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To Francesca Kim, who fell hopelessly in love with The Orbit London


PROLOGUE


The blood from the body spreads in slow, thick ribbons across the pavement, dark and glistening, channelling into the grooves between the pavement stones.

In the distance, sirens wail, growing louder, drawing closer. People clamour to the edges of the scene, backs pressing against shopfronts, eyes flicking between the body and the building.

Behind me, the crowd is swelling, pressing forward, drawn by the spectacle. People jostle, their faces lit with horror, with fascination. A man gasps. A woman cries out.

London hums all around me, restless and alive. The air is hot and thick, the street choked with stalling traffic. Brake lights jam on and off, horns blaring urgent and angry. All of it swallowed by the growing tide of panicked voices pressing closer.

I tilt my head back, my eyes scaling the sublime jagged spine of glass and steel that pierces the night sky. The building is a shimmering blaze of light where figures move behind the glass, shadowed and frantic.

I hear someone call my name. See a uniformed line pressing closer. But I don’t move.

I stare down at the wide eyes, fixed on nowhere, the broken body. A mash of blood, flesh and bone. There’s not much left of him now. The liar, the cheat who tried to ruin my life.

It’s all over for him.

For me, it’s only just beginning.


ONE
ALICIA


SATURDAY

My heels are pinching, and the waistband of my skirt is already chafing against my clammy skin. I’ve been at the drinks reception for over an hour. I never thought it would be so hot in here.

The other servers are wearing the regulation black-and-white uniform, but they’re in loose clothing with sensible flat pumps or trainers. I saw their faces when I arrived, taking in my bouncy blow-dry, silky blouse and tight pencil skirt, glancing at one another, their twitching mouths betraying bitchy, judgemental attitudes.

I must admit, I’m regretting my choice of outfit now. There are still eight hours to go on this shift. It’s going to be a long evening, but on the bright side, I’ve already located my mark.

The guy standing at the Art Deco mirrored bar is very easy on the eye. He’s wearing a relaxed olive-coloured linen suit with a plain white tee under it. I like his laidback look in this room mostly full of people who have all the symbols of their wealth on display.

Each time I complete a lap of the room, I duck back to the catering room, where I dispense my tray and get a few moments of peace. I’m supposed to restock the welcome drinks there, but it’s just nice not being hounded by the sour-faced manager, Janice. I’ve got a bit of a quick break right now.

I pick up a glass of champagne and study the glittering lights and dark shadows of London, far below us. The Thames is a winding ribbon of molten silver, and beyond it, The Shard pierces the sky, its sleek glass façade catching every glimmer of light.

The Orbit has got to be the highest, the most luxurious building I’ve ever worked in. I’m mesmerised. Fifty-eight floors up, in London’s newest landmark building, and everything is beneath us. The great and the good are gathered here for the opening of the Mercury function suite. Influencers on Insta and TikTok are churning out the content. This morning’s papers were full of double-paged features. Journalists stand awkwardly on their phones, drafting copy declaring: All Hail The Orbit: London’s most exclusive metropolitan enclave.

I sneak a sip of champagne before heading back into the throng. The noise level is ramping up in here as more VIP guests arrive. The room flickers and stutters with camera flashes. I recognise a few faces in the sea of perfect people behind me. A couple of soap actors, the lead singer of a famous nineties boy band, a trending YouTuber and a glamorous female presenter from Good Morning Britain.

Every guest is clad in exquisite designer clothes and classy jewellery. I bite my lip with envy. So many millions of pounds, crammed into one small space. I have an eye for expensive gear, even though I don’t own any myself anymore. Tonight is the first step in putting that right.

I signed with Elevate three weeks ago – ‘The best premium events agency in London’, if you believe their hype. Swapping the dive bars and the shit pubs for members’ clubs and art galleries.

Elevate are not the sort of company to advertise their staff vacancies on Indeed; they operate on a referral-basis only. Let’s just say a friend of a friend put in a word, and I emailed my newly edited CV over. I’ve done a couple of smaller events on a trial run, and now I’m here in central London, mixing with the crème de la crème. Well… pouring their champagne at least. But it’s a start.

Balancing the tray of champagne flutes on my hand, I weave through the crowd. The room hums with posh accents and expensive perfume. It’s all sharp suits and glittering dresses tonight, most of them here to be seen, rather than for the networking and the free drinks.

The cool guy in the olive suit I spotted at the bar earlier is standing near the floor-to-ceiling windows now, talking to a woman in a navy cocktail dress. Her face looks familiar. I catch a telltale flicker of panic on his face, and so I put down the tray of champagne and pick up a fresh glass and a bottle of dry white wine, making my way over there. Once I’m close enough, I hear his dilemma. He’s forgotten her name.

‘Yes, as I was saying Miss… er… Miss…’ he stammers in an East End accent.

She turns as I approach.

‘Miss Lennox, I think you prefer a crisp dry wine – would you like me to pour you a glass?’

‘You remembered!’ The woman’s face lights up. She hands over her barely touched glass of house champagne and peers at me. ‘I think you worked my gallery opening a couple of weeks ago, didn’t you?’

‘That’s right.’ I flash her a quick smile. ‘You were a big fan of the Pouilly-Fumé as I recall.’

‘Yes, indeed I was. Delicious. What an extraordinary memory you have.’ Her eyes dart to my name badge. ‘Thank you, Alicia.’

I catch the guy’s eye, and he gives me the tiniest nod of gratitude, so subtle it was noticeable only to me. Smoothly, he picks up the thread. ‘I hear the Lennox gallery brought a collection over from Paris?’

‘Indeed, and we were thinking of doing something similar here in the fabulous Mercury suite…’ She’s fully engaged in the conversation again, the moment saved.

He points to various sculptures and canvases decorating the space. He doesn’t look like a traditional businessman, a slave to the city. He’s dressed too casually, too on trend, but he seems totally at ease, like he owns everyone in the room.

I glide away and I can feel his eyes on me as I go.

My tray is lighter now – just a few glasses left – but I keep moving, slipping between designer suits and runway dresses, to stay out of Janice’s way.

There’s a real energy in the room now. I could watch these people all night – the talent managers and brand designers, the CEOs and influencers, all crammed together in this melting pot of gossip and opportunity. This is where the magic happens. This is where the deals are done, where fortunes are made. I can feel them charging through the air like fireflies.

I’m good at reading a room and sensing the undercurrents. Always have been. It’s like watching a game where half the rules are unspoken. You can learn to fill in the blanks. It’s a game I’m good at. A game of survival.

I’m circling back toward the bar when I spot my mark again. He’s standing near a cluster of suits, half-listening, half-scanning the room. His eyes are sharp, but there’s something guarded about him as he watches a pair of younger men deep in conversation by the canapé station, one gesturing animatedly with a glass of red. The other, taller and broader, has his arms folded, nodding a little too enthusiastically. Something about their dynamic makes me slow my steps, loitering closer to tidy my tray without drawing attention.

Suddenly, my guy is right next to me helping himself to another flute of champagne. He looks different to his photos and the articles I’ve read on him in my endless scrolling through his social media. In the flesh, he’s taller than I expected, but less intimidating, too. There’s a relaxed ease to him which the photos don’t capture.

I say, ‘Are you enjoying your night, sir?’

His mouth twitches in amusement. ‘Let’s just say I was. But I must be losing my touch.’

I tilt my head. ‘Oh dear, sounds serious. I didn’t take you for the losing type.’

He grins. ‘I’m not. But tonight might be an exception.’

‘Tragic. Though I hear some losses can be… rewarding.’ I let the words hang, watching his reaction.

He chuckles, leaning in slightly. ‘Depends on what’s being offered, I suppose.’

I raise a brow. ‘Try me.’

‘Alright,’ he says, eyes flicking over me as if assessing the odds. ‘I thought I was closing a deal with that guy over there, but he’s gone cold on me.’ He sighs, glancing toward the canapé station. ‘He seemed so interested, too. Oh well, can’t win ’em all.’

‘Hmm, makes sense.’

‘What do you mean?’ He frowns.

‘Look at him… He can’t focus on what’s being said; his jaw muscle is going crazy. I’ve noticed he’s visited the loo quite a few times already this evening. Maybe you’re best avoiding having a business partner with that kind of habit. Just saying.’

He raises an amused eyebrow, but he doesn’t respond. Maybe I overstepped the mark; I can do that sometimes.

I make my excuses and head toward the kitchen to replenish my tray, but he finds me again. ‘You’re observant, I’ll give you that,’ he says, his words laced with curiosity.

‘Just part of the job,’ I reply lightly, shifting the tray to my other hand. ‘Drinks or gossip – there’s always something spilling at these events. You just have to recognise the signs.’

I give him a smile and sidle away, the lights of London becoming flared through the glass.

‘Alicia? Stop staring out of the window and focus,’ a harsh nasal voice snaps. It’s Janice. I look at her, take in the sharp features and dull eyes.

There’s no light in them at all; she doesn’t want to be here. Janice has had it in for me since I walked in and told her I’d just been signed to the agency. Her narrowed black eyes had swept over my honey-blonde curls and high heels.

‘Did nobody tell you how to dress appropriately?’ she’d said scathingly. ‘You can start by tying back that mop of hair.’

I look at Janice now and think about what could have made her so mean. Her parched complexion, the small, tight line where her lips ought to be.

‘Are you listening to me?’ she snaps while other servers glance our way. ‘More champagne is needed by the door, and if you’re to continue working for Elevate, you’ll do well to remember that I don’t like repeating myself.’

‘Sorry, Janice.’ I’d like to hit back with a nice sarcastic reply, but I need her to approve my first night’s work here. She holds all the power for jobs at The Orbit.

I place the glass I’m holding on the silver tray and load a few more flutes of fizz on there. I weave through the bodies to stand behind the Elevate senior greeters at the door, who constantly regurgitate their overused script.

