ago."
He froze momentarily, as if rebooting. "He's on his way now. Tea is served, ma'am."
Ruth exhaled through her nose and waved him off, fishing through her handbag with irritation. "First, he ignores half of what I say on the phone. Now I'm supposed to sit here like some decorative throw pillow? I don't have time for this."
The groan of the wide balcony doors silenced her. Ruth turned, already bracing herself.
William Du Toit.
He entered like a storm dressed in teal—a broad man, handsomely lined, his grin permanently affixed beneath a neatly trimmed moustache. There was something faintly Shakespearian in the way he moved, like the room should adjust itself around him. He hadn't aged a day.
Which made him all the more unbearable.
"Ruth!" he boomed. "Darling! What a sight for sore eyes."
He moved towards her with confident weight, each step heavy with intention—an old habit from a man who'd once believed walking into a room was the same thing as winning it.
She stood slowly and offered only her hand. "William," she said with a practiced smile that held the warmth of frost. "Still alive, I see."
He laughed and clasped her hand in both of his, shaking it like they were family. A flicker of something unspoken passed between them as their eyes met—history too tangled to acknowledge openly.
"And thriving! Though you wouldn't know it from the way my doctors nag about my waistline," he replied, deliberately casual.
"I can't imagine why," Ruth said dryly. "You only resemble a retired boxer with a wine cellar addiction."
His laugh was louder this time—genuine or not, it filled the room like bad perfume. "Still as sharp as ever. Sit, sit."
They returned to their seats, but the room was already shifting. Not physically—but atmospherically. Ruth could feel it: the tremor beneath the surface, the anticipation of the thing neither of them had named yet.
He broke it first. "It means a lot that you came. Especially after everything that happened."
The words hung there.
Everything.
And at the center of everything: what he'd done to her as a girl. What they'd lost.
Ruth blinked once but did not flinch. As she reached for her tea, her sleeve pulled back, revealing a delicate bracelet with a single charm—a silver April birthstone.
William's eyes fixed on it. "You still wear it."
"Some things you don't forget," she said. "Even after all these years."
He looked away, jaw tight. "I'm not here to dredge up the past."
"You're here," Ruth said, voice hardening, "because the past is knocking again. And this time, she's come to me."
He didn't argue. He couldn't.
Ruth leaned forward, lowering her voice. "Someone is digging, William. Into Poppy. Into what happened at the summer house."
William's eyes snapped to hers. "Who?"
"An editor at Langley. Young, ambitious, too clever for his own good. He's been assigned to Eleanor's new manuscript."
"That's impossible. Eleanor doesn't work with editors she doesn't choose herself."
Ruth's expression tightened. "She chose him."
William went very still. "Why would she do that?"
"That's what concerns me. He's been asking questions. About Eleanor's family. About the summer house incident. About Poppy."
"How would he even know about Poppy? That was years ago. Eleanor was barely twenty."
"I don't know yet. But he knows something." Ruth paused. "And Eleanor's manuscript... it has echoes, William. The kind only someone who was there would recognize."
William's complexion paled visibly beneath his tan. "She told me she wasn't writing about that summer."
"She told you what you wanted to hear. It's what she does." Ruth's tone was scathing. "You never could see past what you wanted to believe about your daughters."
"Daughter," he corrected automatically. "Felicity hasn't spoken to me in years."
"And whose fault is that?"
He didn't answer.
At fifteen, pregnant and terrified, Ruth had believed William when he'd whispered promises about their life together, about the family they'd create. She'd kept his secret because she'd thought it was their secret. Because she'd thought the baby growing inside her made her special, chosen, different from the other girls who threw themselves at him.
The miscarriage had shattered more than her body—it had shattered the fantasy. But William had been there afterward, offering her something else: purpose. A career. A future. Not as his lover, but as his protégée. And she'd taken it, because what else did a fifteen-year-old girl with no family and no prospects have?
Now, thirty years later, she couldn't separate herself from Langley & Co. any more than she could separate herself from that broken teenager in the hospital bed. The company wasn't just her career—it was proof that she'd transformed her victimhood into victory. That she'd taken William's cruelest lesson and made it into her greatest strength.
Ruth continued, low and deliberate, "Eleanor trusted Poppy. God knows why. But she did. And then Poppy—"
"Enough." His voice was quiet but final. "What do you need from me?"
Ruth's jaw clenched. "You can't even say her name. That's telling."
He leaned forward, more measured now. "I came to ask what Eleanor said to you. That's all."
"She didn't mention that night. If that's what you're asking."
"She didn't talk about Poppy?"
"No."
"And you didn't press her?"
"I'm not you."
He stared at her.
"I didn't push her," Ruth clarified. "Because I want to see her again. Because I know forcing it means never getting another chance."
He nodded slowly. "That's good. That's... wise."
She tilted her head. "Don't patronise me."
William leaned back, placing one large hand over hers. The memory came unbidden—his hands, young and strong, taking what wasn't offered. "You're the only one she trusts. That means something."
Ruth pulled her hand away. "It means I won't let you use me. Not again."
His grip softened. "That's not—"
She reached into her handbag, producing the envelope and placing it on the table between them.
"This? That was your first mistake. Thinking I could be bought. I want this editor gone, William. Not just from Eleanor's manuscript. From Langley entirely."
"I was trying to offer—"
"No," she snapped. "You were trying to reinsert yourself into a narrative that no longer includes you."
His expression flickered—somewhere between shame and calculation.
"Ruth, we don't have to be enemies."
"We've always been enemies," she said calmly. "You just told yourself otherwise because you liked the optics."
He said nothing.
She stood.
He followed.
"Look," he said carefully. "I don't want to fight you. I want... I don't know what I want. Except maybe for her to speak to me again. I've already lost Poppy. I don't want to lose Eleanor too."
It was the first honest thing he'd said.
And it almost worked.
Ruth studied him. She wasn't immune to sentiment—but she was highly resistant. "You still don't get it. Eleanor didn't just leave. She survived something. And you—" she gestured vaguely around the decadent space "—you stayed exactly the same."
He swallowed. "Stay for breakfast?"
After a long moment, she nodded. "Fine. But one meal, William. That's all I can afford."
He stepped aside to let her pass through the doors.
They ate in a slightly less grand but no less sterile dining room, talking of shallow things. William asked after Ruth's mother, deliberately avoiding any mention of the child they'd lost together. As Ruth reached for the salt, her sleeve pulled back again. William's eyes flickered to the bracelet.
"Do you ever think about it?" he asked suddenly, the question dropping between them like a stone in still water.
Ruth's hand stilled. "Every April."
He nodded, something close to genuine regret flickering across his face. "I was a coward. When you needed me most."
"Yes." Her voice was flat. "You were."
"I sent flowers—"
"Yellow roses," she cut in. "As if that could replace what we lost. What you took."
They fell silent. Not once did they say the baby's name aloud. Not once did they mention that Ruth had been fifteen when William first touched her. When he made her believe she was special, chosen, mature beyond her years.
Not once did they say Poppy's name again. But she was there. In every space between sentences. In every glance not held too long.
Afterwards, William escorted her to the door.
"One more thing," he said, producing another envelope. "This one's not a bribe. Just... a security measure. The editor's background check. I had my people run it this morning."
Ruth took it without comment.
"His name is Tom Arden," William continued. "And Ruth? He's not who he says he is."
She looked at the envelope, then at William.
"Of course he isn't," she said. "That's why Eleanor chose him."
William's expression was unreadable.
Just before stepping through the door, Ruth turned back.
"Give Eleanor space. Don't send flowers. Don't write a letter. Don't perform. Let her come to you when she's ready. If she's ever ready."
He nodded, but looked tired. "And if she ever mentions Poppy..."
"Don't try to rewrite that story," Ruth finished. "Just listen."
And with that, she left.
In the elevator down, she opened the envelope William had given her. Inside was a background report on Tom Arden—employment history, education, references. All seemingly ordinary, except for a small notation circled in red at the bottom of the last page:
"Subject demonstrates unusual interest in Du Toit family incidents. Monitor closely."
Ruth closed the folder, her expression unreadable. The pieces were beginning to align, but not in a pattern she recognized. Not yet.
There was also something William hadn't mentioned. Something she'd noticed when she'd reached across the table for the salt during breakfast.
A fresh bruise on his wrist. Small, discreet, but unmistakable.
The kind of mark left by someone grabbing you. Restraining you.
She hadn't asked about it. Some questions were better left unspoken until you had more information.
As the elevator doors opened onto the lobby, Ruth touched the April birthstone on her bracelet. A lifetime ago. And yet the pain remained as fresh as yesterday.
The memory of the hospital corridor. The tiny still little bundle they'd never let her hold. Her voice, still childlike despite everything: "Does it have a name?"
William had been too much of a coward to stay. And afterward, he'd made her his personal special project. His mentee. His protégée. As if that could erase what he'd done. What they'd lost.
Ruth straightened her shoulders and walked through the lobby, nodding to Verity who waited by the door.
William was right about one thing: some stories aren't meant to be written.
Chapter Fourteen: What She Didn't Say
The flat was quiet, except for the washing machine grumbling through its final spin and the muted buzz of a neighbour's television, somewhere behind the wall. Outside, Camberwell was doing its usual mid-afternoon shuffle—buses sighing at junctions, mopeds weaving past delivery vans, a dog barking without rhythm.
Clara Voss sat cross-legged on the floor, back against the sofa, manuscript pages fanned across the rug like fallen leaves. Her glasses slid slightly down the bridge of her nose. She didn't push them back up. Her notepad lay open beside her mug, and she was chewing the end of a pencil, which she always told herself not to do and always forgot.
She wasn't meant to be working today.
But Eleanor's manuscript had a grip on her.
Not the plot. That was vague, deliberately so. Eleanor's work had always been elliptical—slippery with time and memory, structured like the echo of something truer that once existed. But this one... this one was different.
There were gaps. Not creative ones. Gaps that felt loaded. Gaps that felt like edits made in fear.
Clara turned to page 63 and read it again.
"If you don't say it, it isn't real."
One line. Then silence.
No aftermath. No inner monologue. Just a jump-cut to another scene, another city, another woman. As if the narrative itself had flinched.
Clara circled the line in pencil and wrote in the margin: She doesn't lie. She withholds. That's worse.
She rubbed her temple and looked around her flat—one-bedroom, rented, warm in the winter and loud in the summer. A second-hand bookshelf stood by the window, half of it filled with proofs and dog-eared classics, the other half with the sorts of novels you were supposed to like in publishing. She'd kept her bookshelves honest, at least.
The kettle clicked off in the kitchen. She didn't get up.
She thought of her mother, briefly—always standing in the kitchen with her back to the door, always halfway through a sentence she never finished. Clara had learned to hear emotion in silence before she knew what it was. Learned to ask what wasn't being said, rather than what was.
It had made her good at her job. It had made her lonely sometimes, too.
She picked up another page from Eleanor's manuscript. This one was a flashback—a woman returning to a childhood home she swore she hadn't thought of in years, describing the scuff on a banister, the smell of rain in the upstairs carpet.
Too vivid. Too sharp. Clara underlined another sentence.
"She walked through the house like she still belonged to it, even though she didn't want to."
And then there were the notes.
Tom's handwriting was hard to miss—angular, slightly impatient, written in fountain pen ink like someone trying to pretend they didn't care about the page.
"You're circling the grief. Don't. Show us what she lost." "Let her speak more freely." "Just say it."
They didn't feel like editorial notes. They felt like pressure. Like someone coaxing a confession.
Clara frowned. She knew Tom was passionate. Intense. People said it like a compliment. But this felt... personal.
And then there was the one she hadn't noticed before. Scribbled at the bottom of page seventy-nine:
"You're not ready to admit this yet."
She stared at it for a long time.
Not the character. Not the narrator.
You.
She turned and reached for her laptop. Logged into the editorial archive. Pulled up the version history for Eleanor's draft. Four copies. One listed as V4_Clara_shadowcopy.
That wasn't hers.
She clicked. Nothing opened. The document had been removed or renamed, but the title still lingered—like a footprint on snow.
Clara stood, walked to the kitchen, and poured water into the mug. She let the teabag steep too long, then forgot to add milk. She drank it anyway, bitter and bracing.
Back in the living room, she paused by the window.
A man was crossing the street—coat open, talking on the phone. Not looking up. Nothing suspicious.
Still, she stepped to one side, out of sight.
On page 93, she found a passage marked heavily in Tom's hand:
"The summer house had a quality of surveillance to it—like the walls themselves were recording what happened inside them. She couldn't shake the feeling of being watched, even when she was alone."
Beneath it, Tom had written something nearly illegible, pressed so hard the pen had nearly torn the page. Clara leaned closer, squinting:
"Poppy knew."
She frowned. The name meant nothing to her, but Tom had circled it twice in other places in the manuscript. Always with the same urgency. Always followed by question marks or exclamation points. As if it were a code he was trying to break.
Clara turned to her laptop again. Opened a search window. Tried "Poppy Du Toit" but found nothing relevant. Then "Eleanor Du Toit Poppy"—still nothing substantial. Publishing was careful about its secrets.
She returned to the manuscript, flipping through pages with new purpose. Near the end, she found a passage Tom had marked with three bold lines:
"In the aftermath, they all constructed their own versions. Her father spoke of grief and accidents. Her sister never spoke of it at all. But she knew. She had seen the light beneath the study door. Had heard the raised voices. Had watched the way her hands trembled at breakfast the next morning."
Tom's note beside it: "This is the truth, isn't it? Not fiction."
Clara wrote something into her own notebook, careful and slow:
He's not editing her. He's watching her. Through the words.
She didn't know if it was true.
But she knew how it felt.
She sat back on the floor and pulled the pages toward her again. The manuscript was speaking—but not in dialogue, not in exposition. In absence.
What Eleanor wouldn't say—that's where the story was buried.
Clara looked down at her notes, then up at the flat around her—safe, familiar, and suddenly a little too quiet.
The next step was obvious.
But that didn't mean it wasn't dangerous.
She reached for her phone and pulled up Ruth's contact information. Three days had passed since Ruth had asked her to review the manuscript. Three days of silence.
Clara had sent her initial assessment—professional, objective, highlighting the technical strengths and structural issues. But she'd held back the rest. The strangeness. The gaps. The way Tom's notes felt like an invasion.
Her thumb hovered over the call button. Then she put the phone down.
Not yet.
She needed more. More evidence. More understanding.
She turned back to her laptop and opened a fresh search window. This time, she tried a different approach.
"Du Toit family scandal 2015"
Nothing useful.
"William Du Toit publishing controversy"
General industry articles. Nothing specific.
"Poppy Du Toit death"
A single hit. A local newspaper archive. She clicked.
The article was brief, tucked away on page seven. A small headline: "Young Woman Dies at Dorset Estate."
Poppy Du Toit, 22, was found dead yesterday morning at the family estate of publishing magnate William Du Toit. The family has requested privacy during this difficult time.
That was it. No details. No follow-up. As if the story had been deliberately buried.
Clara copied the text into her notes, then tried one more search:
Then she texted Ruth Langley on her personal phone:
Need to discuss Arden situation urgently. Tomorrow?