‘So lovely to see you again!’ An air kiss on each cheek. ‘It’s been too long… Might I just say, you look incredible!’

After their gushing welcome, I’m supposed to proffer my tray of bubbles while smiling like a maniac.

Janice’s instructions to us were clear at the briefing. ‘At all times, smile. If someone is rude to you, smile. If you’re about to pass out, smile.’

So I smile. I’m very careful to keep on smiling. I smile until my jaw aches. Until my eyes start to water. All the time reminding myself that this job is the only way I’m going to get the chance to put everything that’s happened behind me and start again.

An older man, with swept-back silver hair, wearing a tailored gaberdine suit, plucks a flute of pink fizz from my tray without looking at me or breaking his step. He’s just passed me when he somehow manages to stumble forward. His arm flies up and my entire tray of drinks is upended as he tries in vain to regain his balance.

There’s a loud crash of glass and metal. I let out a yelp and release the tray, jumping back to escape the ensuing shower of Laurent-Perrier.

A gasp rises like a balloon from the crowd, and for a few moments, the conversation stops dead. Silence rolls across the large round room in waves, until there is just the piped Ibiza chillout tunes and no chatter at all.

‘For God’s sake!’ The man rounds on me. ‘What were you thinking, stood there in the way like that?’ He whips a hanky from his pocket and begins to dab at the blush-coloured splashes on his otherwise immaculate white shirt.

The atmosphere in the room has taken an about-turn. Amid the frozen bodies and shocked faces, I spot movement. It’s Janice, racing toward us like a rabid greyhound.

‘What happened?’ She rounds on me, her voice two octaves higher than usual. ‘What have you done?’

I swallow hard. I can see exactly how this is about to go. ‘I did nothing! He tripped and knocked the⁠—’

‘I’m so sorry, sir.’ Janice shoots me a withering glance. ‘If you’d like to come this way I’ll direct you to the washroom.’

‘I didn’t see her there, standing so close.’ The handkerchief hangs limply in his hand as he stares mournfully down at his shirt. ‘I’m soaked through.’

As Janice fusses over him, I say, ‘You must’ve seen me because you took a drink from my tray.’ Too late, I clamp my mouth shut. I’m only supposed to smile, not argue the toss.

Janice ushers the drenched man toward the door before turning back and hissing at me. ‘Get your coat, Alice. Your shift is over.’

‘It’s Alicia,’ I say.

‘I don’t care what your name is. Mistakes happen, but blaming the guest is inexcusable. You’re relieved of your duties.’

My heart sinks. I tell myself I can’t afford to lose this gig, especially when I’ve done nothing wrong. I just need to make her understand. I start to follow them.

‘Janice, I’m sorry, OK?’ I’m calling out too loudly. The people near us step aside. I have to get my point across. ‘I swear it was his fault – he tripped and⁠—’

Janice spins. ‘Watch my lips – it’s never the guest’s fault! Just leave. Leave now.’ She spits out the words before scurrying after the man.


TWO


The guests closest to me are still staring, but the rest of the room has already returned to their conversations. Heads thrown back laughing, perfect smiles and shining hair. The room is back to business as usual. Feels as if I was never even there.

Dejected, I step back and place the small empty tray on a nearby stool. I stare down at my sodden clothes and the cheap, faux-suede stilettos I got in the New Year sales, and I feel tears pricking at my eyes. I walk quickly toward the quiet space at the back, close to the staff cloakroom. Shit! How am I going to explain this to him? Tell him I’ve been kicked out of the very place I need to be? It’s taken weeks to get me in here, to get me close to… He’s not going to take this well.

‘Hey, are you OK?’ Here’s my mark again, standing right in front of me. When he sees my damp pencil skirt and sopping blouse, he begins to pat his pockets down. ‘I’m sure I must have something to mop up your…’

I sniff, a tear rolling down my cheek. My humiliation is complete, but I manage to register that, close-up, this guy is even better looking than I first thought. Then I remember I’ve had it with men, especially ones I meet at work. Now is the time to tell him I just need to get out of here.

‘Thanks,’ I say quietly. ‘But I’m leaving now.’

He doesn’t move. ‘Tell you what, come with me, and we’ll try and find you some fresh clothes. You can’t carry on working like that.’

‘No, I’m… I’m better just getting away from here.’

‘Take a breather and give yourself a few minutes to calm down.’ He glances at my name badge again. ‘What do you say, Alicia? You can’t carry on working when you’re so upset.’

I look at him, sniffing the tears back. Annoyingly, he really is very cute. His eyes are a beguiling deep brown, and he looks genuinely concerned about me. ‘I’ve just been fired, so I won’t be working anymore.’ I offer him a small smile. ‘Thanks for being nice, though.’

I’m taking a risk here, but without waiting for an answer, I walk around him and enter the poky, windowless staff cloakroom behind the drinks storage room at the rear of the mirrored bar. As I pass, I snatch up a bottle of Laurent-Perrier rosé from an open box and take it with me, popping the cork when I close the door.

I strip my wet blouse off and sink to the floor. I take a deep breath and gulp from the bottle, grimacing at the sting of the bubbles.

Taking my phone out of my bag, I stare at the notifications. There’s a text message from the bank about my exceeded overdraft limit, but that’s the least of my worries. Three missed calls from the usual number and two WhatsApp messages demanding I call him back. I take another long swig from the bottle.

I can’t let him get to me like this. I can’t. There has to be a way out.

Quickly, I unlock the phone again and swipe the notifications away. My thumb hovers over the image it reveals. My son’s wide, gap-toothed smile lights up the photo, his much-loved favourite Spider-Man T-shirt well-worn.

My chest aches and I shrug it off. I can’t afford to get sentimental; focus is everything. Taking another swig of champagne, I tap the settings and choose a stock photo of a white powder beach at sunrise. The tranquil ocean replaces my son’s face, erasing the evidence of the only life that really matters to me.

There’s a scrape and a bang behind me. Startled, I grab my blouse and clutch it to my chest, dropping my phone as the door flies open.

In my attempt to conceal the stolen bottle as I stand up, I spill even more alcohol over myself.

He stands in the doorway, a halo of light around his broad frame filling the gap. ‘Oops… sorry. Didn’t realise you weren’t decent.’ He turns his back. ‘I’ll just…’

‘No! It’s OK, I just…’ I put down the bottle and turn away slightly, shrugging on the damp blouse and doing up a couple of buttons. I’ve basically stolen a bottle of champagne that costs roughly half of what I would have earned tonight if I hadn’t wrecked my chances, and now I’ve been caught red-handed. I turn back around. ‘I’m leaving now, anyway.’

Summoning the final dregs of my tattered pride, I pick up my phone and walk over to the table in the corner where I left my bag and coat earlier.

‘No need to rush off,’ he says reasonably. ‘Stay and have a drink with me.’

I shake my head, sliding my phone back into my handbag. ‘It’s a nice thought, but if the head witch spots me, she’ll call security.’

‘Head witch?’ He frowns.

‘My manager.’

He grins and flicks on the light, revealing the full, underwhelming glory of our cramped surroundings. ‘Oh, I doubt that.’

‘Don’t underestimate her. If she finds you back here, you’ll probably get thrown out on your ear, too.’

He leans against the wall and smirks. ‘Well, that’s a risk I’m willing to take. Not every day you get to be seen somewhere this cool, right?’ He waves a hand around.

I glance at the walls, which are close enough that, if I stretch out my arms, I could probably touch both at the same time. ‘By that, I take it you mean this, the cleaning cupboard?’

‘Hey, don’t knock it,’ he says. ‘Exclusive. Intimate. Suffocating.’ He clears his throat. ‘But still, you know, The Orbit.’

I shake my head, biting back a smile. ‘The Orbit itself is fancy enough, I suppose. A bit predictable.’

His smile falters just a touch. ‘In what way?’

‘Vanilla interior… too safe. It’s lazy, trying to please everyone.’

He purses his lips, but the corners of his eyes crinkle good-naturedly. ‘I’m not sure I do know. Tell me.’

So, I do. I let him have it.

‘Look, I’ve worked enough members’ clubs in London to know they’re practically identical to this one inside. Full of the same people, under the same fake Rothko prints, chatting the same old rubbish to the same old faces. Then they catch themselves in the mirror at two a.m. and realise everyone is like them, and so they move on to somewhere else and the whole thing repeats itself.’ I shrug on my coat and laugh. ‘I give this place a year, tops.’

‘You’re funny.’ His widening smile disarms me. ‘Funny and smart with a delicious sprinkling of cynicism which I find quite hard to resist. I really do think you need to stay and have a drink with me.’

I let my lips part slightly, as if I’m considering it. Then I exhale, shaking my head with a small, regretful smile. ‘Oh, I don’t know… I really shouldn’t.’

His brows lift, amused but intrigued. ‘Shouldn’t? That sounds dangerously close to wanting to.’

I let out a soft laugh, tilting my head as if he might just be right. ‘Sadly, I have places to be… things to do.’ I slip the strap of my handbag over my shoulder, taking a slow step toward the door.

He leans in just a fraction. ‘One drink won’t hurt.’

I glance back at him, feigning uncertainty. ‘I don’t know…’

He gives me a slow, knowing grin. ‘Come on, live dangerously. Stay. Just for a little while.’

I pause for effect, then let out a sigh, as if I’m giving in. ‘OK. Just the one drink.’ I meet his gaze with a teasing smile. ‘But you’d better make it worth my while.’

‘Tell you what, come through to the private hospitality suite, and I’ll get you something nice to wear before we have our drink. One proper drink, none of the crap they’re serving out there. Deal?’

I give him an amused smile. ‘Sounds good, but we’ll need to keep out of my manager’s way, or it could be embarrassing.’

‘You worry too much.’