The reply came almost immediately:
9am. My office.
Clara put down her phone and walked to the window again. The street below was quiet now, the man with the phone long gone.
But as she turned away, something caught her eye. A car parked across the street. Dark sedan. Windows tinted. Engine off.
It hadn't been there earlier.
She watched it for a moment, waiting for someone to get out, for some sign of ordinary life.
Nothing.
Just a car, sitting silent. Watching.
Clara stepped back from the window, her heart suddenly beating faster. She was being ridiculous. Paranoid. It was just a car. On a street full of cars.
But as she moved away, she found herself drawing the curtains anyway.
Just in case.
Clara's blood ran cold. If Ruth discovered she'd been investigating independently, going beyond her assigned role... Ruth Langley didn't just fire people who overstepped. She destroyed careers. Made sure they never worked in publishing again.
She needed to be careful. But she also needed to understand what was happening. What Tom was doing. What Eleanor was hiding.
And why someone might be watching her flat.
The next morning would bring answers. Ruth's office at 9am. Clara would have to decide how much to reveal, how much to keep hidden.
She gathered the manuscript pages, stacking them neatly. Eleanor's words. Tom's increasingly unhinged responses. The gaps and absences that told their own story.
Clara had learned to read between the lines long before she became an editor. It was a skill that had served her well in publishing, where so much was never said directly.
But this felt different. This felt dangerous.
As she prepared for bed, Clara found herself checking the locks twice. Glancing at the curtained windows. Listening for sounds that didn't belong.
Tomorrow she would have to choose sides. Ruth's. Eleanor's. Tom's. Or her own.
She thought about the car outside. The tinted windows. The patient waiting.
In publishing, as in life, there were always watchers. The question was: who was watching whom?
And what they intended to do about what they saw.
Chapter Fifteen: Betrayal
The scrubbing was mechanical now, a mindless rhythm that had long since stopped being about cleanliness. Tom's knees ached against the floorboards as he worked the sponge over the same patch for the twentieth time, muscles tight with tension, sweat beading at his hairline despite the chill in the flat.
Morning light sliced through the grimy windows, illuminating dust motes that drifted like silent witnesses. The rhythmic rasp of bristles against wood filled the small kitchen, almost loud enough to drown out the thoughts churning behind his eyes.
Almost.
Three days since Eleanor had spoken to him. Three days of silence that gnawed at him from the inside out. At first, he'd attributed it to Ruth's interference or Eleanor needing space. Now he knew better.
It had to be Hamish.
The realization had struck him at 3 a.m., jolting him from restless sleep into heart-pounding clarity. All the comments Hamish had made about Eleanor. His suspiciously specific warnings. The way he'd always dismissed her work but seemed to know so much about it. The odd, careful way he'd spoken her name that night at the pub—Eleanor—as if tasting it, as if it belonged in his mouth.
How had he never seen it before? The signs had been there all along.
The creak of floorboards pulled him from his thoughts as Hamish shouldered his way into the kitchen, a cardboard box of kitchen equipment nearly obscuring his face.
"You've been on that spot forever, mate," Hamish grunted, dropping the box beside the ancient stove with a thud that made the cutlery inside clatter. "Think you've murdered any bacteria that once lived there."
Tom said nothing. What was there to say? He'd barely spoken three sentences since Hamish had shown up at his door that morning, offering to help with the move as if nothing had happened. As if he hadn't been lying for months. Years, maybe.
New Hampshire. The "special project with a friend" that Hamish had refused to discuss upon his return. Tom had assumed professional disappointment at the time.
But it was her, wasn't it? It had to be her.
"Hey!" Hamish's hand landed on his shoulder, solid and heavy. "You've nearly rubbed the varnish off. What's going on?"
"What do you mean?" Tom kept his voice carefully empty as he squeezed the sponge into the bucket, watching dirty water drain through his fingers.
Hamish crouched, forcing himself into Tom's line of sight. "This isn't normal, even for you. You only go Mr. Clean when something's eating at you. Talk to me."
Tom stared at the floor. "I'm just behind on unpacking. Behind on work."
Hamish studied him for a long moment, then a knowing smile spread across his face. "I see what this is. It's about Eleanor, isn't it? What happened this time?"
There it was. The way he said her name. The presumption of intimacy. The smile that didn't reach his eyes. A smile that said: I know something you don't.
"If you're done," Tom said coldly, "you can leave."
Hamish didn't move. "And leave you here to scrub your skin off? Not a chance."
"Why are you always around, huh?" The question burst from Tom before he could stop it, and he caught the flicker of something—guilt? alarm?—cross Hamish's face.
"What's your problem, Tom? Just because you had another fight with Eleanor doesn't mean—"
Tom rose to his feet so quickly that Hamish took a step back. "How do you know that?"
"Know what?"
"That we had a fight."
Hamish's laugh was nervous, forced. "Come on, I guessed. It's always something with you two."
But it wasn't. They hadn't been working together long enough for there to be an "always" between them. Hamish wouldn't know that Eleanor had gone silent these past three days unless she had told him. Unless they were in contact.
"That's bullshit."
"What are you—"
"How long have you two been talking?" Tom's voice vibrated with quiet fury. "How long, Hamish?"
Something flashed in Hamish's eyes. Panic, perhaps. Or guilt. It was enough confirmation for Tom.
"I don't know what the fuck you're on about, Tom."
The rage rose like flood waters, sudden and all-consuming. Tom lunged forward, grabbing Hamish by the collar, yanking him close. "You lying bastard! You've been playing me this whole time!"
His fist connected with Hamish's cheekbone—a sharp, satisfying crack that sent a jolt of pain up his arm. Hamish staggered back, eyes wide with shock.
"Christ almighty, Tom!" The words had barely left his mouth when Tom tackled him, driving them both into the rickety dining table. Everything on it went flying—the salt and pepper shakers from Eleanor's house, the vase, papers, books—as they crashed against the wood. Tom heard it splinter beneath Hamish's weight.
He pulled back to throw another punch, but Hamish was faster. Always had been. He caught Tom's wrist mid-swing, twisted, and suddenly Tom was off-balance. Before he could recover, Hamish was behind him, one knee pressing into his spine, pinning him amid the debris.
"What the hell has gotten into you?" Hamish demanded, his voice tight with exertion.
"Get off me!" Tom thrashed uselessly against the weight.
"Not until you tell me what's going on."
"Why? So you can report back to her? You treacherous prick."
Hamish went still above him. "Christ... What are you talking about? Report to who?"
"Eleanor!" Tom spat the name like a curse. "I know about you two. I know you've been seeing her. All those warnings about staying away from her—it was just to keep me from finding out!"
"Tom, that's insane—"
"Don't lie to me!" Tom's voice rose to a shout. "New Hampshire. Two years ago. That was her, wasn't it? The 'friend' you were working with? The project you never talked about?"
He felt Hamish's sharp intake of breath, felt the slight release of pressure on his back. Confirmation.
"That's not... Look, I can explain—"
"How about you get off my back first?"
"Promise you'll stop attacking me."
"Get. Off. My. Back."
After a moment's hesitation, the pressure eased. Tom didn't waste the opportunity. He twisted violently, breaking Hamish's grip, and kicked upward, catching him under the chin. Before Hamish could recover, Tom grabbed one of the broken table legs—a metal pipe that had supported the cheap wood—and swung with every ounce of strength in his body.
The metal connected with a dull thud. Hamish dropped to the floor, instantly still.
"That's what you get," Tom spat, standing over him, the metal leg still clutched in his trembling hand. "You lying, backstabbing bastard!"
Hamish didn't move. Didn't blink. Didn't groan.
Reality crashed in like a wave of ice water. The rage drained away, replaced by cold horror as Tom stared at his oldest friend's motionless body. A thin trickle of blood had begun to run from Hamish's temple, stark against his pale skin.
"Oh God. Oh fuck." The makeshift weapon clattered to the floor as Tom dropped to his knees, pressing his fingers to Hamish's neck, then his ear to his chest.
The pulse was there—slow, but present. But this was bad. Very bad.
Tom lurched to his feet and staggered to the landline.
"Emergency services, which service do you require? Police, fire, or ambulance?"
His mind raced, calculating consequences like dominoes. If he told them what really happened, he'd be arrested. His career would be over. His access to Eleanor—gone forever.
"Hello, I need an ambulance."
"Can you tell me what's happening and your location?"
"My friend, he—he slipped on the stairs and hit his head on the doorframe. He's unconscious. I'm on 27, Bridge Road, Finsbury." The lie came easily, rehearsed in the seconds between dialing and speaking.
"Okay, stay calm. Help is on the way. Can you give me your phone number and confirm your exact address?"
Tom provided the details mechanically, his eyes fixed on Hamish's still form, on the expanding circle of blood beneath his head.
When he hung up, he surveyed the chaos of the room—the overturned table, the scattered belongings, the salt and pepper shakers in pieces among the wreckage. Eleanor's shakers. Her touch, now destroyed, because of him. Because of Hamish's betrayal.
Evidence that contradicted the story he'd just told.
Tom moved with sudden purpose, grabbing Hamish by the ankles and dragging him toward the living room, positioning him near the foot of the stairs. He needed to make this look right. Needed to protect himself.
As he hurried to his bedroom to change his sweat-soaked shirt, his foot crunched on ceramic shards. He looked down to see one of the pepper shakers, the one Eleanor had touched so carefully in her kitchen. Broken beyond repair. Like everything else.
His hands shook as he pulled on a fresh shirt. He needed to see her. Needed to know what she'd told Hamish about him. Needed to understand what game they'd been playing.
He just had to get through this first. The ambulance. The questions. The hospital.
And then he would go to Hampstead. To Eleanor.
For answers. For the truth.
Even if the truth might destroy what was left of him.
The paramedics arrived within minutes—efficient, professional, asking all the right questions. Tom answered with just the right mix of concern and confusion.
"We were unpacking. He went upstairs for another box. I heard him fall."
They nodded, checked Hamish's vitals, secured his neck, loaded him onto a stretcher.
"You coming with him?"
Tom hesitated, then nodded. "Of course."
In the ambulance, watching Hamish's pale face beneath the oxygen mask, something cold settled in Tom's chest. This was a line he'd never expected to cross. Violence. Real harm. To his oldest friend.
But Hamish had betrayed him. Had been working with Eleanor behind his back.
Hadn't he?
As the ambulance wailed through London traffic, doubt began to creep in. What if he was wrong? What if New Hampshire had been something else entirely? What if Hamish had been telling the truth?
He pushed the thought away. He couldn't afford doubt. Not now. Not when he was so close to understanding what was happening with Eleanor. With Poppy. With all of it.
At the hospital, they wheeled Hamish away for scans and evaluations. Tom sat in the waiting room, head in his hands, the gravity of what he'd done washing over him in waves.
Hours passed. A doctor appeared. Concussion. Skull fracture. Observation required.
"He's asking for you," the doctor said.
Tom's stomach dropped. "He's awake?"
"Conscious, yes. Though quite groggy."
Tom followed the doctor through sterile corridors to a private room. Hamish lay propped against pillows, his head bandaged, his face pale except for the bruise blooming across his cheekbone. His eyes were open, watching the door.
When he saw Tom, something unreadable passed across his face.
"I'll leave you two," the doctor said, closing the door behind him.
Silence stretched between them. Tom stood awkwardly at the foot of the bed, unable to move closer, unable to retreat.
Finally, Hamish spoke, his voice hoarse. "You told them I fell down the stairs."
It wasn't a question.
"Yes."
"Why?"
Tom shifted his weight from one foot to the other. "It seemed simpler."
Hamish's laugh was a dry, broken thing. "Simpler. Christ almighty, Tom."
Another silence.
"Are you going to tell them what really happened?" Tom asked finally.
Hamish studied him for a long moment. "No."
Relief flooded through Tom, followed immediately by suspicion. "Why not?"
"Because if I do, you'll lose everything. Your job. Your freedom. Your shot with Eleanor."
The last one hit like a slap. "My shot? So there is something between you two?"
Hamish closed his eyes briefly, as if gathering strength. "I met Eleanor Du Toit once. At a publishing event in New Hampshire. Two years ago. She wouldn't remember me. I was one of dozens of editors she spoke to that day."
"You're lying."
"I'm not." Hamish opened his eyes again, holding Tom's gaze. "But I let you think I was. When you attacked me. I thought if you believed I knew her—that I was some kind of rival—you might back off. Might see how paranoid you've become."
Tom stared at him, trying to process the words. "But the way you talked about her. The things you knew—"
"I know what you've told me, Tom. And I know her books. And I know how publishing works." Hamish winced, shifting in the bed. "But mostly, I know you. I know your patterns. I've seen this before."
"This is different."
"No, it's not." Hamish's voice was tired, but firm. "It's exactly the same as Professor Bryce. As Celia. As all the others. You fixate. You imagine connections. You build entire relationships in your head. And then, when reality doesn't match your fantasy, you break."
The words hit Tom like physical blows. He took a step back, bumping against the wall. "You don't understand—"
"I understand better than you think." Hamish's voice softened. "You need help, Tom. Real help. Not just to protect Eleanor, but to protect yourself."
Tom felt the room spinning slightly. The certainty he'd clung to was crumbling beneath him.
"You think I'm crazy," he said flatly.
"I think you're ill." Hamish lifted a hand, tentative, as if he might reach out. "And I think you're worth saving."
Tom stared at his oldest friend—battered, broken, and still trying to help him. The weight of what he'd done crashed down on him all at once.
And yet, beneath the guilt, a stubborn voice whispered: He's manipulating you. Eleanor needs you. You're the only one who understands what's happening.
"I have to go," Tom said suddenly.
"Tom—"
"I'm sorry. About this." He gestured vaguely at Hamish's bandaged head. "I'll come back tomorrow."
He turned to leave.
"Tom," Hamish called after him.
He paused at the door.
"Don't go to Eleanor's. Not tonight. Not ever again." Hamish's voice was strained. "You think you're the only one watching her, but you're not."
Tom looked back, confusion and fear battling in his chest. "What does that mean?"
Hamish met his gaze steadily. "It means you're not the only one who's obsessed with Eleanor Du Toit. And the others are far more dangerous than you."
With that cryptic warning hanging in the air, Tom left, his mind racing with new questions.
Who else was watching Eleanor? And why?
He needed answers. And he knew where to find them.
At Hampstead. At Eleanor's house.
Tonight.
Chapter Sixteen: Surveillance
Clara Voss stepped off the lift and into a corridor that reeked of bleach and fear.
She hadn't expected company—not like this. She'd come to visit Hamish Yates after Ruth had muttered something about "an unfortunate fall." But even before the doors had finished closing behind her, voices drifted down the sterile hallway.
Two men. One unmistakable.
Tom.
Clara froze, her fingers brushing the wall, breath shallow. A cleaner's trolley sat abandoned beside the nurses' station. She slipped behind it, barely daring to breathe.
"You think you need to protect her?" Hamish's voice—fractured, defensive, laced with something close to despair.
"And why would that be?" Tom, cold and clipped.
A beat. Then Hamish laughed—a hollow, broken thing. "You silly bastard. You really think you're the only one watching?"
Something dropped in Clara's stomach. The only one watching?
Tom's voice again—lower, almost hungry. "So she is in danger."
"What?" Hamish snapped. "No. You don't understand any of it."
A scuffling noise. Clara risked a glance.
Tom had him by the shirt, one hand twisted in hospital fabric, the other hovering dangerously close to the IV stand.
"Then make me understand," Tom hissed. "Who else is watching her?"
Clara ducked back. Her heart pounded against her ribs. She knew there was something behind Eleanor Du Toit's manuscript—its strange shifts in tone, the deletions no one could account for, the name Poppy recurring like a watermark—but this... this was confirmation.
More than one player. More than one threat.
"You need to leave and never come back, Tom."
Hamish's voice was quieter now. Resigned.
"Well said," came Tom's reply.
Footsteps. Clara didn't wait. She darted into a supply cupboard, left the door open a crack.
Tom passed.
His face was thundercloud-dark, his fists clenched like he didn't trust his hands not to act on their own. He didn't see her. Didn't pause. Just turned the corner and disappeared.
She waited until silence returned, then slipped back into the corridor.
Hamish stood in his doorway, pale and trembling, clinging to his IV stand like a mast in a storm. One eye was swollen nearly shut, and fresh bandages wrapped around his skull.
"Hamish," she said softly.
He flinched at her voice, squinting toward her. "Clara?"
She approached slowly. "I heard about your fall."
His smile was bitter. "Nice euphemism."
"I saw Tom leave."
"Then you heard."
"Some of it."
She offered her arm. He hesitated, then took it, letting her steer him carefully back toward the hospital bed. The room was bleak: white walls, pale light, a radio playing faint jazz through static. It smelled of damp cloth and overcooked carrots.
Clara perched on the edge of the visitor's chair.
"What happened?"
"What do you think?" Hamish muttered. "Tom happened. Came at me like a lunatic."
"Because of Eleanor?"
"Everything's because of Eleanor."
Clara nodded once. "Ruth asked me to review the manuscript. Tom's notes are—"
"Obsessive?" Hamish cut in.
"Paranoid," she said. "And not entirely unfounded."
He looked at her. "What did you hear out there?"
"You said he wasn't the only one watching."
Hamish looked away.
"You weren't just provoking him."
He didn't answer.
"I've read through the manuscript three times. There are things buried in there—phrases that feel like codes. Redacted lines. Mentions of Poppy. Mentions of W.T."
Hamish turned back sharply. "You saw those initials?"
She nodded.
"Then you need to walk away. Right now."
"I'm not going to do that."
"It's not about bravery. It's about survival." His eyes were hard now. "There are people who've spent years keeping the truth buried."
"Who?"
Silence.
"William Du Toit?" Clara asked.
Hamish hesitated—just enough.
"I need to know what I'm dealing with."
He didn't look at her. "Tom thinks I used to work with Eleanor. That we're part of some plot against him."
"Are you?"
He let out a sigh. "I met her. Once. New Hampshire. A publishing conference. She wouldn't remember."
"But he thinks it was more."
"I told him what I had to. Something to make him stop. Said I'd worked for her. Said it ended badly."
"Lying to protect yourself?"
"Lying to stay alive." He tapped the gauze at his temple. "Tom isn't well, Clara. And I don't just mean obsessive. I mean gone. He's spiralling."
She stared at him. "What happens now?"
"He'll go to her."
"To Eleanor?"
Hamish nodded. "He thinks she's in danger. Thinks he's the one who has to save her."
Clara stood. "Then I have to warn her."
"Don't," Hamish said quickly, catching her wrist. "If he sees you there—"
"I'll deal with it."
"Ruth knows more than she admits," he said quietly. "And if she's put you on this manuscript, you're already part of it."
Clara paused. "Part of what?"
"Whatever Poppy uncovered. Whatever Eleanor has resurrected."
"Then I need to know."
Hamish looked at her for a long moment. "Be careful who you trust with what you know. Including me."
She hesitated in the doorway. "Why tell me anything at all?"
"Because Tom isn't the only threat. And once they read that manuscript—really read it—someone else will come looking."
A silence passed between them, heavy as snowfall.
"Who are they?"
He didn't answer.
Clara left.
She walked the corridor without looking back. At the lift, she pressed the button and glanced out the window.
A black car idled across the street.
Engine off. Someone in the front seat. Waiting.
The lift doors opened. Clara stepped inside. She was already planning the fastest route to Hampstead. To Eleanor's house. Vale Rise.
The doors began to close.
At the last second, a man in a hospital security uniform stepped in after her. He smiled as the doors sealed shut, but the smile didn't reach his eyes.
He raised a phone to his ear.
Clara stared straight ahead.
Behind her, the whisper:
"Yes. She's leaving now. Following the manuscript."
The lift descended.
And Clara understood, for the first time, what it meant to be watched.
She kept her posture relaxed, her face neutral—practiced skills from years of publishing meetings where showing too much emotion was a fatal weakness. Inside, her mind raced.
Hospital security didn't carry phones like that—sleek, black, expensive. They used walkie-talkies or internal communication systems. And they certainly didn't follow random visitors into lifts to make cryptic calls.
The man was dressed as security, but he wasn't hospital staff.
Which meant someone cared enough about her visit to Hamish to monitor it. To track her movements.
The lift reached the ground floor. The doors opened. Clara stepped out, deliberately unhurried, and headed for the main entrance. She could feel the man's gaze on her back but resisted the urge to turn around.
Outside, the afternoon was fading, shadows lengthening across the hospital car park. The black car she'd spotted from the window was still there, engine now running. As she watched, it pulled away from the curb and began to circle toward the exit.
Clara made a split-second decision. Instead of heading for the tube station as she'd planned, she turned sharply and walked toward the hospital café. Through its windows, she could see it was busy—full of visitors and staff, a perfect place to disappear.
She pushed through the doors, moving quickly toward the counter. Ordered a coffee she didn't want. Paid cash. Took the cup and wove her way through the crowded space toward the back, where a corridor led to toilets and a secondary exit to a small courtyard.
In the women's bathroom, she locked herself in a stall and pulled out her phone.
No signal.
Perfect.
She took a deep breath, then another. Planned her next moves carefully.
After five minutes, she flushed the toilet, washed her hands methodically, and left the bathroom. Instead of returning to the café, she turned down a service corridor, following signs for "Staff Only" until she reached a fire exit.
The alarm would sound if she pushed it open, but that might be exactly what she needed—a distraction, a moment of chaos.
She hesitated, hand on the bar.
No. Too risky. Too public.
Instead, she retraced her steps, emerging back into the café from a different entrance than the one she'd used. She scanned the room quickly, looking for anyone watching, anyone out of place.
The security guard was there, seated near the window, pretending to read a newspaper. His gaze flicked up, caught hers for a split second, then returned to the page.
Clara felt a chill run through her.
She hadn't imagined it. She was being followed.
She walked directly toward him, watching his posture stiffen slightly as she approached. She didn't stop at his table but continued past, heading back into the main hospital corridor.
Now she needed to get to Eleanor. Fast.
She pulled out her phone again, found signal this time, and opened the Uber app. Requested a car to a location three streets away from the hospital.
Five minutes.
She could lose her tail in that time. She had to.
Clara moved through the hospital with purpose, taking lifts up and down, doubling back through departments, using her publishing-honed ability to look like she belonged anywhere.
When her phone buzzed with notification that her Uber had arrived, she was on the east side of the building, slipping out through an entrance used primarily by maintenance staff.
The black car was nowhere in sight.
She walked quickly, not running, keeping to crowded streets. The Uber—a blue Ford Focus—was waiting exactly where the app indicated. She slid into the back seat.
"Change of destination," she said to the driver, giving him Eleanor's address.
As they pulled away, Clara finally allowed herself to look back.
Nothing. No black car. No security guard.
But that didn't mean they weren't watching.
The drive to Hampstead took longer than expected—traffic thick with evening commuters, roads slick from a brief rain shower. Clara sat rigid in the back seat, phone clutched in her hand, scrolling through her notes on Eleanor's manuscript.
She needed to find the connection. Needed to understand why someone would follow her, why Tom would attack Hamish, why Eleanor's manuscript was triggering so much surveillance.
It all came back to Poppy. To whatever had happened at the summer house.
The Uber turned onto Vale Rise as dusk was settling, streetlights flickering on along the tree-lined street. Clara paid in cash again, asked for no receipt, and stepped out a few houses down from Eleanor's address.
The street was quiet. Expensive homes set back from the road, gardens well-maintained, security lights glowing softly. Clara walked slowly, scanning for any sign of Tom, any indication she wasn't alone.
Eleanor's house was set farther back than the others, partially hidden by a high hedge. A wrought-iron gate marked the entrance to the path, the house itself visible as a warm glow behind curtained windows.
Clara approached cautiously, alert for any movement in the shadows. Nothing stirred except branches swaying gently in the evening breeze.
At the gate, she hesitated. Should she call first? What if Tom was already here? What if Eleanor didn't want to be warned?
Before she could decide, the front door opened. Light spilled onto the path.
Eleanor stood in the doorway, her silhouette sharp against the warm interior. She wasn't looking toward Clara but to her right, where a figure was emerging from between the hedges.
Tom.
Clara froze, heart hammering. She was too late.
But Eleanor didn't seem surprised or frightened. She stood very still, watching Tom approach. When he reached the steps, she said something Clara couldn't hear, then stepped back, gesturing him inside.
The door closed behind them.
Clara remained rooted to the spot, unsure what to do. Eleanor had let Tom in. Willingly. Without resistance. After everything Hamish had said, after all the evidence of Tom's obsession...
Had she misunderstood? Was there something between them after all?
A car turned onto the street behind her—moving slowly, headlights off.
Black sedan.
They'd found her.
Clara backed away from the gate, pressing herself against the hedge. The car stopped several houses away, engine still running. The driver's window lowered slightly.
She couldn't see who was inside, but she felt their gaze. Watching. Waiting.
She had two choices: retreat, or continue to Eleanor


 Chapter Seventeen: The Puppet Master
William Du Toit stood in the window's reflection, the city sprawling out behind him like a patient on an operating table—veins of traffic, arteries of glass, every district laid bare. He'd helped shape it, once. Or at least he liked to think so.
He lifted the tumbler, let the whiskey lap gently against the cut crystal. A show of calm. He wasn't calm.
Felicity was late.
Not fashionably. Not incidentally. Deliberately.
He checked his watch again, jaw tightening. His second daughter had always understood the value of silence, of timing, of arriving just late enough to remind you that your time didn't matter.
His gaze flicked back to the window, but it wasn't the skyline he saw—it was that old porch in Kent. That humid May afternoon decades ago. A fifteen-year-old Ruth on her knees, mascara running, the neighbours circling like vultures. His father's voice: "What is this, Willy?"
His mother, feigning shock: "Why is there a schoolgirl crying at your feet, William?"
As if she hadn't known. As if they all hadn't known.
A mistake. A lapse. A moment of weakness that had stretched into months—hidden meetings, whispered promises, touches that should never have happened. And then the pregnancy.
Ruth had been fifteen. Just fifteen. Too young to consent, though he'd told himself otherwise. Too young for the burden he'd placed on her slender shoulders.
He'd paid for the hospital stay. Better facilities than the public ward. A private room where no one would ask questions. He'd sent flowers—yellow roses—but hadn't had the courage to go himself. To see the tiny, silent bundle that would have been his third child.
And afterward, when the scandal threatened to break, he'd given her a job. Made her his protégée. As if that could wash away the sin. As if that could replace what they'd lost.
What he'd taken.
He rubbed the bruise on his wrist—a fresh memory from his visit to Eleanor's house. How she'd grabbed him when he'd tried to bring up Ruth. How she'd hissed, "Don't you dare say her name to me."
Eleanor knew. Had known for years, apparently. Had found the letters. The hospital bracelet. The proof of his greatest shame.
The door clicked.
Felicity entered like she owned the place. A charcoal skirt suit. Hair scraped back so tight it looked punitive. Her mother's cheekbones, his father's disdain.
"You're late," he said, turning.
"You're dramatic," she replied, unclipping her purse and setting it down like a gavel.
He smiled, not kindly. "Still playing the predator, are we?"
"You called me," she said, settling into the leather chair opposite him. "Let's not pretend this was my idea."
"You could have ignored it."
"I considered it."
William lowered himself into his seat, adjusting his cufflinks like it mattered. "So. You saw her."
Felicity gave nothing away. "She's changed."
"She was always changing. That's the danger."
"She's not planning anything."
He studied her, eyes narrowing. "You really think that book is just a book?"
Felicity poured herself wine from the decanter on the sideboard. "It's a manuscript, Father. Not a nuclear threat."
"You underestimate her."
"And you overestimate your relevance."
That made him laugh, a sharp bark of sound. "My relevance? I am this family. Without me—"
"Without you, we might all have been spared."
A silence settled between them—knife-edge sharp. William broke it.
"He's watching her, you know."
Felicity's brow arched. "Who?"
"The editor. That boy. Tom Arden."
"And how exactly do you know that?"
"I have my methods."
She stared at him, unreadable. "You're spying on her?"
"For her protection," he said flatly.
"You don't even believe that."
"Of course I don't," he snapped. "But the truth would terrify you."
He leaned forward, voice low. "He's been following her. Watching her house. Visiting at night. Once, he broke in. I have pictures."
The envelope appeared, handed over by the silent butler. Felicity opened it slowly, the weight of it already obvious.
Photographs. Eleanor's home. Eleanor's windows. And Tom—always Tom. Lingering. Lurking.
"You think he's dangerous?"
"I think he's obsessed. And obsession is always dangerous when it doesn't belong to you."
Felicity looked at the final image—Tom in Eleanor's kitchen, staring at something she couldn't make out. The intimacy of it made her throat tighten.
"What do you want from me?"
Felicity held up the photos, fanned them slightly. "So this is your plan? Spy on your daughter, manipulate a mentally unstable editor, and hope something sticks?"
"Not hope," he said. "Strategy."
She rose. The envelope in one hand, her glass in the other. "You always did think you were a grandmaster."
He smiled coldly. "And you always did make a perfect pawn."
Her laugh was quiet and cutting. "You'd better pray I don't turn into the queen."
She walked toward the door, not looking back.
"Felicity," he said.
She paused.
"Whatever you think of me, remember this—Eleanor didn't come back for reconciliation. She came back to win."
She left.
William sat alone, the glass empty now.
The board was set. The pieces moving. Eleanor with her secrets. Tom with his madness. Ruth circling like a hawk. And Felicity—the middle child—never quite sure which wind to follow.
He would pull the strings.
And when the final note played, it would not be Eleanor's name in the headlines, but his. Not as the villain she imagined, but as the grieving father who tried to save a daughter consumed by obsession.
He reached into his jacket and pulled out a solitary photograph he hadn't shown Felicity. Ruth at fifteen, in a summer dress, standing on the lawn at the Du Toit estate. So young. So trusting. So easily broken.
The memory came unbidden—her face, young and tear-streaked in the hospital light. The tiny bundle they'd never let her hold. Her voice, still childlike despite everything: "Does it have a name?"