I follow him out of the staff room, but instead of walking back through to the main event space, he takes a left and, after punching a code into the security pad, leads me further inside the building. The din of the party is now a distant throb as we walk down quiet hallways carpeted in a coffee-and-milk striped Berber, soft white LED lights lining the floor space, so it feels a bit like being on a runway. Photographs showing the construction of The Orbit at varying stages are dotted along the walls.

‘Are guests allowed back here?’ I ask, suddenly realising we’ve passed through a security door.

‘Nope. Strictly no guests back here.’

‘But… how come you have the code? Do you work here?’ I say naively.

‘Kind of.’ He looks at me and winks. ‘Let’s just say I’ve got friends in high places.’


THREE


He stops walking and opens a door to his left. ‘Let’s see what we can find for you in here.’

I follow him into a large dressing room with plush chairs that face a long marble counter. When he snaps a switch, a frame of dazzling LED bulbs pops up around the wall of mirrors. I run my hand along a counter packed with top-brand make-up sets and hair appliances, all neatly arranged and ready for use.

He opens a door that leads into an adjoining space. ‘Hopefully, you’ll be able to find something you might like to wear in here.’

An even bigger area is lined with clothes rails bearing outfits in all colours and shapes. On the floor, underneath the rails, fabulous shoes are lined up.

Something unfurls inside me.

‘For a man, you keep an awful lot of women’s clothing,’ I say cheekily, reaching to touch a fine sparkly fabric.

He chuckles. ‘It’s all stuff we’ve had delivered for modelling shoots and… well, emergencies like this one.’ He pulls out a silky black-and-yellow patterned dress that looks like a distinctive Dolce and Gabbana print I saw in a magazine.

‘Emergencies… here?’

‘You’d be surprised. We had a celebrity-couple incident here last week that went viral on TikTok. She saw him looking at another woman in the sushi restaurant and redesigned his Alexander McQueen couture jacket with red wine before storming out. He was grateful for our emergency wardrobe, and when he’d got changed, he ended up staying for the evening and buying half-a-dozen bottles of Cristal champagne to drown his sorrows.’

‘I must’ve missed that one online. Sounds like he deserved it though.’ I give him an impish grin. ‘I’ve never owned a piece of couture clothing. Unless you count the fact my mum used to run up unique elasticated trousers and skirts to save money on buying my school uniform. They were certainly one-of-a-kind.’

He looks at me as if he doesn’t know whether to laugh or feel sorry for me, and for a second, I think he’s going to say something profound. But then the moment passes, and he smiles.

‘Have a scout through, try some things on… pick what you like. I have a couple of calls to make, so I’ll be back in a sec.’

When he leaves, I strip off my damp work clothes and slip on the silky black-and-yellow shirt dress that the label confirms is indeed a D and G. What fun… playing dress-up and it gets me closer to my goal. Win-win! The full-length mirror catches my eye, and I gasp at my own reflection.

The dress shows slightly more cleavage and is a bit shorter than I’d like. Disappointed, I slip it off again. It’s not right for tonight anyway, and besides, it would’ve looked better with the black hair I had before I moved to London… before that version of me had to disappear.

He taps on the door and waits until I say it’s OK for him to enter. I emerge from the dressing area in the Ralph Lauren champagne satin cocktail dress of my dreams. My feet are encased in strappy gold heels.

‘Wow. Classy, or what?’ He gives a low whistle.

‘Ta-dah!’ I throw my hands up and laugh, to try and cover my self-consciousness. The dress might look like a million dollars, but that doesn’t match what I’m feeling inside.

His eyes linger. ‘Seriously, Alicia, you look amazing.’

‘Thanks,’ I say, my cheeks burning. I do know I look quite good in this dress and shoes; it’s just that I also feel a fraud. Like I’ve borrowed a costume for a role I wasn’t born to play. The shimmer of this place, the effortless laughter and quiet hum of money in the air… it all feels just a little too smooth, too polished. These people belong here. They glide around effortlessly as if they were born to be here, while I’m just trying to fake it well enough that no one notices I don’t really have a clue.

‘Ready?’ He offers me his arm and we walk back out into the carpeted hallway, and I totter a little in the four-inch heels.

Despite my new height, my escort is still a reassuring three or four inches taller than me, and I feel dainty and elegant walking next to him. But it also feels strange, stepping into this other life, slipping on designer shoes and borrowed confidence.

At the end of the corridor, he opens the security door. The music and voices in the hospitality suite grow louder with each step we take. I only had a few gulps of champagne in the staff room, but I do feel a bit giddy. The U-turn my first evening’s work has taken is out of sight. Walking in at six as a waitress, to being escorted dressed in Ralph Lauren by eight. ‘Surreal’ is not the word.

‘I hope my manager doesn’t see me,’ I mutter.

‘She probably won’t even recognise you… You’re a different girl now.’

I like the sound of that. A different girl. That’s exactly who I need to be from now on.

‘But if she does want to cause an issue, I’ll handle it. OK?’

He winks at me, and I feel a rush of warmth when he slides a protective arm around my lower back. He ushers me into the function room again… this time, as his companion for the evening.

We’ve only walked a few steps inside when a glass is placed in my hand and we immediately become surrounded by guests eager for my escort’s attention.

‘Hey, man, great to see you!’

‘Love the latest project!’

So many people, all desperate for his recognition and approval. He hasn’t told me exactly what it is he does, but everyone seems impressed.

‘Hi, Trent, we met last month at the…’

‘This is Alicia.’ Trent introduces me to every person he talks to, and just like that, I’m no longer invisible. Everyone is interested in me. Everyone wants to know who I am and what I do. I lock the Midlands girl in the homemade clothes away and drain my glass. Then I let the new me answer the barrage of questions that come my way.

My glass is swiftly refilled, and the server does a double-take, looks over at someone across the room. She was one of the smirking colleagues when I first arrived, and I give her a wry smile.

I follow the server’s stare, and then I see her. Janice.

Her expression is thunderous as she marches toward me, her heels striking the floor. My pulse rate jumps, and I turn away, pretending not to see her… but it’s useless. A bony hand clamps onto my bare shoulder, her nails biting into my skin.

‘What didn’t you understand about what I told you?’ she hisses, loud enough to make nearby guests turn their heads. ‘You’re fired. Get your things and⁠—’

She stops mid-sentence, her face draining of colour. Her grip slackens. I feel Trent’s arm slide around my waist, his touch warm and reassuring.

‘Alicia is now my guest for the evening,’ he says smoothly, his voice calm but edged with a quiet authority. ‘Is there a problem?’

Janice swallows hard. The fire in her eyes flickers, struggling against the sudden shift in power. ‘No! I… Sorry, sir. I-I completely misunderstood the situation.’

She glances at me, then back at Trent. I can still see the fight in her – see the way she wants to push back but knows she’s already lost.

Janice retreats stiffly, her back ramrod-straight but eyes lowered, her defeat plain to see.

I exhale, my mind racing. I turn to Trent, my voice unsure. ‘What exactly is it you do here?’

He pauses, as if weighing up how best to say it. Then, with a slow smile, he delivers his thunderbolt.

‘I’m sorry, I should’ve told you sooner.’ He tilts his head slightly, watching my reaction. ‘I’m Trent Connors. I own The Orbit.’

The hum of conversation around us zones out. Trent Connors.

Thing is, I knew exactly who he was before I even walked in here. What I hadn’t expected was for him to introduce himself so dramatically and – a big plus – at Janice’s expense.

I blink, tilting my head slightly, as if puzzled. Then I let a slow, surprised smile form.

‘You own The Orbit?’ I repeat, keeping my voice light and mildly curious. Let him think he still holds the upper hand.

‘Well, my company does. I’m just the idiot who signed off a cool hundred thou to get myself a – what was it: vanilla members’ club interior.’

‘I didn’t… I mean, I⁠—’

He grins and holds up a hand. ‘No apologies. I don’t get to hear much plain truth anymore; people tend to say what they think I want to hear.’ He gives me a winning smile. ‘I find your honesty refreshing, Alicia. Now, it’s time for me to say a few words to the guests and then I’m all yours.’

I literally could not have planned this any better.


FOUR


The room quietens as Trent steps forward, effortlessly commanding attention. He doesn’t need to raise his voice. Confidence, authority – it’s all there in the way he stands and the easy way he regards the guests.

‘The Orbit isn’t just a building,’ he says, his tone measured, deliberate. ‘It’s a concept. A self-sustaining vertical city where exclusivity meets security, where people can live, work and relax in a way the outside world can’t offer.’

A few guests exchange impressed looks. Others nod knowingly, as if they already consider themselves part of that exclusive world.

‘Orbit London has proven our model works. A high-end ecosystem with layered security. Every detail designed for discretion and efficiency. It’s a sanctuary for those who demand more – more privacy, more control, more freedom from the chaos beyond these walls.’

He pauses, scanning the room, letting the weight of his words settle before continuing.

‘But London is just the beginning. Orbit Manchester will take the vision for the future of urban living even further. A city within a city. A larger scale, a broader scope and, critically, a deeper integration. A space where innovation and influence can thrive, where those of us who shape the world can do so without distraction.’

A ripple of interest moves through the crowd. Investors just love phrases like the future of urban living. They hear opportunity and sense power.

They smell money.

‘And now, here we stand at a turning point with two competing visions for the future,’ Trent continues. ‘Next month, Manchester City Council and the regulatory board will decide which project moves forward. Two very different ideas of what a modern city should look like. You guys already know my track record. You’ve seen what we’ve built here.’ He sweeps an arm around the room. ‘I don’t deal in promises – I deal in results.’

He studies the crowd, making eye contact, making it personal. ‘So, I’ll ask you this: when the time comes, will I have your backing? Will I have your support in ensuring that Manchester chooses progress, security and the kind of future that we believe in? Do you share the vision for Orbit Two?’

I can feel the energy of the crowd shift – this is no longer just a presentation. It’s a call to action. Trent Connors doesn’t want their interest; he wants their allegiance.