William set the photo down, suddenly weary. A lifetime ago. But the past was circling back again, hungry for resolution.
Ruth was right about one thing—some doors should never be reopened.
Chapter Eighteen: Sisters of Vengeance
"Do you understand what we're doing here?" Eleanor's voice wavered slightly as she laid the pages across Felicity's kitchen table, her hands trembling just enough to make the papers rustle. The manuscript was marked throughout with Tom's increasingly fevered annotations, his handwriting growing messier, more urgent with each page. "What this means?"
She stared down at his notes, feeling sick. The careful plan she'd constructed over weeks suddenly seemed monstrous in the warm light of her sister's kitchen.
Felicity looked up from the cup of tea she'd been nursing, eyes calculating. "We're using him."
"We're using his obsession," Eleanor corrected, then immediately winced at her own words. "There's a difference." But even as she said it, she wondered if there really was. The distinction felt paper-thin, a comfort she was trying to give herself.
"Not to him."
The sisters fell silent. Outside, rain drummed against the windows of Felicity's Camden flat, the evening closing in around them like a fist. Eleanor pulled her cardigan tighter around herself, suddenly cold despite the warmth of the room.
"Is he unstable enough?" Felicity finally asked, her voice barely above a whisper. "To do what needs to be done?"
Eleanor touched one of Tom's notes—She needs protection. From her father. From Langley—and felt her stomach clench. She thought of the way he looked at her, the desperate hope in his eyes when she smiled at him. The gifts he left outside her flat. The way he hung on her every word.
"Yes," she said, the word scraping her throat raw. "He thinks he loves me. Thinks he's protecting me."
"That's cruel, Ellie."
Eleanor's composure cracked. "You think I don't know that?" Her voice rose, then broke. "You think I don't see his face every time I close my eyes? Christ, Fliss, I can barely sleep anymore."
She pressed her palms against her eyes, fighting back tears. "But cruelty is watching your sister die on a kitchen floor while your father does nothing. Cruelty is putting nuts in Poppy's food knowing she was allergic. Knowing it would kill her."
Felicity closed her eyes briefly, the memory washing over her in waves. She could still see it—Poppy's lips turning blue, her desperate gasping, the EpiPen just out of reach. And their father, standing there, watching. Waiting. Making sure.
"I want him exposed," Felicity said when she opened her eyes again. "Publicly humiliated. Ruined. But murder? Using Tom to kill him? That's different."
"Is it?" Eleanor's voice was hollow now, all the fight gone out of her. She gathered the manuscript pages with shaking hands, trying to bring order to the chaos of her thoughts. "William murdered Poppy because she found out about him and Ruth. About what he did to her when she was fifteen. About the baby."
She set the pages down again, unable to stack them neatly. "Sometimes I think about just walking away. Taking my things and disappearing. Starting over somewhere he can't find me."
"But you won't."
"No." Eleanor's laugh was bitter. "Because every time I try to convince myself that's enough, I remember her face. The way she looked at us before—" Her voice broke completely. "She was trying to tell us something. About him. About what she'd found. And we didn't listen."
"We couldn't have known—"
"Couldn't we?" Eleanor turned on her sister, eyes blazing through her tears. "How many signs did we miss? How many times did he make her uncomfortable and we just... ignored it? Because it was easier?"
Felicity had no answer for that. They both carried the weight of those missed opportunities, those moments when they might have protected their youngest sister and failed.
"And now you're manipulating Tom into killing William," Felicity said quietly.
Eleanor flinched as if she'd been slapped. "I'm giving him the truth. What he does with it is his choice." But the words felt hollow, rehearsed. A lie she'd been telling herself for weeks.
"It's not a choice if he's obsessed with you," Felicity countered. "If he thinks this is the only way to protect you."
Eleanor didn't respond immediately. She walked to the window, pressing her forehead against the cool glass. In the reflection, she could see herself—hollow-eyed, thinner than she'd been months ago, haunted. When had she become this person? When had grief twisted her into someone who could use another person's love as a weapon?
"The manuscript is the key," she said finally, her breath fogging the window. "Tom's edits, his notes—they're a record of his state of mind. His growing instability. If anything happens to Father, everyone will see Tom was acting alone. Driven by his obsession."
"Listen to yourself," Felicity said. "You're talking about him like he's not even human. Like he's just... a tool."
Eleanor turned back to face her sister, and Felicity was shocked by the raw pain in her eyes. "Do you think this is easy for me? Do you think I don't care about Tom? He's sweet, and kind, and he believes in something beautiful that doesn't exist." Her voice cracked. "And I'm going to destroy him. I know that. I've known it from the beginning."
She collapsed into the chair across from Felicity, burying her face in her hands. "But I can't stop. Every time I try to find another way, I see Poppy dying. I see Father standing there, watching. And I know he'll do it again. To someone else's daughter. Someone else's sister."
"And what about you?" Felicity reached across the table, taking her sister's trembling hands. "What happens to you when this is over? When Tom realizes what you've done?"
Eleanor looked up, tears streaming down her face. "I'll be the grieving daughter. The reluctant muse. The woman who never asked for any of this." She laughed bitterly. "At least, that's what I tell myself. But the truth is, I don't know who I'll be. I don't think I'll recognize myself."
"And you can live with that? With using him this way?"
Eleanor was quiet for a long moment, staring at their joined hands. "I keep thinking about Poppy," she said finally. "About how she'd feel if she knew what I was planning. She was so good, Fliss. She'd hate this. She'd hate what I've become."
"But you're going to do it anyway."
"I can live with being a monster if it means justice for Poppy." Her grip tightened on Felicity's hands. "I can't live with letting him get away with it. With doing nothing while he hurts other people."
Felicity studied her sister's face—the same face she'd known her entire life, yet suddenly unfamiliar in its anguish. Its desperation.
"The question is," Eleanor continued, her voice barely above a whisper, "whether you can live with it. Whether you're with me or not. Because I can't do this alone. I'm not strong enough."
For a long moment, Felicity said nothing. She thought of Poppy—her laugh, her warmth, the way she'd trusted them to protect her. The way they'd failed.
"I'm already dead to this family," Felicity said quietly. "Have been since Poppy died. You left. I stayed. But staying meant becoming invisible. I write books under other people's names, live in a flat nobody visits, answer calls from a sister who only remembers I exist when she needs something."
"That's not fair—"
"It's accurate. I'm the family ghost, Eleanor. I haunt the edges of your story, but I'm not really part of it." She paused. "Except for this. This one time, I get to matter."
"I'm with you," she said finally, her own voice shaking. "Always have been. But Ellie... promise me something."
"What?"
"Promise me you'll try to warn Tom. Somehow. Give him a chance to walk away from this."
Eleanor's face crumpled. "If I do that, he might not—"
"Promise me." Felicity's voice was firm. "Or I walk away now, and you do this alone."
Eleanor stared at her sister for a long moment, then nodded reluctantly. "I'll try. I'll find a way to... to give him an out. If he's smart enough to take it."
"Thank you." Felicity squeezed her hands. "So what now? What's next?"
Eleanor wiped her eyes with her sleeve, trying to pull herself together. "Now we need to get William to the summer house in Dorset. Alone."
"How?"
Eleanor pulled a phone from her bag—not her usual one. A burner. Her hands were shaking so badly she could barely hold it. "With this. A text message supposedly from his mistress. Asking to meet him there tomorrow night." She looked up. "Meanwhile, I'll make sure Tom knows where to go. What's waiting for him there."
The phone felt heavy in her hands, like it was made of lead instead of plastic and metal. Such a small thing to destroy so many lives.
"And Ruth? What about her role in all this?"
Eleanor's expression darkened, though pain flickered behind the anger. "Ruth has been protecting William for decades. Covering for him. Building her career on his name while knowing exactly what he is."
"She was fifteen when it started, Ellie. A child."
"And now she's the CEO of Langley, built on the bodies of his victims. Including our sister." Eleanor shook her head, but her voice lacked its earlier conviction. "I know she was young. I know it wasn't her fault, what he did to her. But she could have stopped him. All these years, she could have spoken up."
"What have you done?" Felicity asked, hearing something in her sister's tone.
"I sent her certain... materials. Things Poppy found before she died. Records. Letters. Evidence of what William did to her. What happened to the baby." Eleanor's voice was hollow. "I gave her all of it. Everything."
"Christ, Ellie."
"She needs to choose. This is her chance to finally do the right thing. To be brave." Eleanor's hands were shaking again. "Maybe she'll surprise us. Maybe she'll find the courage she couldn't find when she was fifteen."
"And if she doesn't?"
Eleanor was quiet for a long moment. "Then she falls with him," she said finally, but there was no satisfaction in her voice. Only exhaustion.
Felicity stared at her sister, seeing the toll this plan was taking. Eleanor looked like she hadn't slept in weeks. Her clothes hung loose on her frame, and there were dark circles under her eyes that makeup couldn't hide.
"How can you be so calm about this?" Felicity asked, though she could see her sister was anything but calm. "So... determined?"
"Because I've been waiting ten years for justice," Eleanor said, her voice breaking on the last word. "And because if I stop moving, if I stop planning, I'll fall apart completely. And then Poppy really will have died for nothing."
She stood abruptly, gathering her things with jerky, nervous movements. The manuscript. The burner phone. The future she'd been meticulously crafting since the day Poppy died.
"I need to go. I'm meeting Tom in an hour."
"To do what?"
"To make sure he understands exactly who William is. What he did." Eleanor's voice softened slightly, and for a moment she sounded like the sister Felicity remembered—before grief had carved her hollow. "To give him one last chance to walk away from this."
Felicity rose too, suddenly afraid. Not just of what they were planning, but of losing Eleanor too. Of watching her sister destroy herself in the name of justice.
"Be careful, Ellie," she said, reaching out to touch her sister's arm. "Please. Poppy wouldn't want you to sacrifice yourself for this."
Eleanor paused at the door, her hand on the handle. When she turned back, vulnerability cracked her carefully constructed facade wide open. "I keep having these dreams about her, Fliss. About Poppy."
Felicity moved closer to her sister. "What kind of dreams?"
"She's trying to tell me something. Always trying to warn me about something, but I can never hear her properly." Eleanor's eyes filled with tears again. "Sometimes I think she's trying to tell me to stop. That this isn't what she would have wanted."
"Maybe you should listen to her."
Eleanor shook her head. "There is no other way. Not for William. Not after what he did." Her voice grew stronger, more determined. "But maybe... maybe for Tom. Maybe I can still save him from what I've started."
"Promise me you'll try."
"I promise." Eleanor's voice was fierce now. "For Poppy. For the person I used to be before all this."
She opened the door, then hesitated. "Fliss? If something happens to me—"
"Nothing's going to happen to you."
"But if it does. Remember me as I was before all this started. Before I became someone who could use another person's love as a weapon."
"You're not a monster, Ellie. You're just someone who loved her sister very much."
Eleanor smiled then, the first real smile Felicity had seen from her in months. "I hope that's enough."
She left, the door closing softly behind her. Felicity remained standing in her kitchen, surrounded by the remnants of their plotting—tea gone cold, papers scattered, futures irrevocably altered.
But also hope. For the first time in weeks, Felicity felt hope. Eleanor was still in there, underneath all the pain and planning. Still capable of love, of protection, of choosing mercy over vengeance.
Outside, the rain continued to fall, washing London clean. Some stains, Felicity knew, would never come out completely. But maybe, with enough love and enough time, they could fade.
Maybe it wasn't too late for any of them.
Even for Tom, who didn't yet know he was walking into a trap designed by someone who cared about him more than she'd ever intended to.
Tomorrow would bring its own choices, its own chances for redemption or ruin. But tonight, in the warm light of her kitchen, Felicity chose to believe in the possibility of grace.
Even for sisters planning vengeance. Even for love twisted into weapon. Even for justice built on broken hearts.
Especially for them.
Chapter Nineteen: Flight
The Bentley's engine purred through the London streets, but William Du Toit could hear nothing except the thundering of his own pulse. His hands trembled as he gripped the leather briefcase containing his escape—Swiss account numbers, Cayman documents, a new passport with a face that was his but a name that wasn't.
"Faster," he commanded, his voice hoarse.
Malcolm glanced in the rearview mirror. "Sir, we're already—"
"I said faster."
The speedometer climbed as they hit the A3, London's lights blurring past like tracer fire. William's phone buzzed against his thigh. Ruth again. He'd ignored her last four calls, but the vibration felt like an accusation each time.
They know, William. Eleanor knows.
The words had been echoing in his skull for the past hour, ever since Ruth's voice had cracked through the phone line like breaking ice. Evidence. The baby. Things buried thirty years deep, clawing their way to the surface.
He closed his eyes briefly, remembering that first phone call. Ruth's voice, stripped of its usual professional composure, raw with panic.
"She has everything, William. Poppy's journal. Hospital records from when I was fifteen. Bank transfers. Even photographs."
"What photographs?" he'd demanded, though part of him already knew.
"From the summer house. From that weekend when—" Ruth's voice had broken. "She has pictures of us together. Of me. I was so young, William. I look like a child."
Because she had been a child. Fifteen years old, brilliant and ambitious, desperate to escape her working-class background. He'd offered her everything—mentorship, opportunity, a future in publishing. All she'd had to do was be grateful. Be available. Be silent.
For thirty years, she'd been all three.
His phone buzzed again. Then again.
"Answer it," he muttered, finally pressing the device to his ear.
"William, thank God—"
"What now?" His voice was razor-sharp, cutting through Ruth's panicked breathing.
"Where are you? Please tell me you're not—"
"I'm exactly where I need to be."
"The summer house is a trap. Eleanor's planned this whole thing. She's been manipulating Tom Arden for months, feeding him information, making him fall in love with her—"
"And you let her." William's grip tightened on the phone. "You were supposed to be watching him."
"I was! But she's smarter than we gave her credit for. She chose him specifically because of his history. His pattern of obsession with vulnerable women. She weaponized his need to save her."
William felt a grudging admiration for his eldest daughter. She truly was his child—calculating, patient, ruthless when necessary. If circumstances had been different, if she'd been born male, he might have groomed her as his successor. Instead, she'd become his greatest threat.
The car hit a pothole, jolting William against the leather seat. Through the partition, he could see Malcolm's knuckles white on the steering wheel. Even his unflappable assistant was rattled.
"How long have you known?" William demanded.
"Known what?"
"Don't play games with me, Ruth. How long have you known Eleanor was orchestrating this?"
Silence stretched between them, filled only by the sound of the engine and the rush of wind past the windows. William could almost hear Ruth's mind working, calculating how much truth she could afford to reveal.
"Two weeks," she finally admitted. "Maybe three."
"And you said nothing."
"I thought I could handle it. Control the damage. I've been trying to—"
"You've been trying to protect Langley." William's laugh was bitter. "At my expense."
"That's not—"
"Isn't it?" His voice rose, echoing in the confined space. "Thirty years, Ruth. Thirty years of keeping your secrets, building your empire, covering for your ambitions. And the moment it gets dangerous, you're ready to throw me to the wolves."
Through the phone, he heard Ruth take a shuddering breath. When she spoke again, her voice was smaller, younger—the voice of the fifteen-year-old girl she'd once been.
"You don't understand the position I'm in. If this comes out, if people learn about us, about what happened—"
"You'll be seen as a victim," William cut in. "The poor girl who was taken advantage of by the powerful older man. Your career, your reputation—they'll survive. They might even be enhanced."
"And what about you?" Ruth asked quietly. "What happens to you?"
William considered the question, watching London's suburbs give way to countryside through the rain-streaked windows. What did happen to men like him when their secrets finally surfaced? Disgrace. Legal proceedings. The slow, inexorable destruction of everything they'd built.
At seventy-three, the thought of starting over in a foreign country felt less like salvation and more like prolonged torture. William felt the weight of his years settling on his shoulders like lead.
The boat to France had been Malcolm's idea, a young man's solution. But William was no longer young. The idea of skulking in Cherbourg cafés, learning a new language, pretending to be someone else—it felt like death by another name.
Thirty years ago, he might have relished the adventure. Now, the thought of exile exhausted him more than facing whatever Eleanor had planned.
"I survive," he said simply. "I always have."
"William, please—"
"Tell me something," he continued, his voice dropping to a whisper. "When Eleanor contacted you with her evidence, what was your first thought? Was it about protecting me? Or was it about protecting your precious company?"
The silence that followed was answer enough.
Ruth had built her identity, her entire sense of self, around rising above her origins. From working-class girl to CEO of one of London's most prestigious publishing houses. She'd transformed her trauma into ambition, her victimhood into power. And now Eleanor was threatening to reduce her back to what she'd once been—a frightened teenager who'd been too naive to say no.
William ended the call and immediately powered off the phone, dropping it onto the seat beside him. The sudden quiet felt like a physical weight, pressing down on his chest.
"How much further?" he asked.
"Twenty minutes to the coast road, sir," Malcolm replied. "Then another ten to the house."
The car began to climb, the London sprawl giving way to countryside. Rolling hills and hedgerows flashed past in the darkness, punctuated by the occasional farmhouse light. William felt the familiar sensation of leaving one world behind and entering another.
He thought about Eleanor, probably driving through this same countryside right now, heading toward their confrontation. Had she planned this moment for months? Years? When had his brilliant, ruthless daughter decided that her father needed to be destroyed?
Probably the night Poppy died.
He could still see Eleanor's face that evening, the way she'd stood in the kitchen doorway watching as the paramedics worked over Poppy's still form. Her expression hadn't shown grief—not yet. It had shown understanding. Recognition.
She'd known, even then, that Poppy's death hadn't been an accident.
The EpiPen had been right there on the counter, easily accessible. But William had made a choice in those crucial moments when Poppy had started to react to the nuts he'd ground into her dessert. He'd watched his youngest daughter's throat close, her lips turn blue, her desperate gestures toward the medication that could save her.
And he'd counted the seconds.
Not out of cruelty, but out of necessity. Poppy had discovered his relationship with Ruth. Had found the photographs, the bank records, the evidence of thirty years of careful grooming and control. She'd threatened to expose everything unless he divorced her mother, left Ruth, destroyed his own empire to satisfy her moral outrage.
She'd been nineteen years old and thought the world was black and white, good and evil, right and wrong. She'd had no understanding of the complexities of power, the necessities of survival.
So he'd let her die, and told himself it was self-defense.
Eleanor had understood immediately. Had said nothing, done nothing—but he'd seen the knowledge in her eyes. The calculation. The patience.
She'd been planning this ever since.
The car phone mounted in the center console began to ring. Malcolm glanced in the mirror, but William shook his head.
"Let it ring."
But it rang again. And again. The sound drilling into his skull like a confession he wasn't ready to make.
"Answer it," he finally snapped.
Malcolm pressed a button. Ruth's voice filled the car, tinny through the speakers but unmistakably frantic.
"William, I know you're listening. Please, for God's sake, turn around. Come back to London. We can fix this—"
"There is no fixing this," William said, his voice deadly calm. "There is only damage control. And apparently, you've decided which side you're on."
"I'm on your side! I've always been on your side!"
"Have you? Because when I offered you partnership in Langley, when I made you CEO, when I gave you everything you'd ever dreamed of—was that loyalty? Or was that just good business?"
"It was gratitude," Ruth said, her voice breaking. "It was love."
The word hung in the air between them, loaded with thirty years of complication. Love. Was that what they'd called it? What Ruth had convinced herself it was?
"Have you? Because thirty years ago, when you were fifteen and I was—"
"Don't." Ruth's voice cracked. "Please don't do this. Not now."
"When I was taking what I wanted from you, you could have said no. Could have reported me. Could have destroyed me before I became too powerful to touch."
"I was a child!"
"Yes. And you grew up to be a woman who used that childhood trauma to claw her way to the top of my company."
The truth of it settled over them both like a shroud. Ruth had been a victim, yes—but she'd also been a survivor. She'd transformed her abuse into advantage, her powerlessness into power. She'd become everything William had promised she could be, and more.
Malcolm's shoulders tensed. Even he, loyal for twenty years, was uncomfortable with this conversation. William wondered what his assistant thought of him now, hearing the casual way he discussed destroying a teenager's innocence. Did Malcolm have daughters? Had he ever looked at them and wondered what kind of man could—
"That's not fair," Ruth whispered through the speakers.
"Fair?" William laughed, the sound harsh in the confined space. "Was it fair to Poppy when I put nuts in her dessert? Was it fair to the others—the assistants, the interns, the young writers who came to me seeking guidance and found something else entirely?"
He'd lost count of them over the years. How many bright young women had passed through Langley's doors seeking mentorship and finding themselves trapped in William's web? How many had traded their dignity for opportunity, their silence for success?
Some, like Ruth, had thrived. Had transformed their trauma into triumph, their victimhood into power. Others had simply disappeared, left the industry, left London, left behind dreams they could no longer separate from nightmares.
"William, stop—"
But he'd already reached for the phone, ending the call with a decisive click. The sudden silence was deafening.
Ruth would survive this scandal, he knew. Would emerge as the victim she'd once been, the survivor she'd become. The press would be kind to her—the poor girl who'd been manipulated by the monster, who'd spent thirty years trapped in his web.
Her career might even benefit from the revelation. Nothing sold books like a good redemption story.
The car rounded the final bend, and there it was—the summer house, perched on the cliff like a ship about to sail off the edge of the world. Lights were on in the windows, warm and welcoming. Deceptive.
William felt a strange sense of homecoming as they approached. This house had been the scene of so many triumphs, so many carefully orchestrated seductions. Young writers invited for "weekend retreats." Ambitious assistants brought along for "business meetings." Politicians and judges and other powerful men who'd enjoyed his hospitality and left owing him favors.
It was also where Poppy had confronted him that final time. Where she'd threatened to destroy everything he'd built unless he confessed his crimes, repented his sins, transformed himself into the man she thought he should be.
Where he'd killed her rather than submit to her moral blackmail.
"Pull up to the front," William instructed. "Engine running."
"Sir?"
"Just do it."
The Bentley crunched to a stop on the gravel drive. William sat for a moment, staring at the house where so much had happened. Where so much had been buried.
The original plan had been simple. Retrieve the documents from the safe—the photographs, the records, the evidence that could still destroy him even with Poppy gone. Take the boat to France, disappear into the new identity he'd been cultivating for years, wait for the scandal to die down before attempting a comeback.
But sitting here now, looking at the house that contained so many of his secrets, William realized the plan wasn't ambitious enough. It was defensive. Reactive. The strategy of a man who'd already accepted defeat.
Better to end it here, on his own terms, in a place that still held his memories and power.
And William Du Toit did not lose.
Then he opened the briefcase and removed the gun.
"Sir?" Malcolm's voice was tight with concern.
"How long until they arrive?" William asked, checking the chamber with practiced efficiency. "Eleanor and her pet editor?"
"According to our intelligence, perhaps an hour. Maybe less."
Intelligence. As if this were a military operation rather than a family tragedy. But perhaps that's what it had always been—a war between generations, between competing visions of what the Du Toit name should represent.
William nodded, slipping the gun into his jacket pocket. But instead of getting out of the car, he remained seated, his mind working through possibilities. Angles. Outcomes.
The original plan: escape to France, live in exile, hope for eventual vindication.
The new plan: end this here, tonight, on his own terms.
If Eleanor wanted to destroy him, she'd have to face him. If Tom Arden wanted to play the hero, he'd discover what happened to heroes who challenged William Du Toit. If Ruth thought she could distance herself from their shared history, she'd learn that some bonds couldn't be broken by mere betrayal.
"Change of plans," he said, his voice steady for the first time all evening.
"Sir?"
"We're not running to France tonight."
Malcolm turned in his seat, confusion evident on his usually impassive face. "But sir, the boat—"
"The boat stays where it is. For now." William smiled, and it was not a pleasant expression. "I've spent thirty years building an empire. I'm not going to abandon it because my daughter thinks she can outmaneuver me."
"But sir, if Eleanor has evidence—"
"Then we'll deal with Eleanor. And her evidence. And anyone else who thinks they can destroy what I've built."
William opened the car door, stepping out into the salt-laden air. The wind whipped his coat around his legs as he strode toward the house, briefcase in hand, gun in pocket, mind already calculating the evening ahead.
This house had been his sanctuary, his fortress, his private kingdom where he'd made the rules and others had lived by them. It seemed fitting that it should also be his battlefield.
Behind him, Malcolm slowly got out of the car, his face pale in the moonlight.
"Sir," he called after William, his voice barely audible over the wind. "What are you planning to do?"
William paused at the front door, key in hand. When he turned back, his expression was serene. Peaceful. The look of a man who had finally found clarity.
"I'm going to finish what I started ten years ago," he said simply. "I'm going to clean house."
The key turned in the lock with a soft click. The door swung open, revealing the warm interior—polished wood, expensive furnishings, the accumulated wealth and taste of decades. It looked like the home of a successful, respectable man.
Which was exactly what William Du Toit had always been.
Successful. Respectable. And absolutely ruthless when threatened.
He stepped inside, leaving Malcolm standing alone in the storm, and began to prepare for the final act of a drama that had been thirty years in the making.
Eleanor thought she'd written this story, thought she'd orchestrated every move, anticipated every response. She'd underestimated her father in one crucial way.
He'd taught her everything she knew about manipulation, about patience, about the careful application of power.
But he hadn't taught her everything he knew.
Tonight, she'd learn the difference.
Chapter Twenty: Pursuit
The wipers on Clara's car worked frantically against the downpour, barely keeping the windscreen clear enough to see the road ahead. Beside her in the passenger seat, Hamish Yates gripped the dashboard with his uninjured hand, the other still heavily bandaged from his head injury, leaning forward as if those few extra inches might somehow improve visibility through the storm.
"There," he said suddenly, pointing to a turnoff barely visible through the rain. "The GPS says that's the route to the summer house."
Clara took the turn, her compact car bouncing violently over ruts in the narrowing country lane. The suspension groaned as they hit another pothole, and she had to fight to keep the steering wheel steady. Darkness pressed in on all sides, broken only by their headlights cutting through sheets of rain and the occasional distant flash of lightning over the invisible sea.
"He's not answering," Hamish said, trying Tom's number again with trembling fingers, the bandages around his skull visible in the dashboard light. "Still going straight to voicemail."
Clara glanced at him briefly, noting the pain etched in the lines around his eyes and his pale complexion. "You shouldn't even be out of hospital," she said, concerned about his condition.
"Tom's my friend," Hamish replied, his voice still weak but determined.
She'd never seen Hamish like this—always so composed in their professional interactions, so measured in his responses to even the most difficult editorial situations. Now he looked like a man watching his world collapse.
"What was the last thing he said to you?" she asked, keeping her eyes on the treacherous road as branches scraped against the passenger side of the car.
Hamish ran a hand through his hair, already damp from their frantic dash from the hospital to the car park. "That he knew what William did to Poppy. That he had to protect Eleanor." He paused, his voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "And that he had to 'finish it.'"
"Finish what, exactly?"
"He didn't say. But Clara—" Hamish turned toward her, his face pale in the green glow of the dashboard lights. "He had this look. Cold. Determined. Like he'd made peace with something terrible. I've known Tom for fifteen years, since we were at university together, and I've never seen him like that before."
Clara's grip tightened on the steering wheel as the car hit another series of ruts. She thought about Tom Arden as she'd known him—brilliant but fragile, passionate about literature but prone to obsessive fixations. The kind of man who fell in love with ideas of people rather than people themselves.
The kind of man who could convince himself that murder was justice.
"You really think Eleanor sent him here to kill her father?" she asked.
"I think Eleanor chose Tom specifically because of his history of fixation," Clara replied carefully, navigating around a fallen branch that had landed in the middle of the lane. "Because she knew he would do anything to protect her. To prove himself to her."
"Christ almighty." Hamish tried Tom's number again, cursing under his breath when it went straight to voicemail. "And we're just driving into the middle of it."
Clara didn't respond immediately. The truth was, she didn't have a clear plan beyond getting to the summer house before Tom did something irreversible. Before William did. She'd seen enough in her years as a psychiatric consultant to know how these situations could spiral beyond anyone's control.
"Tell me about Tom's previous... incidents," she said. "The other women he became fixated on."
Hamish was quiet for a moment, clearly reluctant to betray his friend's confidences. But the gravity of the situation won out.
"There were three," he said finally. "The first was a professor when we were at Cambridge. Dr. Sarah Mitchell. She was brilliant—specialized in Victorian literature, which is how Tom met her. He convinced himself she needed protecting from her abusive husband."
"Was the husband actually abusive?"
"That's the thing—yes, he was. Tom wasn't wrong about that. But instead of encouraging her to seek proper help, he started... inserting himself. Following the husband, documenting his activities, building what he called a 'case' against him."
Clara felt a chill that had nothing to do with the storm outside. "What happened?"
"The husband filed a restraining order. Tom was nearly expelled, would have been if Dr. Mitchell hadn't intervened on his behalf. She felt guilty, I think, because Tom's concern had been genuine, even if his methods were completely inappropriate."
The car crested a small hill, and Clara caught a glimpse of the sea in the distance—a vast darkness under the storm clouds, white foam visible where waves crashed against unseen cliffs.
"The second incident was worse," Hamish continued. "A junior editor at a small publishing house. Tom was freelancing for them, and he became convinced her boss was sexually harassing her. Which, again, he probably was—the guy had a reputation."
"But Tom took matters into his own hands?"
"Broke into the man's office, stole files, tried to build a case to present to the police. When that didn't work, he started following the man home, photographing him, building what he called a 'pattern of behavior.'" Hamish shook his head. "The editor—Jessica—she was horrified. She'd never asked for his help, never encouraged his attention. She just wanted to do her job and avoid trouble."
"And the third?"
Hamish was quiet for so long that Clara thought he wasn't going to answer. When he finally spoke, his voice was heavy with regret.
"My sister, Emma."
Clara nearly swerved off the road. "Your sister?"
"She was going through a difficult divorce. Her husband was trying to get custody of their daughter, claiming Emma was an unfit mother because of her depression." Hamish's hands clenched in his lap. "Tom met her at a family dinner, heard about the situation, and decided she needed his protection."