The tension builds until, with one final note, the room explodes and fills with rapturous applause.

I can’t deny it – he’s good. Magnetic. Sharp. It’s clear he believes in The Orbit, and his belief and enthusiasm are infectious. I admire that about him.

But I remind myself I’m not here to be dazzled by Trent Connors’ charm or dashing good looks. My mind will stay where it needs to be – on the business at hand. On what I came here to do.

I’ve been handed an amazing step up tonight. The pieces on the board are shifting, and I can’t afford to lose focus now.
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Trent effortlessly works the room following his short presentation, keeping me with him the whole time. He involves me in his conversations, asks my opinion, making me feel like I belong in his world. No one seems to blink. I can’t ignore the feeling we look great together.

We speak to CEOs, television presenters. Actors and agents. He thanks the event staff and makes comments on how smart the security team look. Never once does he change. I like that – the fact that Trent is the same person whoever he speaks to.

‘Fancy a breath of fresh air?’ he says, indicating a discreet door at the end of the glass windows.

We step outside onto a wraparound balcony, the hum of conversation and clinking glasses muffled as the door swings shut behind us.

The air is crisp this high up, carrying the faint scent of rain. Below us, London stretches endlessly, a sea of glowing streets and glass towers, cars snaking through the dark like electric veins. Behind us, the party continues – laughter, music and the constant thrum of networking.

Trent leans casually on the secure glass railing, unfazed by the dizzying drop.

‘You’ll meet a lot of people tonight.’ He glances at me with a knowing smile. ‘Some of them are folks I do business with, and I’m curious to hear what you make of them.

‘What exactly do you do?’

‘In a nutshell, I build things. Bring people together. Orbit London is the jewel in my crown though, so I’ve made it my base. I’m hoping to replicate what we’ve done here in other places.’

‘Sounds intriguing,’ I murmur.

We go back in and approach a big guy with a shiny bald head, wearing a smart navy suit. I served him champagne earlier.

‘Alicia, meet one of my associates, Paul Clifford. He looks harmless but don’t be fooled. He’s an animal in the boardroom.’ Trent squeezes the man’s shoulder and grins.

‘Very pleased to meet you, Alicia.’ Clifford bows his head, obviously not recognising me as one of the waiting staff. ‘Trent, you’re punching well above your weight. You know that, right?’

A charmer. I smile and shake his hand.

The two men joke around, their banter easy and familiar. Clearly, they’re comfortable in each other’s company.

Loud and brash, Clifford launches into an animated story about his time working with a famous UK business tycoon – someone everyone knows from a popular TV show. ‘So there I am,’ he says, grinning, ‘sitting across from the man himself, and he just looks at me – dead serious – and says, “Cliff, I don’t pay you to think.”’ He throws up his hands. ‘I mean, what do you even say to that?’

The group laughs, and Clifford basks in it, clearly enjoying the attention. He leans in conspiratorially. ‘Of course, I did think. And you know what? I saved him a hell of a lot of money.’ He winks. ‘Not that he ever admitted it.’

I glance around. People are drawn to him – his energy, his confidence. He’s a people magnet, effortlessly holding court as the crowd around us grows.

When we move on, Trent slides his hand into his pocket, glancing back toward the group. ‘He enjoys the spotlight, doesn’t he?’

I let out a small laugh. ‘Just a bit. You’d think he was the one with the TV show.’

Trent smirks. ‘He probably thinks he should be.’ He takes a sip of his drink, then tilts his head toward me. ‘You ever met anyone like him before?’

I consider it. ‘Not exactly. He’s… a lot.’

‘That’s one way to put it.’ Trent looks amused. After a beat, his voice lowers slightly. ‘What did you think of him?’

I take a sip of my champagne, considering. ‘He’s a funny guy.’

‘Yeah, he’s certainly that.’ Trent hesitates. ‘But if you were me, would you trust him?’

I swirl the champagne in my glass, thinking. ‘I don’t know him, so I couldn’t say for sure. But I’ve found that people who rely on humour the way he does – big, brash, always looking for the laugh – they’re usually hiding something.’

Trent looks intrigued. ‘Hiding what?’

I press my lips together. ‘Could be anything. Insecurity, past failures, the need to prove something. Laughter is a great distraction, isn’t it? If people are entertained, they don’t look too closely at what’s underneath.’

He watches me, thoughtful. ‘And you think that applies to Paul?’

I let a small smile play on my lips. ‘Like I said, I don’t know him. But if I had to guess? That confidence of his – it’s not just for show. It’s for protection.’

Trent considers this, then gives a slow nod, a glint of admiration in his eyes. ‘That’s an interesting take.’ His mouth curves into a small smile. ‘Remind me never to underestimate you.’

I hide my smile behind my champagne glass. Little does he know he already has.

But then, that’s what makes this so interesting.

We refresh our drinks and saunter around the enormous space that’s packed with people. Trent moves beside me, tall and assured. He has the kind of presence that commands everyone’s attention without trying.

I feel the other guests’ stares wherever we go. Little ripples of curiosity and envy, their whispers following us like an invisible tide. I glance up at him, letting a small smile curve my lips, knowing it’s being watched and noted.

Trent leans down, murmuring in my ear. ‘When can we escape this hellhole?’

A hellhole at fifty-eight floors up: a private joke meant to make me laugh – and I do, the sound drawing even more attention. My dress gleams under the lights, and I can feel the weight of speculation with every step we take.

Who is she? Are they a couple?

I hold my head high, a picture of composure and manners, but inside, I’m buzzing, charged by the energy of the room and the commanding presence of the man beside me.

‘And here’s the man himself,’ Trent’s voice booms out, shaking me out of my reverie. ‘The legendary Dan McGraw!’

‘Trent! How are you, mate?’

‘Good, good. Meet Alicia.’

The tall, suave Scotsman with swept-back red hair looks at me, smiling. ‘Nice to meet you, sweetheart.’

I say hi, sip my drink and avert my eyes, appearing to let their conversation wash over me. It’s the usual pleasantries at first – mutual acquaintances, a passing remark about the champagne – but then the tone shifts. The man lowers his voice slightly. ‘So, we’re still on for Tuesday?’

Trent gives a small, unreadable smile. ‘Of course. Usual place. Usual time.’

My ears prick up.

‘Good. We’ll have a lot to discuss about the Manchester bid.’ The man claps Trent on the shoulder, his grip lingering just a second too long. ‘Might have some useful information for you by then.’

Then, with a nod in my direction, he slips away into the crowd.

I glance at Trent. ‘Friend of yours?’

He exhales, finishing the last of his drink. ‘Something like that. Don’t know what’s wrong with Dan tonight; he’s usually the life and soul of the party,’ Trent says. ‘He’s asked me to come in on a big joint investment with him next year. Great guy.’

‘Really?’ I wiggle my glass and watch as the bubbles in my drink dance and pop.

Trent grins and stops walking to snatch a canapé from a waiter’s tray.

‘Indulge me.’ He smiles. ‘It amuses me to hear your thoughts.’

Should I tell him the truth? The night’s nearly at an end anyway. However disastrous it would be if I never see Trent Connors again, at least he’ll remember me every time he bumps into the guy. And this is a great chance to try to impress him.

I swallow a gulp of champagne before looking Trent in the eye. ‘Sorry, but in my opinion, he’s a bit of a snake. Not to be trusted.’

Trent’s expression sharpens, but I press on. ‘I saw you two in deep conversation earlier. And when you got called away, he went and stood near the windows to make a call. I only caught a few words – something about “pushing the deal through before anyone catches on”. Sounded shady to me.’

Trent frowns, about to speak, but I shake my head. ‘That’s not the only reason I don’t trust him. I’ve seen him before – at another event a few weeks back. A charity gala. He was all smiles in the room, shaking hands, making promises.’ I lower my voice. ‘But later, I caught him in the hallway, tearing into someone who works for him. Properly humiliating the guy, all because he hesitated on a deal. The moment someone with power walked by, though? He switched right back to charm mode.’

Trent exhales slowly, his gaze unreadable. ‘And you saw all this while handing out drinks?’

I give him a wry smile. ‘People don’t pay much attention to servers. You’d be amazed what you can pick up when no one thinks you’re listening.’

‘Very interesting. But you see that attitude you saw, however heinous, is useful to me. McGraw is ruthless, and he’s on my side against another even bigger snake who’s running the rival project for Manchester. You should meet that guy. Makes Dan McGraw look like a pussycat.’

I shiver. Suddenly, the room seems too loud, too many people pressing close.

‘Nothing for you to worry about.’ Trent smiles. ‘Your powers of observation fascinate me.’

‘Let’s just say I learned how to keep my eyes and ears open at a young age,’ I say softly. ‘It pays to watch for signs.’

‘Yeah? What sort of signs?’

‘I don’t know.’ I say, thinking about Dad’s hands and the shapes they made just before he got angry. ‘Depends on what it is I’m looking for.’

Later, when most people have left the event, Trent and I sit at the mirrored bar where I first spotted him. This time, it’s just the two of us having a quiet drink.

He says, ‘So, Alicia, have you enjoyed tonight?’

I feel a jolt at his sudden air of formality. He’s letting me down gently. Maybe I’m not his type after all, and just when I thought I’d snared him… I should have known it was all happening too soon, too fast.

But I need him to want more.

I think about the missed calls on my phone, about having to admit my plan has been a failure. I think of little Brodie, of what they said they would do to him…

No. I can’t let the best chance I’ll have slip away.

I force a slow, easy smile, letting amusement flicker in my eyes as if I’m the one calling time on the evening. ‘Well,’ I say, lifting my foot to show off my heels, ‘it’s been great, and it’s been a real pleasure to torture my feet in these beauties all evening.’

Then I let my gaze linger on his body, just for a beat, before meeting his eyes again. ‘Though, I have to say… I expected a little more appreciation for the effort.’

I keep my voice light, teasing, like this is all just a game. A challenge. Because if I know one thing about men like Trent Connors, it’s that they never like to feel they’re the ones being left behind.

I wait, watching for the telltale shift – the hesitation, the flicker of second thoughts. If I’ve played this right, he’ll be the one reaching out for me. If it’s not too late.

Trent’s gaze flicks down to my feet, then back to my face, a slow smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. ‘I did warn you. Beauty comes at a price.’

‘Oh yes, I’m well aware of that.’ I tip my head, playful, distant. ‘Well, I suppose I should leave you to it. Wouldn’t want to outstay my welcome.’

‘You leaving so soon,’ he murmurs, ‘would be a shame. Fancy coming back to mine for a nightcap?’

‘I have to go back downstairs. My handbag and clothes are still in the function suite.’

‘No need. I’ll have those brought to you,’ he says quickly.

OK, scrap that. Maybe it’s not too late, after all.

A frisson of electricity buzzes down my arms, but it’s not attraction – it’s opportunity. The voice in my head says: Do I really want to go back to his place?

And the answer is most definitely yes.

Yes, that is exactly what I need to do.


FIVE


‘Do you live far?’ I say innocently, as we head toward the lift.

‘Not that far.’ He grins. ‘You might be surprised.’

We step inside the lift, and he waves a key card in front of a sensor. We start to move smoothly up a few levels.

‘Oh, I thought we’d be going down to the lobby for your car.’ I frown to suggest mild surprise at going up. At least, that’s what he needs to think.

I glance at Trent, feigning curiosity, but he offers nothing – no explanation, no change in expression – just the quiet confidence of a man who knows exactly where we’re going.

Of course, so do I.

But he doesn’t know that. And for now, that’s exactly how I need to keep it.

‘This is us,’ Trent says as the lift stops and the doors open. We step out into a spacious round landing with floor-to-ceiling windows that face out over the London skyline. We must be very close to the very top of The Orbit now.

I slip off my heels and my bare feet sink into a plush, soft-pile cream carpet. It’s so quiet and peaceful up here… another world entirely. Trent heads for two polished mahogany doors while I’m still taking in the tasteful furnishings, particularly two mirrored console tables that bear oversized vases filled with fresh white lilies.

An electronic beep sounds as Trent dramatically pushes both doors open together. ‘After you.’

I’m knocked out at the sheer size of the living space we walk into. I follow Trent around the enormous semi-circle of luxury living on a scale I didn’t even know existed. The now familiar floor-to-ceiling windows are accompanied this time by polished wooden floors and cream wool rugs. Oversized chunky sofas in a soft cream bouclé face the city view, while outside, a generous wraparound terrace dotted with illuminated glass lanterns runs along the entire circumference of the room. From here I can see the London Eye glowing softly against the dark.

We walk past an open-plan, stainless-steel kitchen without a single item out of place. There’s a reading nook filled with scatter cushions and a squashy chair. A stylish cloakroom.

Trent leads me up a glass spiral staircase at the far end and we’re in a spectacular master bedroom with a circular bed and mirrored walls. There are two guest bedrooms further along.

‘This place is insane!’ I gasp. ‘This is your home?’

‘All mine,’ he says, giving me a devilish grin. ‘I chose the furnishings and everything… well, with the help of my useless interior designer, that is.’

I return the grin, but I don’t bite this time. We walk past the master bedroom again and I almost hesitate, thinking this must be the reason he’s brought me up here. But Trent doesn’t break his stride, and I follow him back downstairs.

I’m unsure whether I feel relieved he’s not trying it on – or concerned. If he was making a move, it would mean I had him exactly where I needed him. But his restraint? That could suggest he’s still holding something back.

And if I haven’t hooked him enough yet… then that could be a problem.

Back downstairs in the lounge, I linger by the windows and marvel at the cityscape stretching out beneath us. London looks like an open jewellery box, her best gems lit and spilling out.

Behind me, Trent puts on some Café del Mar, and I hear the faintest clink of crystal before he joins me at the window, handing me a fresh flute. ‘London. She’s something, isn’t she?’ He gestures toward the view. His smile is as cool as ever, but I can feel the heat of his gaze just behind it.

‘You’re a lucky guy,’ I say, watching him from the corner of my eye. ‘You get to enjoy this view all the time.’

‘I know, but you kind of get used to it.’ He shrugs, sipping his drink. ‘A terrible admission, isn’t it? That we can become quickly accustomed to the most beautiful things in life, to the extent we stop seeing them.’

‘I wouldn’t know,’ I say lightly.

‘Well, I admit it. There are days I forget to look. So’ – he raises his glass – ‘thank you for reminding me. And here’s to all the beautiful things, right in front of us.’

Lifting my glass toward the sparkling view that feels like a rare gift, I think I’ll probably never stand here again. So best to enjoy it while it lasts.

‘So, what are Alicia’s hopes and dreams?’ he says. ‘Somehow, I don’t think you’re the kind of girl who’ll be happy serving drinks all their life.’

I feel slightly awkward opening up like this; I don’t want to trip up. At the same time, it’s good to show him my vulnerable side. ‘I mean, I suppose I’d like to be financially comfortable, build a good life for myself. I’d like to put my waitressing experience to good use and run my own events company one day. Work toward a better future for my son.’

‘You have a son?’

I nod. ‘He’s two. Brodie. His dad’s not on the scene, so my sister looks after him for me back in Nottingham.’

He nods. ‘And then? When you’ve made your events company a huge success?’

I shrug. ‘Settle down to a good life eventually. A simple life.’

‘And what would that life look like?’

I exhale, letting my gaze drift for a moment. ‘I don’t know, settle down somewhere quiet. No looking over my shoulder and no second-guessing every move. Just… peace with my son. A place that feels like mine.’ The words come out softer than I intend, the vision is so fragile.

When I glance back at Trent, he’s watching me – really watching. Not just hearing the words, but understanding what they mean to me. There’s no teasing remark, no easy deflection. Just quiet attention, the kind that makes my pulse stutter. It feels like, for once, someone actually gets it.

He holds my gaze and murmurs, ‘Not just a place then. More a feeling.’

It’s so close to what I meant – what I want one day for myself, Jen and Brodie – that it steals my breath for a second.

‘That’s exactly it. A feeling.’ I swallow, pushing Brodie’s image firmly aside and focusing on the person Trent wants me to be. Someone footloose and fancy-free who looks good on his arm, I’m guessing.

I can do that. To get to where I need to be.

Trent looks like he’s forgotten the skyline altogether. A raft of heat begins a slow creep up my neck. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing. Nothing at all.’ He leans in a little closer. ‘I’m just thinking how beautiful you are, Alicia,’ he says, his voice low. His fingers find mine across the space between us.

It’s such a simple phrase, a cliché even, but it sends a thrill down my spine, nevertheless. I hold his gaze, letting the warmth of his words sink in.

‘Do you fancy doing something different?’ A hint of mischief twinkles in his eyes. ‘Something a little daring?’

My pulse quickens. ‘What have you got in mind?’

‘Come with me, and I’ll show you.’ He stands up. ‘We’ll take our drinks up with us.’

‘Where are we going?’

He laughs and takes my hand. ‘You’ll see.’

I reach for my shoes, and he shakes his head. ‘You won’t need those.’

I follow him, the champagne softening my doubts.

We return to the private lift in the hallway. We step inside and the lift doors slide shut with a quiet thud. Trent presses the button for the sixty-eighth floor, and I’m suddenly aware how close we’re standing together. His broad frame fills all the space between us, my face so close to the warmth of his neck I can smell his subtle aftershave.

The lift hums, rushing upward, whisking us away from Trent’s stunning home to something else intriguing that no longer feels like the end of our evening. When the doors open, I can’t help the gasp that escapes my lips.

The warm, glowing room we step into looks like something out of a dream. A long, turquoise pool stretches before us, the sleek, still water reflecting a galaxy ceiling that twinkles with hundreds of tiny lights, as if the Milky Way itself has been harnessed inside. Around us, the glass walls reveal London from a new height, a dizzying array of glitter below that frames the city like a map laid out just for us to enjoy.

‘Trent… this is incredible,’ I whisper, trying to take it all in.

A flash of paintbox-red armbands and Brodie splashing happily at the local community swimming pool plays before my eyes. Turtle Tots swimming group. Every Tuesday morning, we used to go there. I blink the memory away and wait for the ache to subside.

‘Special here, isn’t it?’ Trent’s voice sounds even deeper in the hushed surroundings. I stay quiet, allowing myself to soak in the moment. Just the two of us in here, looking down on a toy-town London. All those people, the problems of the past… none of it exists in this moment. Briefly, I close my eyes, wishing I could stay up here for ever.

Trent slides a finger under my chin and pushes gently so I look into his eyes. ‘So, are you feeling daring enough to test the water?’

I grin. ‘It looks nice and warm, so yes, I’m up for a midnight swim!’ I look around at the padded loungers and the thick, white towels folded there. ‘Are there swimsuits?’

Trent laughs, a deep, rich sound as thick as treacle that vibrates through my body.

Without another word, he slips off his jacket, letting it fall, then peels off his clinging white T-shirt, revealing a body as lean and defined as I’d imagined. My breath catches, and I take a step back, feeling the champagne swimming in my head as I try to keep my eyes on his face.

‘Who needs swimwear? We’re the only ones here, or haven’t you noticed?’ His grin widens as he steps closer to the water’s edge.

Trent sheds the rest of his clothes with the same easy confidence, his tanned skin catching the soft glow of the starry ceiling. And then, as if it’s the most natural thing in the world, he steps into the pool, the water parting around his impressive, naked form.

I watch, mesmerised, feeling slightly giddy.

‘Don’t forget, this is a dare.’ Trent holds out a hand. ‘Are you brave enough to come in?’