"What did he do?"
"Started researching her ex-husband's background, looking for anything that could be used against him in court. Found evidence of tax evasion, documented his drinking habits, even tracked down an ex-girlfriend who claimed he'd been violent with her."
Clara could see where this was heading. "He became obsessed with saving her."
"Completely. Emma tried to discourage him, told him she had a good solicitor and didn't need his help. But Tom was convinced that the 'system' wouldn't protect her, that only he could save her and her daughter from this terrible man."
"How did it end?"
"Emma's ex-husband got a restraining order against Tom. The evidence Tom had gathered was ruled inadmissible because of how he'd obtained it. Emma lost the custody case partially because the judge viewed Tom's involvement as evidence of her poor judgment in associates."
The car rounded a bend, and suddenly they could see lights ahead—not street lights, but the warm glow of windows against the storm. The summer house.
"She hasn't spoken to me since," Hamish added quietly. "Blames me for introducing Tom into her life, for not recognizing how dangerous his 'help' could be."
Clara pulled off the main lane onto what appeared to be a private drive. Gravel crunched under the tires as they approached the house—a massive Victorian structure perched dramatically on the cliff edge near the limestone arch of Durdle Door, visible in the moonlight. Even through the rain, she could see it was the kind of place that spoke of old money, established power, the sort of English country house that had witnessed generations of family secrets.
Three vehicles were already parked in the circular drive: a sleek black Bentley that could only be William's, a more modest sedan that had to be Tom's, and another car Clara didn't recognize—possibly Eleanor's, or Felicity's.
They were too late.
"Pure mental," Hamish breathed, staring at the cars. "They're all here."
Clara pulled up behind the other vehicles and killed the engine. For a moment, they sat in the sudden quiet, listening to the rain drumming on the roof and the distant sound of waves crashing against the cliffs below.
"I'm going with you," Hamish said firmly when Clara reached for the door handle. "Whether you like it or not."
"Hamish, you just had a skull fracture. You shouldn't even be out of bed, let alone driving across the country."
"Then I'll sit in the passenger seat. But I'm going, Clara. With or without you." His voice grew stronger despite his obvious pain. "He's my best friend. My only real friend. I introduced him to this world, to these people. If he destroys himself tonight, that's on me."
Clara studied his face in the dim light from the dashboard. She could see the determination there, but also the guilt. Hamish blamed himself for not recognizing the signs earlier, for not preventing Tom from reaching this point.
"Fine, but if you collapse, I'm turning around and taking you straight back to hospital."
They stepped out into the storm, the wind immediately trying to tear their clothes from their bodies. The rain was coming down in sheets now, turning the gravel drive into a treacherous slick. Clara had to grab Hamish's arm to keep from slipping as they made their way toward the house.
The sound of the sea was much louder here, a constant roar that spoke of massive waves battering the cliffs beneath Durdle Door. Combined with the howling wind and the steady drumming of rain, it created a wall of noise that would make it difficult to hear anything from inside the house.
Clara moved toward the front entrance, noting that lights were on in several rooms. The house looked warm and welcoming from the outside—the kind of place where wealthy families gathered for holidays and celebrations. It was hard to reconcile that image with what she knew about William Du Toit and the darkness that had brought them all here tonight.
The front door stood slightly ajar, moving gently in the wind. Not a good sign.
"Tom?" Hamish called, his voice nearly lost in the storm. "Tom, are you in there?"
No response came from within the house.
Clara pushed the door open wider, stepping into a grand entrance hall that spoke of Victorian elegance and modern wealth. Polished wood floors gleamed under crystal chandeliers, and oil paintings in heavy frames lined the walls. A sweeping staircase curved upward to the second floor, its banister carved from what looked like mahogany.
The house was warm after the cold of the storm, but there was something oppressive about the silence within. It felt like the quiet before an explosion, heavy with potential violence.
"Something's wrong," Hamish whispered beside her. "It's too quiet."
Clara nodded, scanning the entrance hall. To the left, she could see a formal sitting room with furniture covered in dust sheets—clearly unused. To the right, what appeared to be a dining room, also dark and apparently empty. Straight ahead, past the staircase, a corridor led deeper into the house.
She was about to suggest they search the upper floors when a faint sound reached them—voices, raised in argument. The sound was coming from somewhere down that corridor, muffled by distance and the thick walls of the old house.
Clara started forward, her movements cautious and deliberate. Hamish followed close behind, his breathing quick and shallow. As they moved deeper into the house, Clara noted the expensive details—Persian rugs that probably cost more than most people's annual salaries, artwork that looked museum-quality, furnishings that spoke of generations of accumulated wealth.
This was William Du Toit's private kingdom, the place where he'd brought his victims, where he'd exercised his power away from the constraints of London society. The thought made Clara's skin crawl.
The corridor was dimly lit by wall sconces that cast dancing shadows on the wood-paneled walls. As they approached what looked like a study at the far end, the voices became clearer.
"—trying to show you the truth. Before it's too late." William's voice, smooth and controlled despite the tension Clara could hear beneath the cultured tones.
"Put down the gun. Let me leave with the evidence. No one has to get hurt." Tom's voice, but different from how Clara had ever heard it before. Calm. Focused. Deadly.
Clara froze, grabbing Hamish's arm. Gun. Evidence. The situation was deteriorating faster than she'd feared.
"I'm afraid it's too late for that, Mr. Arden. The moment you entered this house, your fate was sealed. Just as Eleanor planned."
Hamish's face went pale in the dim light. "We have to stop this," he whispered urgently. "Now."
Clara nodded, but her mind was racing. Tom had a knife—she was certain of that, given his history and the way William was talking about evidence. William had a gun, which gave him the advantage in a direct confrontation. But if they could create a distraction, if they could break the tension of the moment...
She moved quickly toward the study door, Hamish right behind her. Through the partially open door, she could see into the book-lined room beyond. Tom stood near what looked like a safe hidden behind a painting, some kind of metal container in his hands. William was positioned near the desk, a small black handgun aimed at Tom's chest.
No time for subtlety. No time for careful planning.
Clara pushed the door open just as William raised his gun, aiming it squarely at Tom's chest.
"Tom!" Hamish shouted, shoving past Clara, lurching into the room without thought for his own safety.
Everything happened at once.
William's head snapped toward the door, his aim wavering as he tried to process this new threat.
Tom lunged forward, something flashing in his hand—a knife, its blade catching the lamplight as it arced through the air.
William swung the gun toward the new threat—toward Hamish, who was rushing toward his friend with his hands outstretched, trying to reach Tom before he could do something irreversible.
"No!" Tom's voice cracked like thunder in the confined space, filled with horror at seeing his friend in danger.
The gunshot was deafening in the book-lined study, a physical force that seemed to compress the air in the room. For one suspended moment, everything froze—William's cold smile of satisfaction, Tom's outstretched arm with the knife still gripped in his fist, Clara's hand reaching uselessly toward Hamish.
Then Hamish staggered backward, a look of bewildered surprise crossing his face as his hand went to his chest. Red bloomed beneath his fingers like a dark flower, spreading across his shirt with terrible speed.
"Tom," he whispered, the single word carrying a lifetime of friendship, of shared memories, of understanding. Of forgiveness.
He collapsed against the doorframe, sliding slowly to the polished wooden floor, leaving a trail of blood on the white-painted wood.
Tom stared in horror, the knife trembling in his grip like a living thing. "Hamish," he breathed, his voice breaking. "Oh God, Hamish. No, no, no..."
Clara was already moving, dropping to her knees beside Hamish, pressing her hands against the wound in a desperate attempt to stem the bleeding. But she could feel his life pulsing out between her fingers, hot and insistent and far too fast.
William adjusted his aim with practiced efficiency, the gun now pointed at Tom once more. "Drop the knife, Mr. Arden."
Hamish's eyes found Clara's, wide with shock and fading awareness. She could see him trying to speak, trying to tell her something important, but the words wouldn't come. Blood flecked his lips as he struggled to breathe.
"Stay with me," Clara urged him, pressing harder against the wound, feeling the warmth of his blood soaking through her shirt. "You're going to be fine. Just stay with me."
But even as she spoke the words, she could feel his pulse growing weaker beneath her palms. The bullet had found something vital—an artery, perhaps, or his heart itself. Without immediate surgical intervention, he had minutes at most.
"This is how it ends," William said, his voice almost contemplative as he surveyed the carnage. "Not with Eleanor's elaborate revenge fantasy, but with the mundane reality of consequences." He kept the gun trained steadily on Tom. "Put down the knife and step back."
Tom didn't move. His gaze was fixed on Hamish, on the growing pool of blood spreading across the polished floorboards. Clara could see something breaking inside him, some final connection to sanity or restraint snapping like an overstretched wire.
"He came to save you," Clara said, her voice breaking as she felt Hamish's breathing grow more labored. "He came because he loved you."
"I didn't—" Tom started, then stopped, shaking his head violently. "This wasn't supposed to happen. Hamish wasn't supposed to be here. No one else was supposed to get hurt."
"No," William agreed, his tone maddeningly reasonable. "You were supposed to kill me. Set fire to the house. Destroy all evidence. That was Eleanor's plan, wasn't it? Her perfect revenge."
Under Clara's hands, Hamish's breathing grew shallower, his pulse weaker. She could feel him slipping away, could see the light fading from his eyes. This good man, this loyal friend who'd come here only to save someone he loved, was dying because he'd walked into the middle of a family's decades-old war.
"The knife, Mr. Arden." William's tone hardened, becoming more commanding. "Now."
Tom's gaze finally lifted from Hamish to William. Something shifted in his expression—grief giving way to a cold, focused rage that was more frightening than any explosion of emotion would have been.
"You did this," he said quietly, his voice eerily calm. "Not Eleanor. Not me. You."
"I defended myself against intruders in my home," William countered smoothly. "A clear case of self-defense, as any court would agree."
"Like Poppy?" Tom took a step forward, the knife steady in his grip now. "Was that self-defense too? Putting nuts in her food? Watching her die on the kitchen floor while you did nothing?"
"You don't know what you're talking about."
"I know everything." Tom's voice carried an eerie certainty. "Poppy found out about you and Ruth. About what you did to her when she was fifteen. About the baby. She was going to expose you, so you killed her."
Clara felt Hamish go still beneath her hands. Felt the last breath leave his body in a soft exhalation that might have been Tom's name.
"He's gone," she said, her voice hollow with grief and shock. "Hamish is gone."
The words seemed to echo in the sudden silence, rippling outward like stones dropped in still water. Tom stared at her, at Hamish's motionless form, disbelief and anguish warring on his face.
"No," he whispered, the word barely audible. "No, he can't be."
"I'm sorry, Mr. Arden," William said, not sounding sorry at all. "Another casualty of Eleanor's vendetta."
"Your vendetta," Tom corrected, his attention snapping back to William with laser focus. "Your crimes. Your victims."
Clara rose slowly to her feet, her hands covered in Hamish's blood, moving to stand beside Tom. "This isn't the way," she said quietly, though her own voice shook with rage at the senseless waste of a good man's life. "There are other ways to get justice for Poppy. For Hamish."
"Listen to her, Mr. Arden," William urged, false concern dripping from his voice. "There's still a chance for you to walk away from this."
Tom shook his head, a single tear tracking down his cheek to mingle with the rain that still clung to his face from the storm outside. "No. There isn't."
He moved so suddenly that Clara had no chance to stop him—lunging across the space separating him from William, knife outstretched, a wordless cry of grief and rage tearing from his throat.
The gun fired again, the sound somehow both expected and shocking in the confined space. But Tom didn't stop, didn't fall. His momentum carried him forward, driving the knife deep into William's abdomen even as the bullet found its mark in his shoulder.
The two men collapsed together in a grotesque parody of an embrace. William's gun clattered across the hardwood floor, spinning to rest against the leg of an antique chair. Tom's knife remained embedded in William's stomach, the handle protruding obscenely from the expensive fabric of his suit.
Clara stood frozen, unable to process what had just happened. Unable to move. The study looked like a battlefield now—blood on the walls, on the floor, on the scattered papers that had fallen from William's briefcase.
Then William coughed, a wet, rasping sound that brought Clara back to the present. Blood bubbled at the corner of his mouth as he stared up at the ceiling, his expression one of mild surprise rather than pain.
"She won," he said softly, the words barely audible above the storm raging outside. "After all this time... Eleanor finally won."
His eyes closed, his breathing shallow but persistent. Still alive, though Clara could see that wouldn't last long without immediate medical attention.
She knelt beside Tom, gently rolling him onto his back. The bullet had struck him in the shoulder—serious, certainly, and requiring immediate treatment, but not necessarily fatal if they could get him to a hospital soon enough. His eyes were open, clouded with pain but alert.
"Hamish," he whispered, the name a prayer and a lament.
"I'm sorry," Clara said, pressing her hand against his wound to slow the bleeding, feeling the warmth of his blood mingling with Hamish's on her hands. "I'm so sorry, Tom."
That's when she heard it—the sound of car doors slamming outside, audible even over the storm. Voices calling out, though she couldn't make out the words.
The study door, which had swung partially closed during the violence, burst open once more. Eleanor Du Toit stood in the doorway, Felicity close behind her, both women soaked from the rain. Eleanor's gaze swept the room, taking in the tableau of violence with an expression Clara couldn't quite read—shock, perhaps, or something that might have been satisfaction.
"You're too late," Clara said, hearing the accusation in her own voice.
Eleanor moved into the room, her attention fixed on her father's prone form, on the knife still protruding from his abdomen. "No," she said quietly, her voice strangely calm. "I'm right on time."


Chapter Twenty One: Inferno (Clara Voss)
I watched Eleanor kneel beside her father's bleeding form, and felt something heavy settle in my chest. Not surprise—I'd known she was involved from the beginning. But seeing her here, seeing the weight of what her quest for justice had cost, made the tragedy real in a way that broke my heart.
The study looked like a battlefield. Blood splattered across the polished wood floors, soaking into Persian rugs that had probably witnessed generations of family secrets. Books had been knocked from their shelves during the struggle, their pages scattered like broken wings. The metallic smell of blood mixed with the musty scent of old leather and parchment, creating an atmosphere that felt both ancient and immediate.
Eleanor's hands shook as she reached toward William, then stopped, hovering over his chest where the knife handle protruded like an accusation. She looked smaller than I remembered, diminished by the enormity of what had unfolded here. Her carefully constructed composure was cracking, revealing the grief-stricken daughter underneath.
"Hello, Father," she said, her voice steady despite the tremor in her hands. "This is for Poppy."
William's eyes flickered open at the sound of her voice, focusing on her with what might have been recognition or surprise. Blood stained his teeth as he attempted to smile, the expression grotesque and heartbreaking at the same time.
"Eleanor," he whispered, each word clearly an effort. "Always... the clever one."
I pressed harder against Tom's wound, trying to staunch the bleeding while keeping one eye on the heartbreaking family reunion playing out beside me. Tom was conscious but weak, his gaze fixed on Hamish's still form with an expression of devastating grief that made my own chest ache.
The storm outside seemed to be intensifying, rain lashing against the tall windows with increasing fury. The sound created a cocoon around us, isolating this moment of reckoning from the outside world. It felt apocalyptic, as if the weather itself was responding to the tragedy unfolding within these walls.
"You really think... this changes anything?" William gasped, his voice growing weaker. "That this brings her back?"
"No. But it ends it. Finally."
Something flickered across Eleanor's face—pain, recognition, a terrible understanding of what she'd set in motion. She looked older than her years in that moment, aged by grief and the weight of her choices.
"You're... just like me," William whispered, his eyes never leaving his daughter's face. "You know that... don't you?"
The words hit Eleanor like a physical blow. I watched her recoil, saw something crumble in her expression. "No. I'm nothing like you."
His laugh was wet and broken, more of a wheeze than an expression of humor. "Keep telling yourself that... my dear. But we both know... the truth."
Felicity stepped forward, placing a gentle hand on Eleanor's shoulder. The younger sister looked stricken, her face pale with shock at the carnage surrounding them. "We should go," she whispered. "The police will be here soon."
That's when I realized someone must have called them. The gunshots, perhaps—someone in a neighboring property might have heard them over the storm. Or maybe Eleanor had contacted them herself, ensuring that help would arrive after the deed was done but soon enough to save whoever survived.
Eleanor rose slowly to her feet, her gaze shifting to Tom. Her expression was complex—grief, guilt, something that might have been genuine regret. "I'm sorry," she said, and for the first time since I'd known her, she sounded completely sincere. "I never meant for anyone else to get hurt."
I looked at her, this woman who had been consumed by grief for her sister, who had sought justice in the only way she knew how. The designer clothes, the careful composure, the intellectual precision—all of it seemed like costume now, a façade constructed to hide a heart broken by loss.
"You never meant for it to go this far," I said quietly, not as an accusation but as an observation. "But you knew Tom was unstable. You knew he might not survive this."
Eleanor's composure cracked completely then, and for a moment I saw the broken woman underneath—someone who had been nineteen years old when her sister died, who had spent ten years nurturing her pain until it became the only thing that defined her.
"I didn't know you'd come," she said, her voice breaking. "Didn't know Hamish would be here. I never wanted innocent people to—" Her voice failed her entirely.
I looked at Hamish's still form, at the man who had died simply because he loved his friend enough to try to save him. The waste of it, the senseless tragedy, made me want to rage at the unfairness of a world where good people paid the price for others' sins.
"But you knew Tom was vulnerable," I pressed gently, not out of cruelty but because someone needed to acknowledge the truth of what had happened here. "You knew his need to protect you might drive him to this."
"I gave him a choice," Eleanor said, but her voice lacked conviction now. Each word seemed to cost her something. "He chose to come here."
"After months of grief shared between you. After you became the focus of his need to save someone." I looked at Hamish's still form, at the blood that had pooled beneath him like a dark mirror. "And now a good man is dead because he loved his friend enough to try to save him."
Eleanor followed my gaze to Hamish, and I saw genuine anguish cross her face. It was the first completely unguarded emotion I'd seen from her, raw and devastating in its honesty.
"I'm sorry," she whispered, and this time I believed her completely. "I'm so sorry about Hamish. He was... he was trying to do the right thing."
The simple acknowledgment seemed to break something open in the room. Eleanor sank back down to her knees, not beside her father but next to Hamish, her hand hovering over his still face as if she wanted to touch him but didn't dare.
"He didn't even know me," she said, her voice barely audible over the storm. "But he came here anyway. Because Tom mattered to him."
"Yes," I said softly. "That's exactly why he came."
Eleanor's expression crumbled. "You think I don't know that? You think I don't see his face every time I close my eyes?" She looked at Hamish again, her voice breaking completely. "I never wanted this. I just wanted justice for Poppy. I wanted my father to pay for what he did."
The words hung in the air between us, heavy with ten years of accumulated pain. I could see the young woman she'd been when Poppy died, could imagine her standing in that kitchen watching her sister's life ebb away while their father did nothing. The trauma of that moment had shaped everything that followed, had turned love into obsession and justice into revenge.
"I know," I said softly. "But justice and revenge... sometimes they look the same until it's too late to tell the difference."
Eleanor nodded, tears streaming down her face now. She looked fragile, vulnerable—nothing like the composed, calculating woman I'd encountered before. "I understand," I said quietly. "But Hamish didn't deserve to pay the price for your father's sins. He was just trying to save his friend."
The distant wail of sirens reached us then—still far off, but approaching through the storm. Someone had indeed called for help, though it was coming too late for Hamish and possibly too late for William as well.
Eleanor wiped her eyes, trying to compose herself, but the mask wouldn't quite fit anymore. The grief was too raw, too immediate to be hidden behind careful facades.
"We need to go," Felicity urged gently, taking her sister's arm. "Now."
Eleanor hesitated, her gaze moving between Tom, Hamish, and her father. "I did care," she said, addressing Tom though he seemed barely conscious now. "For both of them. I never meant for it to end like this."
Tom's eyes flickered toward her, but he said nothing. The weight of Hamish's death lay between them like a chasm that could never be bridged.
Eleanor straightened, trying to compose herself through her tears. "When they ask," she said to me, "tell them the truth. That my father killed Poppy. That he shot Hamish. That Tom was defending himself."
"And what about your part in bringing them all together?" I asked gently, without accusation. "Do I tell them that too?"
Eleanor's face crumpled again, the careful control she'd maintained for so long finally deserting her completely. "Tell them whatever you think is right. I can't... I can't think about that now. I just keep seeing Hamish, and knowing that if I hadn't—" She couldn't finish the sentence.
The sirens were closer now, their wailing cutting through the storm like mechanical grief. Soon this room would be filled with paramedics and police, with official procedures and formal statements. The human drama would be reduced to evidence and witness testimony, the complex web of pain and love and revenge simplified into legal categories.
"Eleanor," I called after her as Felicity tried to guide her toward the door.
She paused, looking back with red-rimmed eyes that held decades of pain.
"Was it worth it?" I asked, not in accusation but in genuine sadness. "All of this death. All of this pain. Was your justice worth losing Hamish?"
Eleanor broke down completely then, her careful composure shattering like glass. "No," she whispered through her tears. "God, no. Nothing was worth this. Nothing was worth losing him." She looked at Hamish one last time, her voice thick with regret. "He was good. He was truly good. And he's dead because of choices I made."
The admission seemed to cost her everything. She doubled over as if in physical pain, her hand pressed to her chest. Felicity wrapped her arms around her sister, holding her as she sobbed.
"Then honor that," I said softly. "Honor Hamish by making sure this ends here. No more revenge. No more manipulation. Just... let it end."
Eleanor nodded, unable to speak, then allowed Felicity to guide her away into the storm-swept night, leaving behind the devastating consequences of a daughter's quest for justice.
I turned back to Tom, pressing harder against his wound as I heard car doors slamming outside, voices calling through the rain. "Stay with me," I urged him. "Help is coming."
Tom's eyes found mine, clouded with pain and something deeper—understanding, perhaps. Acceptance of what he'd become, what he'd done, what he'd lost.
"She used me," he whispered, his voice weak but distinct.
"Yes," I agreed gently, seeing no point in lying to him now. "She did."
"And I let her."
"You wanted to protect her. To be her hero."
Tom's laugh was weak, bitter, tinged with self-recognition. "Some hero."
His gaze shifted to Hamish's still form, grief etching itself into the lines of his face. The friendship that had sustained him through university, through career struggles, through all the difficulties of adult life—gone forever because of choices he'd made in service to a woman who had never really seen him as anything more than a weapon.
"He shouldn't have come," Tom said, his voice breaking. "He shouldn't have tried to save me."
"He loved you," I said simply, feeling the truth of it resonate in the blood-soaked room. "That's what love does. It tries to save, even when there's no hope."
The sirens were very close now, their flashing blue lights visible through the rain-streaked windows. Soon the house would be filled with professionals—paramedics working to save Tom and William, police documenting the scene, investigators trying to piece together the chain of events that had led to this tragedy.
"Will you tell them?" Tom asked quietly, his voice growing weaker. "About Eleanor? About what she did?"
I hesitated, weighing truth against consequences, justice against mercy. Eleanor had orchestrated this confrontation, had manipulated Tom's obsession and vulnerability. But she was also a woman destroyed by grief, someone who had watched her sister die and spent ten years seeking justice that the system had denied her.
And Hamish was still dead, regardless of who bore ultimate responsibility.
"I'll tell them what happened," I said finally. "The truth as I saw it."
Tom nodded, his eyes closing briefly. "Good. That's... good."
Outside, car doors slammed in rapid succession. Voices called out—authoritative, urgent, professional. The cavalry arriving too late to prevent the tragedy but perhaps in time to save those who could still be saved.
I looked around the room one last time—at Hamish, who had died trying to save his friend, the most innocent victim in a tragedy that had spiraled far beyond anyone's control. At William, still clinging to life despite the knife in his abdomen, blood pooling beneath him like spilled wine. At Tom, broken and bleeding but alive, forever changed by what he'd done and what he'd lost.
All of them caught in the web of a family's pain. All of them paying the price for secrets that should have been exposed years ago, for a system that had failed to protect the vulnerable, for the terrible arithmetic of revenge that always demanded more than it could ever repay.
And as the police burst into the room, as the paramedics rushed to Tom's side, I made my decision. I would tell the truth—not just about what happened here tonight, but about all of it. About Eleanor's manipulation, yes, but also about William's crimes, about the pattern of abuse that had created this tragedy, about a system that had failed Poppy and so many others.
The whole truth, not just the convenient parts.
Because some stories demanded to be heard in full, no matter how painful, no matter how damning. Because Hamish deserved that much—a complete accounting of why he'd died, not just the sanitized version that would make it into the official reports.
The paramedics were working on Tom now, preparing him for transport. Another team was attempting to stabilize William, though I could see from their expressions that his chances were poor. The knife had found something vital, and too much time had passed.
I stood slowly, my hands still covered in Hamish's blood, and watched as they zipped his body into a black bag with the clinical efficiency of professionals who had seen too much death. The sound of the zipper seemed to echo in the sudden quiet that had fallen over the room.
Eleanor was gone, driving through the storm toward whatever future awaited her. She would have to live with Hamish's death for the rest of her life, would have to carry the knowledge that her quest for justice had cost an innocent man his life. That was a burden I wouldn't wish on anyone, regardless of their crimes.
But she would survive it, I thought. Would find a way to transform even this tragedy into something she could live with, just as she'd transformed her grief over Poppy into a decade-long quest for revenge. That was her gift and her curse—the ability to shape narrative, to find meaning in chaos, to make even the most senseless violence serve a purpose.
In trying to stop a monster, she had created new monsters—not through calculation or cold ruthlessness, but through the terrible blindness that grief can bring. The way pain can make us justify almost anything in the name of love for those we've lost.
That was perhaps the most tragic thing of all—that Eleanor's love for Poppy, so pure and fierce, had led to Hamish's senseless death. Love corrupted by grief, justice twisted into revenge, protection turned into destruction.
Some stories have no heroes, I realized, watching them load Tom onto a stretcher. Only people trying to do right in a world that punishes good intentions as often as it rewards them. Only broken people trying to find meaning in meaningless suffering, trying to balance scales that were never meant to be balanced.
As they wheeled Tom past me toward the waiting ambulance, his eyes found mine one last time. In them, I saw not just pain and regret, but a kind of terrible clarity. He understood now what he'd become, what he'd allowed himself to become. The knowledge would either destroy him or transform him, but he would never again be the man who had walked into this house tonight.
The storm was beginning to subside as they loaded the stretchers into the ambulances, the rain easing to a steady drizzle that turned the gravel drive into a slick mirror reflecting the flashing emergency lights. I stood in the doorway of the summer house, watching the convoy of official vehicles disappear into the night, taking with them the living and the dead.
Behind me, the study stood empty now except for the blood on the floors and walls, the scattered books, the overturned furniture. In a few hours, forensic teams would arrive to document every detail, to photograph every bloodstain, to reduce this human tragedy to measurements and evidence markers.
But they would never capture the full truth of what had happened here. The decades of pain that had led to this moment, the complex web of love and hate and desperate need that had brought them all together in this room. The way good intentions could be corrupted into violence, the way seeking justice could become indistinguishable from seeking revenge.
That story would live only in the memories of those who had witnessed it, who had felt the weight of its tragedy, who understood that sometimes there are no clear villains and heroes—only people doing terrible things for reasons they believed were right.
I pulled out my phone and dialed the number for the police detective I'd been working with. There would be statements to give, reports to file, a long night of official procedures ahead. But first, there was a story to tell—the whole story, not just the parts that fit neatly into legal categories.
Because Hamish deserved that much. Because the truth, however painful, was the only thing that could honor his memory and perhaps prevent future tragedies.
The phone rang once, twice, then connected.
"Detective Morrison? It's Clara Voss. I need to report a multiple shooting at the Du Toit summer house in Dorset. And Detective? You're going to want to bring a lot of people. This is going to take a while to explain."
Chapter Twenty Two: Acknowledgments
Eighteen Months Later
Ruth Langley's heels clicked precisely against the marble floor of the Langley & Co. lobby, the sound echoing in the hushed space like a metronome. Employees nodded deferentially as she passed, their eyes carefully averted—not from fear, exactly, but from the ingrained understanding that the CEO of Langley preferred observation to engagement.
Ruth had always been watched. First by William, his gaze a physical weight on her fifteen-year-old body. Then by the nurses in the hospital where she'd delivered a baby she wasn't allowed to hold or name. Then by an industry waiting for her to fail, to crack, to reveal the truth behind her meteoric rise.
Thirty years of being watched had taught Ruth the power of being the watcher instead. The controller of the narrative. The one who decided which stories were told and which remained buried.
"Ms. Langley." Her assistant materialized at her elbow, tablet in hand. "The press is gathering for the announcement. Eleanor has arrived and is waiting in your office."
Ruth nodded once, her expression revealing nothing. "And the statement? Has legal approved the final version?"
"Yes. It's ready for distribution immediately after the press conference."
"Good. Make sure the board members are seated in the front row. I want them visible in all the photographs."
The assistant nodded, making a note. "Anything else?"
Ruth paused, considering. "Yes. Send someone to collect the first editions from the display in the atrium. I want them on the podium, prominently visible."
As the assistant hurried off, Ruth continued toward her office, her mind cycling through the carefully constructed messaging they'd developed over the past months. The narrative of Eleanor Du Toit's triumphant return to Langley & Co. after her father's tragic death. The collective grief transformed into renewed creative energy. The promise of a literary legacy continuing through a new generation.
All of it carefully calibrated to protect what mattered most: Langley's reputation.
Because Ruth Langley had long ago ceased to be just a person. She was Langley & Co.—its embodiment, its guardian, its soul. Her personal identity had been subsumed by the institution decades ago, willingly sacrificed on the altar of survival.
She opened her office door without knocking, knowing who waited inside.