I stand there, glass still in hand, feeling my cheeks burn as I watch him glide across the water. There’s a moment of hesitation, of wondering just what I’m getting myself into, but something loosens in me under his intense gaze.

An experience like this… I might never get the chance again. With a deep breath, I set my glass down on the table beside me.

My fingers work their way down to find the zipper of my dress. The silky fabric slides off my shoulders, pooling around my feet. I glance over, catching the way Trent’s eyes track my every movement as I unhook my embarrassingly plain bra and step out of my knickers.

The thrill of it pulses through me as I turn and take the steps down into the pool, one at a time, slowly, knowing he’s watching me… letting him take in the curve of my back, my neat waist and firm buttocks. My nerves have steadied, and in this moment, I am powerful.

The water feels like a warm bath as it caresses my skin and I sink down into it. Gliding toward him, I can feel the alcohol buzzing pleasantly in my veins. Before I reach Trent, I stop moving and relax back, my arms spread to the sides, treading water. The starry lights twinkle above, below, and all around us. Here, in this private world, I feel a strange mixture of vulnerability and confidence, an awareness of how much we want each other.

Trent watches as I move closer, his gaze dark and intense. He reaches out, his hand sliding around my waist, pulling me to him. His body feels solid and strong in the water, and I shiver under the trace of his fingertips.

He whispers in my ear. ‘You do realise someone could walk in here at any moment?’

‘What?’ I squeal. ‘But… I thought…’

‘You thought you’d like to do it all the same,’ he teases.

The full weight of his attention feels good as the tension simmers and builds between us. We’re both waiting, pressing tantalisingly close and yet keeping ourselves under control. For now.

‘I don’t usually do stuff like this,’ I murmur as he nuzzles my neck.

‘Like what?’

‘Break the rules,’ I say with a smile. ‘But you make it so hard to resist.’ My long fingernails trace a pattern across his chest.

He gives a low, dangerous chuckle. ‘I don’t believe for a second you’re that innocent.’

His words send a shiver down my spine… little does he know. A flicker of doubt shows itself. Am I getting in over my head here, in this fantasy world where I don’t belong?

His fingers trace up my spine, my neck. Finally, his thumb brushes a little roughly across my lips and we kiss hungrily.

My attraction to him is so strong, so consuming… but I have to fight this feeling.

I push him gently away and swim back to the steps. He blinks and watches me, not quite understanding.

Trent Connors is clearly used to getting what he wants.

But this time, he’s going to have to wait a little longer.

Back in the penthouse and wrapped in fluffy white robes, Trent turns on a futuristic-looking fire set into a media wall, and I sink onto the sofa, pleasantly exhausted. He crosses to a mirrored cupboard packed with bottles, scanning the selection before making his choice.

He brings over a tall, elegant flute of champagne for me and a cut-glass tumbler of whisky for himself, the ice cubes chinking prettily.

‘So, you successfully completed the dare, even if you did cut it short.’ He grins and sits down next to me. ‘I have a proposition for you, Alicia.’

I take the glass from him, my fingers brushing his. ‘Sounds interesting,’ I say carefully, my heart fluttering – but not because of him. It’s because I have no idea where this is going.

Trent takes a sip of his drink and says, ‘How do you fancy working for me?’

This, I do not expect. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘You’re without a job, and I⁠—’

Don’t appear too eager. I tip my head. ‘I actually have a job. Well, I did.’

‘Fair enough, but I need someone I can trust to do a job… a very important role. So, what do you think?’

I watch him, my mind already spinning through the possibilities. ‘Doing what?’

Trent balances his drink on the flat arm of the sofa. His expression sharpens, turns serious. I wait, expectant.

‘This is a position with a difference,’ he says. ‘Nobody – and I mean nobody – must find out. You can’t even tell your sister.’

I frown. He’s asking me to work for him in complete secrecy? That suits me in some ways… but what exactly is he getting at?

‘What would I be doing?’ I ask. The tone of his offer doesn’t sound like he needs a server for his events or some other public-facing hospitality role. If anything, it sounds like I’ll be hidden away. Shrouded in secrecy.

He exhales slowly, rolling his shoulders back, but there’s a flicker of hesitation – just a beat – like he’s weighing the risk of saying it out loud.

‘You’ll be my girlfriend,’ he says simply.

I let out a noise of disbelief. ‘The job is to be your girlfriend?’ I put down my drink.

He’s playing games with me. ‘Is this a joke?’

‘It’s not a joke.’ He reaches for my hand. ‘To all intents and purposes, you’ll be my girlfriend. That’s just a cover for what you’ll really be doing.’

‘Which is?’

‘You’ll be my partner on the ground. Someone who is always listening and watching… a bit like you did tonight. Do you understand what I’m getting at?’

‘Someone who has your back?’ Now we’re talking. This is a wonderful, crazy twist to proceedings that could make achieving my goal so much easier.

‘Exactly. I work with a lot of influential, high-profile people, and I need someone like you on my team. Someone with a natural skill in reading people. There’s one big job in particular that will be your focus, but we’ll get to the detail later.’

I recall him questioning me about the guests at the party. Had he set that up to test me? Sounds like I passed with flying colours.

I feign nonchalance, picking up my drink and nursing it as if I don’t care. ‘I can do all that without the need to say I’m your girlfriend,’ I say shortly. ‘How about we just stay colleagues?’

‘I disagree,’ Trent says. ‘The girlfriend detail is important because we need to appear closer than just colleagues. I need people to drop their guard. No one will ever want to do business with me again if they find out I’ve got someone who’s…’

‘Spying on them?’ I offer. Oh, the irony.

‘If you like. But I prefer to call it an extra pair of eyes on my team.’ He squeezes my hand. ‘You’ll be paid a very generous salary, too.’

‘Why would I want to do this?’ I ask, but my mind is already whirring, already calculating. How much is he willing to pay? What kind of access will this give me? The possibilities unfold in front of me like an open door.

Trent leans back, completely at ease. ‘Well, as my girlfriend, it’s only natural I’ll welcome you into my life. So long as you’re happy leaving your son in the care of your sister for the foreseeable, you’ll live here with me.’ He sweeps an arm around the penthouse. ‘I’m no snake like Dan McGraw, Alicia. You’ll have your own room, but nobody needs to know that. I have a very discreet housekeeper.’

Sounds like he’s all business – and that suits me just fine. I went up to the pool with him, and we had fun, but… I’ve no problem keeping my focus on the job I’ve been sent here to do. No problem at all.

He studies me, his expression unreadable. ‘You’ve told me a bit about your own hopes for the future, and I can help you achieve them. My offer is completely above board. There are no catches. If it’s not for you, you’re free to say so and walk away.’

I watch as Trent knocks back the rest of his whisky. He’s so confident, so in control. At least, he thinks he is.

He sets his glass down and leans in slightly. ‘If you need some time to think about it, that’s fine. Sleep on it,’ he says easily. ‘But think of it this way: in the scheme of things, it’s a win-win situation for you. All you have to do is be comfortable telling a few lies.’

I hold his gaze, let my lips curve into a slow smile.

Because what he doesn’t realise is⁠—

He really has no clue how good a liar I am.


SIX


SUNDAY

The next morning, I lean my head back on the soft pillows and look around me at the glorious accommodation on offer. When will I ever get the chance to live somewhere like this again? In utter luxury and complete privacy. Up here, somehow my troubles feel like they can’t get in, like they no longer exist… I slap the thought away, as a picture of Brodie surfaces in my mind. It’s that kind of thinking that invites weakness in. I can’t allow myself to get seduced by these surroundings.

My phone lights up on the bed. I grab it and frown at the name on the screen. His calls are getting more frequent. I know I can’t keep on blanking him without severe consequences; it’s just that what happened last night with Trent has sent me into shock.

So I answer.

‘What the hell is happening, Alicia?’ he growls, his voice rough-edged. ‘Why are you ignoring my calls?’

I tighten my grip on the phone and lower my voice. ‘You have to give me some time. Something happened last night.’

‘At The Orbit?’

I glance at the door, pulse quickening. ‘Yes. At The Orbit.’

He exhales sharply. ‘Good. Have you made contact with the mark?’

I hesitate for a fraction of a second, then say, ‘Yes.’

His tone shifts, the impatience giving way to something sharper, more expectant. ‘And? Does it look like you’re going to get what I need from you?’

‘Give me a chance… I’m working on it.’

His voice dips into a dangerous register. ‘Your brief is to get close to Connors, not go quiet on me.’

‘I said, I’m working on it.’ My tone is clipped, deliberate. ‘This isn’t something I can rush. I need him to trust me first, or this entire thing will fall apart. You knew that.’

‘And you knew the stakes when you agreed to this.’ There’s a beat of silence, then he adds, ‘I don’t need excuses, Alicia. I need results and I’ll do whatever it takes to get them.’

I think about Brodie and Jen and tension coils in my stomach, but I keep my voice steady. ‘I’ll catch up with you as soon as I leave here.’

‘You’re still there?’ His voice sharpens with interest. ‘Where exactly? In the penthouse?’

I close my eyes briefly. He’s fishing for details, for reassurance that I’m doing what I promised. But I can’t give him more than I already have. Not yet. And I don’t want him knowing about Trent’s offer.

‘I can’t talk now,’ I say. ‘Please, stop calling. I’ll be in touch.’

‘Alicia—’

I cut the line dead.

My hand trembles slightly before I exhale and drop my phone on the bed. Stay calm. Stay ahead. He doesn’t know anything – yet – but if I handle this wrong, that could change fast.

I press my fingers to my temple, forcing my thoughts into order. What does he expect from me? How do I keep him from looking too closely? I need to be very careful not to underestimate him and keep things as normal as possible.

He told me to get close, but he wouldn’t want me this close. If he finds out I’m working for Trent, there will be hell to pay… but how can I refuse the money? It will give us the life we’ve always wanted: me, Brodie and Jen.

He’s promised me if I do this one last job, I’m free. But he’s the world’s biggest liar, and I can’t trust a thing he says. With my own money, I’m my own boss. Accepting Trent’s money promises freedom.

I take a breath and tell myself I can do this. I have to do this.

Taking the emotion and hurt feelings out of it, all I need to do is play my two roles convincingly. Spy on Trent’s guests and colleagues, all of them people I don’t give a shit about. The kind of people who think they’re entitled to everything and are used to trampling on others to get what they want.

I sit up in bed and take in the view, holding the silk sheet loosely against myself. This spare room is smaller than the master, but it enjoys the same incredible view. Last night, the city glittered with a million lights, a constellation spreading beneath us. Everything and anything had felt possible.

Now, the horizon stretches endless and blue, the cotton-wool clouds hanging like they’ve been daubed there with white paint. This high up, everything looks different – cleaner and better.

Now I’m wondering – did Trent have too much to drink like me and speak out of turn? Maybe he was just playing with me, after all.

I’m so wrapped up in my thoughts, I don’t notice him at first. But then the faint aroma of coffee drifts toward me, and I turn to see Trent standing in the doorway, carrying a tray.

He’s wearing a pair of boxers, his skin a healthy golden tan in the morning light.

My gaze sweeps over him – wide shoulders, sculpted arms. There’s a strength to him that makes me catch my breath, recalling our midnight swim. A bit of me still regrets holding out, but hopefully I made the right call.

He kissed me in the lift on our way back down, his tongue probing my mouth and tasting faintly of chlorine. Despite the short time we’d spent together, I’d felt so close to him. Like we were already a great match… Had he felt it too?

‘Good morning,’ Trent says now, his voice a low murmur, still thick with sleep. ‘I brought you a tasty breakfast: fresh coffee and paracetamol.’

‘Perfect,’ I say, my own voice husky.

I pull the sheet up higher, smiling as he sets the tray on the bed between us. I wonder now if he even remembers what we talked about last night…

Trent passes me a cup, and I inhale deeply before taking a sip, relishing the rich, bitter taste as my head already starts to clear.

‘So…’ Trent eases back onto the bed beside me, his arm brushing against mine, ‘have you thought about it?’

‘Thought about…?’

He grins. ‘You know… my job offer.’

I hesitate, tracing the rim of my cup with my thumb. ‘It’s a lot to consider,’ I say quietly. ‘I didn’t know if you were serious, or if it was just the drink talking.’

‘Really?’ He stares at me in that intense way of his, as if he’s peeling back layers to get to the real me. ‘Maybe you’ve had a better offer. Maybe you’re hoping Elevate might give you your waitressing job back.’

I put my cup on the bedside table. ‘This might be just a joke to you, but it’s my life we’re talking about and⁠—’

‘Hey, I don’t think it’s a joke. OK?’ He stops smiling. ‘I meant every word, and I know you weren’t drunk, so you remember our conversation.’

I nod, the offer lingering in the air between us.

‘Take as much time as you like.’ His fingers trace lightly across the sheet. ‘If you decide it’s not for you, then I’ll respect that.’ He sits up with a sigh. ‘Now though, I have to get going. I’m picking a business associate up from the airport.’

‘On a Sunday?’ I say, disappointed.

‘Yes, on a Sunday.’ He pulls a face. ‘But stay as long as you like. Make yourself at home. See if you could bear to live here.’

He gives me a cheeky grin and leans down, his lips brushing against mine. I feel the warmth of his hand as he gently touches my neck, and I make a small noise of pleasure – just to keep him feeling I’m close to responding.

Then he’s gone, slipping into the en-suite to shower, leaving the bed cold and the room quiet in his absence.

I listen to the muffled sound of water running, and for a moment, I wonder what I’m doing here, in this world that seems so far from my own. I think about Brodie and Jen, huddled together in her little rented maisonette on the wrong side of town. I can’t point blank turn him down because of them. I’ll never get as good a chance to escape than this.

That thought quickly fades as I think about what’s at stake. If my boss finds out I’m double-crossing him, he won’t think twice. He’ll hurt me… maybe even hurt them.

I picture Trent in the boardroom, exuding all that quiet authority. He wants me to stay, to live here with him. That thought alone feels intoxicating… living a life in a place like this!

I can dress it up as a necessary thing I need to do to get the results my boss wants, but it’s highly irregular and he’ll be on red alert.

The whole girlfriend front will help my cause. Despite my earlier cynicism and doubt, I find myself smiling. Perhaps I can do it. I’m warming to the idea.

After all, I’ve been lying my whole life. So, what have I got to lose?

About half an hour after Trent leaves, I finally slide out of bed, stretching as I walk toward the en-suite. The shower is powerful and the water cascades over me like soothing, warm rain. I lose track of time, letting the remnants of sleep wash away until I emerge, refreshed and invigorated.

I wander back to the lounge, a small white towel wrapped around me, and I swear, there’s a new sense of freedom pulsing through me the more I think about Trent’s offer. The exact opposite to the dread and worry I’ve been feeling on a morning of running through everything I have to do and the problems I’m trying to overcome.

I find the sound system and stream an upbeat pop playlist from my phone. I feel lighter in myself than I’ve done in ages. I let the towel fall away and let the music take over, swaying and swirling around to the rhythm, my arms loose and free. A dumb smile stretches across my face when I think of being with Brodie and Jen again, all three of us living in a new, safe home together.

I have the chance to make everything right in my world. Quite the turnaround from scraping by and always feeling like I’m under someone else’s thumb, with no real way out. From living hand to mouth, every choice dictated, every move watched.

A sharp, unexpected scream rips out of me, and I freeze mid-twirl. A figure stands stock-still in the doorway, watching me with an expression so cold, it might just turn me to stone.

Mortified, I snatch up the towel to cover myself as the woman marches across the room to the speaker and cuts the music dead. Silence slams down around us.

She’s older, perhaps in her late fifties, her face pale and angular. Her dark hair is pulled back into a severe bun, not a strand out of place, and her uniform is crisp, the apron ironed to a knife’s edge. Everything about her exudes a military kind of discipline.

The music re-emerges suddenly from my phone, and I stab a finger quickly at the screen to turn it off.

‘I-I’m sorry,’ I stammer, struggling to gather myself. ‘I didn’t realise anyone else was here.’

Her parched lips disappear into a tight line, her eyes narrowing as they sweep over me, taking in my bare legs and the tiny towel that barely covers my modesty. My cheeks flush with embarrassment.

‘Trent said I could stay here as long as I⁠—’

‘Yes, he often says that to his girlfriends. But you’ll understand I need to get the penthouse in order,’ she says, her tone cutting through my muttering, ‘so it’s ready for Mr Connor’s return.’

Swallowing, I nod quickly. ‘Of course. Right. I’ll just get dressed.’

He often says that to his girlfriends.

I back away, my heart thumping on my chest wall as I retreat toward the spare room. My clothes are still scattered across the floor, a careless trail of garments that would probably tell a sordid tale to Trent’s housekeeper. I cringe with embarrassment, ignoring the gold cocktail dress and strappy shoes I wore last night.

I suddenly realise nothing in here belongs to me, and anyway, I wouldn’t have the confidence to wear them now.

My fingers are clumsy with haste as I pull on the familiar creased skirt and top I wore when I arrived here as an Elevate waitress. Even though I can’t see the housekeeper, I can feel her frosty silence emanating from the other room like an icy draught.

Shame crawls over my skin, hot and suffocating. I feel exposed, like a teenager caught sneaking out of a boy’s room by his disapproving mother. Cheap and out of place.

What she said proves I must be one of many – just another mistake to be tidied away – but it’s going to take more than that to shake me.

You see, I’m not like the rest of them at all. Not one bit.


SEVEN


Back at the dump I call home, I lie on my bed. My room is at the back of the old Victorian house, starved of natural light thanks to the overgrown trees and bushes outside the window.

My phone buzzes with a text notification. It’s from him. The short message appears:

Call me. Today.

I gaze up at the cracks in the ceiling, watching as they disappear, one by one, into the faint shadow cast by the single bulb that will barely light this room once it gets dark.

My mind wanders back to how this all came about. ‘I need you in London. This is the big one. If you do this for me, if you get what I need, we’ll call it quits.’ So I moved here and waited for his instructions as he told me to.

Now, I feel chewed up and spat out, lying here in my creased, alcohol-stained clothes. I think about last night’s party dress, the way the silk had clung to me like a promise – just a flimsy veneer I couldn’t sustain.

And then there’s Trent’s determined voice lingering in my head. You’ll be my girlfriend… completely above board.

I look around my room – my studio apartment, as the advert grandly called it. The entire space I live in is visible from where I’m lying now. The single bed, which doubles as my sofa during the day, slumped against the longest wall. A chipped microwave perches on a short counter, a sink so small I can barely fit a dinner plate in it.

Peeling, grimy paint on the wall reveals years of hidden lives – people who’ve been here before me and moved on. The walls hold a damp odour, a waft of something faintly rotten that seems to seep in through the vents and destroy any feeling of hope.

This place couldn’t feel further away from The Orbit.

So why am I still lying here in the damp, too scared to act on Trent’s offer?

For two years, I’ve been under the thumb of a man who will never let me go. Paying back an unnamed debt that will never be cancelled. Living at the mercy of a psychopath who controls every move I make. And yet, I still let myself believe – hope – that one day, Brodie and I will have a normal life again.

Now though, I’ve hit a complication. A tempting one.

Pretending to be Trent’s girlfriend, spying on his world of wealth and power – it’s as far from a normal life as I can get. And if I get caught playing a double game, I lose everything.

The truth is, I don’t even know exactly what it is I’m meant to be doing yet. My so-called boss feeds me information in pieces, keeping me on edge, reminding me who’s in control.