Eleanor Du Toit stood at the window, her slender figure silhouetted against the London skyline. At forty-four, she looked exactly as she had eighteen months ago—composed, elegant, untouchable. But Ruth could see the changes in the set of her shoulders, the careful way she held herself, as if bearing an invisible weight.
"Ruth," Eleanor said, not turning. "Right on time, as always."
"It's my press conference," Ruth replied, closing the door behind her. "Punctuality is expected."
Now Eleanor did turn, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "Is that what we're calling it? A press conference? Not a public rehabilitation of the Du Toit name?"
"The Du Toit name doesn't need rehabilitation. It needs careful management." Ruth moved to her desk, placing her briefcase precisely in the center. "The public has already accepted the narrative of William's tragic death at the hands of an obsessed editor. All that remains is to solidify Langley's position moving forward."
"With me as the grieving daughter. The literary heir. The future of the company."
"Exactly."
Eleanor moved to the couch, sitting down and folding her hands in her lap. The maternal gesture she might have made with a child was absent now—there was no child to comfort or direct.
"And what about Tom? Has he agreed to the statement?"
"Tom Arden is no longer a factor," Ruth said, her tone making it clear the subject was closed. "The courts found him mentally unfit to stand trial. He's been committed to a private psychiatric facility in Scotland, where he'll receive the care he needs."
"Care you're paying for."
"Langley is paying for," Ruth corrected. "As part of our commitment to supporting the mental health of our employees."
"Past employees," Eleanor murmured. "And what about Clara Voss? Has she agreed to stay silent?"
Ruth's expression tightened slightly. Clara had been more difficult to manage than anticipated. The young editor had insisted on telling her version of events to the police, the press, anyone who would listen. Her account—detailed, unflinching, and devastatingly accurate—had threatened to unravel everything.
"Ms. Voss has been adequately compensated for her... discretion," Ruth said carefully. "She remains with Langley, though in a more senior capacity."
"You promoted her."
"I recognized her value to the organization."
Eleanor nodded, seemingly satisfied. She moved to study the awards on Ruth's shelves—decades of recognition for literary excellence, publishing innovation, cultural contribution. "I read the final version of the press release," she said. "It's good. Clean. Emotionally resonant without being maudlin."
"I wrote it myself," Ruth said. "Some narratives are too important to delegate."
"Indeed." Eleanor looked up, her gaze direct once more. "And have you read my book? The finished version?"
Ruth hesitated, just for a moment. "Yes."
"And?"
"It's your best work." The admission came reluctantly.
Eleanor smiled, a genuine expression that softened her features. "High praise, coming from you."
"It's not praise. It's assessment. The book will sell exceptionally well, particularly given the... circumstances of its creation."
"You mean the murder of my father by my allegedly obsessed editor?" Eleanor's tone was light, almost playful. "Yes, I imagine that will drive sales significantly."
Ruth didn't respond to the provocation. After three decades in publishing, she'd developed an immunity to authors' attempts to unsettle her.
"The acknowledgments page," she said instead. "Was that necessary?"
Eleanor's smile didn't waver. "Which part specifically?"
"You know which part."
"Ah. 'For Tom Arden, without whom this book would not exist.'" Eleanor quoted the line with perfect recall. "Yes, I felt it was absolutely necessary."
"It invites speculation."
"It invites nothing. It acknowledges a professional contribution."
"It's provocative."
"It's truthful," Eleanor countered. "Without Tom, the book wouldn't exist. Without Tom, my father wouldn't have faced justice for what he did to Poppy."
Ruth's carefully maintained composure slipped, just slightly. "Justice? Is that what you call it? Using a vulnerable man to commit murder, then abandoning him to face the consequences alone?"
"I didn't abandon him. I acknowledged him. Publicly."
"After ensuring he'd spend the rest of his life institutionalized."
Eleanor's expression hardened. "That wasn't my doing. Tom made his choices. I simply... presented the opportunity."
"You manipulated him from the beginning. Chose him deliberately because of his history of fixation. Cultivated his obsession. Led him step by step to the summer house." Ruth's voice remained even, controlled, but her eyes burned with a rare display of emotion. "You used him, Eleanor. Just as William used me."
The accusation hung in the air between them, heavy with implication.
Eleanor looked down at her hands, her composed facade cracking slightly. When she spoke again, her voice was softer but no less resolute.
"I did what was necessary. For Poppy. For all of us."
"Including me?" Ruth asked. "Was I part of your calculation as well?"
"You were always part of the story, Ruth. From the beginning." Eleanor met her gaze steadily. "The fifteen-year-old girl William seduced. The baby taken away. The decades of silence and complicity."
Ruth flinched as if struck. "Don't pretend you did this for me."
"No," Eleanor agreed. "Not for you. But you benefited all the same. William is gone. The truth about what he did remains buried with him. And Langley continues under your absolute control."
"While you get your revenge. Your bestselling book. Your carefully managed public image as the grieving daughter carrying on the family legacy."
"We all got what we wanted," Eleanor said simply. "Even Tom, in a way."
"How do you figure that?"
"He wanted to save me from my father. He did. He wanted to protect me. He has. And he wanted to be important to me." Eleanor's smile returned, smaller now, tinged with something that might have been genuine regret. "He is immortalized in my acknowledgments. A permanent part of literary history."
Ruth studied her, seeing in Eleanor's composed features echoes of William's same calculating pragmatism. The same ability to reshape reality to suit her needs.
"You truly are your father's daughter," she said finally.
"No," Eleanor replied, the word sharp despite her even tone. "I am my own creation. Just as you are yours."
The intercom on Ruth's desk buzzed. "Ms. Langley, they're ready for you in the press room."
Ruth moved to her desk, pressing the response button. "We'll be right there."
Eleanor stood, smoothing her skirt. "Shall we, then? The press awaits its narrative."
"Our narrative," Ruth corrected. "The one we've both agreed to present."
They moved toward the door, two women bound by history, by secrets, by the shared understanding that some truths were never meant to be spoken aloud.
"After you," Eleanor said, gesturing for Ruth to precede her.
Ruth paused, one hand on the door handle. "When Clara's book comes out," she said quietly, "what will you tell the world then?"
Eleanor considered the question, her expression unreadable. "The same thing I'm telling them now," she said finally. "That truth is subjective. That stories belong to those brave enough to tell them. And that history is written by the survivors."
Ruth nodded, her expression unreadable. "A convenient philosophy."
"All philosophies are convenient, Ruth. That's why we create them."
With that, they left the office, moving in tandem down the hallway toward the press room where photographers, journalists, and industry insiders waited to record and disseminate the official narrative of Eleanor Du Toit's triumphant return to Langley & Co.
The story that would be told in newspapers and literary journals. The story that would become accepted fact, historical record. The story that would drown out any whispers of what had really happened at the summer house that night.

Clara Voss stood at the back of the crowd.
She watched as they entered the room together—Ruth leading, Eleanor following with her usual grace. The perfect tableau of female power and literary continuity. Of institutional strength and creative renewal.
The audience rose in respectful applause. Cameras flashed. The narrative was already being recorded, distributed, accepted.
Clara didn't join the applause. Instead, she observed with the same careful attention that had made her an exceptional editor. Noting details. Cataloging inconsistencies. Reading between the lines.
On the podium beside Ruth, a stack of books had been artfully arranged—advance copies of Eleanor's new novel, The Vanishing Hour. The book that had started it all. The book that Tom Arden had edited, believing he was helping Eleanor tell a difficult truth, never realizing he was being positioned as the instrument of her revenge.
Clara had read it, of course. Had stayed up all night absorbing every word, every nuance, every carefully constructed layer of truth and fiction.
It was brilliant. Undeniably so. Eleanor's best work, just as Ruth had said.
And on the acknowledgments page, that single line: "For Tom Arden, without whom this book would not exist."
No one else would understand the cruel irony of those words. No one except Clara, who had witnessed the final confrontation. Who had held Hamish as he died. Who had seen the light fade from William Du Toit's eyes as the knife Tom had plunged into his abdomen did its work.
At the podium, Ruth was speaking now—confident, composed, every inch the publishing titan.
"It is with both personal and professional pride that I announce Eleanor Du Toit's return to Langley & Co., the publishing house her father helped build into the powerhouse it is today. In the wake of tragedy, Eleanor has demonstrated the resilience and creative vision that defines the Du Toit legacy..."
Clara tuned out the carefully crafted speech, focusing instead on Eleanor, who stood slightly behind Ruth, her face a perfect mask of dignified grief and quiet determination.
Their eyes met across the crowded room. Clara held the gaze, refusing to look away first. A silent acknowledgment passed between them—recognition, challenge, the shared understanding that they both knew the truth.
Eleanor was the first to break the connection, her attention drawn to someone in the front row.
Clara took that as her cue to leave. She had heard enough. Had seen enough.
Outside, London was its usual self—busy, indifferent, moving too quickly to notice one woman slipping away from a publishing event, the seeds of a story already taking root in her mind.
Not a novel. Not fiction.
The truth.
About Eleanor Du Toit and the elaborate revenge she had orchestrated. About William and the daughter he had murdered years earlier. About Ruth and her decades of complicity. About Tom Arden, the editor who had become Eleanor's perfect weapon.
About Hamish, whose only crime had been loving his friend enough to try to save him.
END
The Editor - Epilogue
Eighteen Months Later
The literary world loved nothing more than symmetry. That's what Clara Voss told herself as she stood at the back of yet another bookshop, watching yet another launch for yet another debut novel that everyone was calling "incendiary" and "unflinching" and all the other adjectives that meant profitable controversy.
This time, the author wasn't present. No signing table. No carefully rehearsed deflections about "the line between fiction and reality." Just a cardboard cutout bearing a stylized silhouette and the name that had dominated publishing gossip for the past month:
Thomas Arden.
The Editor had arrived with the quiet deadliness of a knife between the ribs—no pre-publication buzz, no advance reviews, just a modest print run from a small but respected independent publisher with a reputation for literary risk-taking.
The novel told the story of a young editor seduced into obsession by a manipulative author with a dark family secret. A story of power, control, and the ways in which narrative could be weaponized. A story that was, at once, both intimately familiar and plausibly deniable.
Fiction. Always fiction.
Clara sipped her champagne and observed the crowd—smaller than Eleanor's launch eighteen months ago, but more genuinely enthusiastic. Less industry obligation, more authentic curiosity.
"Do you think she'll come?" a voice asked beside her.
Clara didn't need to turn to know who it was. Ruth Langley. Still her boss, though Clara's responsibilities had expanded significantly since her promotion to Senior Editor.
"Eleanor? No. She's in France with the baby. Very convenient timing."
Ruth nodded, her expression neutral as always. "And you? Why are you here?"
A fair question. Clara had no professional obligation to attend. Tom Arden wasn't published by Langley. Had no connection to Langley anymore, beyond the settlement that Ruth's lawyers had negotiated.
"Professional curiosity," Clara said finally. "It's not every day one of our former editors publishes a roman à clef about our most successful author."
"Is that what you think it is? A thinly veiled true story?"
Clara smiled slightly. "Everything is a true story, Ruth. The question is whose truth."
They stood in silence, watching as a young woman picked up a copy of The Editor, examined the cover—a pair of hands holding a manuscript, one bleeding into the other—and carried it to the register.
"Have you read it?" Ruth asked.
"Of course."
"And?"
Clara considered her answer carefully. She'd read it twice, in fact. Once as a reader, once as someone who knew the real story. Tom's version was careful, calculated. He understood the power of what wasn't said.
"It's a work of fiction," she said finally.
Ruth's smile was knowing. "Of course."
The crowd was thinning now, the initial excitement of the launch fading into the quiet business of selling books. Clara finished her champagne and set the glass on a nearby table.
"He's talented," Ruth conceded. "I'll give him that. He understands the power of what isn't said."
"He had good teachers."
The comment could have been interpreted multiple ways. Ruth chose not to pursue it.
"Will Langley be making a bid for his next book?" Clara asked as they moved toward the exit.
Ruth laughed—a genuine sound rarely heard in the offices of Langley & Co. "Absolutely not. One memoir thinly disguised as fiction is quite enough, thank you."
Outside, the evening was mild, the London streets still busy with commuters and tourists. Ruth paused on the bookshop steps, looking out at the city she'd spent decades navigating.
"She won, you know," Ruth said quietly.
Clara glanced at her, a question in her eyes.
"Eleanor. She got exactly what she wanted." Ruth nodded toward the bookshop window, where copies of The Editor were prominently displayed. "Even this. Especially this."
"You think she wanted Tom to write this book? To expose her?"
"I think she wanted her story told in a way that could never be traced directly back to her. In a way that maintained plausible deniability while ensuring William's name would be forever tainted." Ruth's smile was cold. "And what better way than through the 'fictional' account of a man universally known to have been obsessed with her?"
Clara considered this. "That's... diabolical."
"That's Eleanor." Ruth straightened her coat. "She's her father's daughter, after all."
The observation hung between them, neither judgment nor compliment. Just fact.
"I should be going," Ruth said, checking her watch. "Board meeting in the morning."
Clara nodded. "I'll see you there."
As Ruth turned to leave, Clara called after her.
"Do you regret it? Publishing Eleanor all these years? Knowing what she was capable of?"
Ruth paused, the question settling around her like a familiar weight. Did she regret it? Regret building her career on the talent of William Du Toit's daughter? Regret using Eleanor's success to secure her position at Langley?
"No," she said finally. "Publishing is about finding voices that speak to the moment. Eleanor's voice was exactly what was needed. Still is."
"Even though she used you? Used all of us?"
Ruth turned back, her expression softening slightly. "Clara, this entire industry is built on people using each other. Authors use editors to shape their vision. Editors use authors to advance their careers. Publishers use both to make money." She shrugged. "The only difference with Eleanor is that she was more honest about it than most."
With that, Ruth walked away, leaving Clara on the bookshop steps, surrounded by posters advertising Tom Arden's debut novel.
Clara pulled out her phone and scrolled through her contacts until she found the number she'd memorized but never called. The direct line to Detective Inspector Morris, who had investigated the summer house incident. Who had seemed sympathetic to her version of events, even if he couldn't act on them.
Not yet.
But Clara was patient. She had learned that from watching Eleanor. The best stories took time to unfold. The most important truths required careful cultivation.
Her promotion to Senior Editor hadn't been Ruth's way of buying her silence, though Ruth probably thought it was. It had been an opportunity. Access to files, to manuscripts, to the inner workings of Langley & Co. To secrets that went far deeper than William Du Toit's crimes.
Clara slipped the phone back into her pocket without making the call. Not yet. But soon.
She thought of Tom, institutionalized but writing. Of Eleanor in France with her son, believing she had won. Of Ruth, still pulling strings from her corner office.
Of Hamish, who had died trying to save his friend.
Of Poppy, whose death had started it all.
Some stories demanded to be told, regardless of the consequences. Some truths refused to remain buried, no matter how skillfully they were concealed.
And some people were willing to spend years uncovering them.
Clara walked back into the bookshop and bought a copy of The Editor. Not because she needed to read it again, but because she wanted Tom to know that someone was listening. Someone who understood.
Someone who would continue the work he had started.
As she left the shop, Clara caught her reflection in the window. For the first time in months, she was smiling.