‘Get inside The Orbit and get close to Trent Connors,’ he told me when I arrived in London. ‘I need you in position before I give you a sense of what I need. You’re going to have to use your instincts on this one.’

I don’t believe for a second he’ll ever set me free, no matter what he promises.

But Trent’s offer – it changes things. It puts power back in my hands for the first time in a long time.

If I can do what they both want and keep Trent sweet, maybe… just maybe… I can carve a way out for myself. A way to break free and finally give Brodie the life I swore I would.

I close my eyes, and the past seeps in, uninvited. Faces, places… and the moment everything shattered, dragging me to a place so low I can barely think about it.

I have no one to turn to. No one I trust. Even Jen doesn’t know the real reason I had to run. Every friendship I’ve tried to build has fallen through – people can sense when there are shadows around you. And I am so shrouded in shadows I’ve almost forgotten what the light looks like.

You’ll live here with me… completely above board.

What would Trent think if he knew even a fraction of the truth? If he understood what I’ve done – what I’ve had to do – to survive?

I picture my son, the tiny furrow of concentration on his face as he builds his coloured brick towers. The way he glances back at me when I call his name, that small, shy smile that melts my heart.

This isn’t just about me. It never was.

And that means there’s only one choice I can make.

The phone barely rings twice before Jen picks up. Her voice sounds clipped and strained. ‘Alicia. What is it?’

‘I… Hi. I was just calling to check on Brodie. See how he’s feeling.’ I falter, already sensing her mood.

‘He’s… fine,’ she says, but the tightness in her tone tells me otherwise. ‘He’s finally asleep.’

‘Sleeping again? That doesn’t sound fine,’ I say, my chest tightening.

‘Well, he’s not sleeping at night, Alicia. Nothing I can’t handle, it’s just a cough but I’ve barely had more than two or three hours of continuous sleep in three days. It’s not like I’ve got much choice but to let him rest.’

Guilt presses hard from behind my ribs. ‘Jen, I’m sorry. I didn’t realise⁠—’

‘Of course you didn’t. How could you know? You’re in London, doing… whatever it is you’re doing.’

I grip the phone tighter. ‘I’m working, you know that. I’m trying to make things better for us all.’

‘The maintenance for Brodie… how much can you send me this week? I know I said I could wait, but things are really tight this month.’

I think about my depleted bank balance and feel heat rising in my face. ‘I’m doing the best I can, Jen. End of the week, OK? It’ll be with you by the end of the week.’

‘I know. It’s just…’ Her voice cracks with what I take to be pure exhaustion. ‘If I’d known it was going to be this hard, I wouldn’t have agreed to you going to London.’

She sounds rock-bottom and it’s scaring me. I have no choice but to stick to our plan now, or the bottom will drop out of my world. ‘You feel worse because you’re not sleeping. Stay strong, Jen; it won’t be for much longer and⁠—’

‘I know what we agreed, but honestly? I feel like I can’t do this anymore.’ She cuts in. ‘I love Brodie to bits, you know that, but I’ve never wanted to be a full-time mum, Alicia. I have my own life, my own problems.’

She’s got problems! If only she knew what I was juggling.

My throat tightens. ‘Jen, I know this is hard⁠—’

‘No, Alicia, you really don’t know. You’ve no idea what things are like here.’ Her voice rises, trembling with frustration. ‘Do you know we’ve had to use a local foodbank? We’re running on fumes.’

‘I’m going to send you the money,’ I say again. ‘I promise, Jen. Just hold out a little longer, that’s all I’m asking. And I’ll try and get home in the next few days, OK?’

Jen falls quiet, and I breathe out. Maybe she was exaggerating about the foodbank and just needed to let off steam and hear me reassure her that financial help is on its way.

Then I hear it – a thin, broken wail, raw with need. It slices through me, straight to the bone. My baby.

A small sound escapes my own lips, barely more than a breath. Hopelessness settles deep in my chest. I should be holding him, comforting him. Instead, all I can do is listen, while his cries echo down the line.

Then the bombshell comes. ‘It’s not enough, Alicia.’ Her tone is flat and final. ‘This isn’t what I signed up for. You’ve got one month to sort your life out, OK?’

‘Jen, listen. I⁠—’

‘No, Alicia. You listen. You’ve got one month, and after that, Brodie is your responsibility. I’m sorry.’

Silence stretches between us, heavy and suffocating. We talked about it a lot, spent months working out a plan. We explored our feelings, our expectations, and we settled on a solution that we both felt happy with. Something has changed. Jen has always been the reliable one, the smart one; it’s not like her to crumble like this. Why is she falling to pieces so early on in our plans?

‘Jen, please, you’re upset. I need more time, you know that. We talked about this, and you agreed you’re in it for the long haul.’

‘Things change, and now a month is all I can give you,’ she says quietly. ‘It’s not fair to Brodie, and it’s not fair on me. I’m done, Alicia.’

‘Listen, I’ll come home, and we can talk. You’re under a lot of pressure and⁠—’

‘Don’t come here without calling first,’ she says curtly. ‘I don’t have the energy for surprises.’

The line goes dead before I can say another word.

I lower the phone, my hand shaking. Jen’s words echo in my head. You’ve got one month. What’s got into her?

One month is not enough time to fix everything.

It’s not nearly long enough to put things right.

I get up and walk six steps to the kitchenette to get a glass of water, where I catch my reflection in the black spotted mirror above the sink. There are shadows beneath my eyes and worry lines etched across my forehead. I look as if I’m slowly fading away.

The mirror doesn’t judge, doesn’t offer advice or warnings. But it tells me what I need to know. What I need to do… regardless of Trent’s housekeeper’s spiteful remarks.

I stare at the phone in my hand. I’ve already made up my mind, but there’s something so final about making the call.

I look down at the stack of unopened mail that I know contains payment reminders for bills I’m behind with. That decides it.

I dial Trent’s number, and he picks up on the second ring.

‘Alicia,’ he says, his voice warm and familiar, as though he’s been expecting me. I hear the toot of a horn and faint traffic noise in the background; he must be in the car. I can almost picture his expression – the crooked tilt of his generous mouth, the casual confidence he exudes so effortlessly. It’s like he already knows what I’m about to say.

‘I’ll do it,’ I say shortly. ‘I’d like to accept your offer.’

There’s a pause, followed by a genuine laugh, deep and resonant. ‘That’s the best news I’ve had all day. I hoped you’d come around eventually, but it’s brilliant you’ve decided.’ A pause. ‘What are you up to tomorrow? How about lunch to celebrate at… say… two o’clock?’

I’ve got so many questions, but they can wait until tomorrow. ‘Where?’

‘A place called L’Arôme, two streets away from The Orbit. Small but discreet. They’ll have a reservation under my name. Shall I send a car?’

‘L’Arôme?’ I repeat, trying to sound nonchalant as if I go to ‘small but discreet’ brasseries in central London all the time. I imagine a private car gliding up this scruffy street, navigating the abandoned electric scooters and piles of rubbish. ‘I’ll make my own way there.’

‘See you then,’ he says, and before I can reply, he’s ended the call.

I google the restaurant and scroll through images of dimly lit intimate tables, polished wooden floors and elegantly plated food. It’s the sort of place that people like Trent probably wander into as easily as breathing, but it’s a world away from my normal reality of grabbing a sandwich lunch from Pret if I’m feeling flush.

Next, I search for Trent Connors and click on Images.

Numerous photographs load: Trent at a business award, Trent at the grand opening of The Orbit with the mayor and other dignitaries. I pick out the photographs of Trent with women. Glamorous women dripping in expensive clothes and jewellery.

He’s a man at the top of his game. Little does he know he’s just met someone who could finish him.


EIGHT
JEN


When Alicia rings off, Jen stands shell-shocked, staring into space for a few moments. And then Brodie wakes fully.

The screaming drills into Jen’s skull, relentless and piercing. She scoops him up and bounces him on her hip, her arms trembling from the effort. He’s red-faced, his small fists thrashing as if battling some invisible enemy. She’s tried everything – shushing, patting, humming the lullaby that used to calm him as a baby – but nothing works. He won’t take water. He won’t take anything.

Jen’s head feels like it might explode if she doesn’t get some rest.

The walls seem closer than they were an hour ago, the room smaller. It’s like she’s trapped in a shrinking box, the crying growing louder and louder, endlessly reverberating around her skull.

Her body aches for sleep, but it’s been days – maybe even a week now – since she had more than a solid hour of rest. An awful, suffocating weight has settled on her chest, and at times, she feels like she can barely breathe.

Jen presses her forehead against her nephew for a second, grounding herself just enough to keep from unravelling entirely. But the room spins.

She squeezes her eyes shut and whispers to herself, ‘I can’t do this anymore. I just can’t.’

When she opens her eyes again, Pete is standing in the doorway. His shoulders are rigid, his face set in that cold mask she knows only too well. The one that makes her stomach churn.

Did he just hear the whole of her conversation with Alicia?

He doesn’t say a word; he doesn’t need to. His eyes – dark, hard and angry – say it all. He’s watching her struggle, judging every failed attempt to calm the baby. Standing back while he observes the cracked edge of her exhaustion without offering any assistance.

The weight of his gaze presses down on her, and it’s worse than the screaming. More suffocating than the tiny space she’s trapped in.

Jen wants to throw back her head and howl. She wants to scream in his face, to tell him to help or leave or – something – but her throat tightens, and nothing comes out.

Brodie quietens at last, but Pete still waits there. Silent and brooding.

She feels like she’s breaking in half, but he doesn’t move. He’s watching. Waiting for her to shatter.

‘She’s taking you for an idiot, you know.’ Pete’s voice is low and dangerous, his eyes on hers. ‘You must realise that.’

‘He’s sick, Pete. What do you want me to do?’

Jen swallows, her throat dry. The last thing she needs is a confrontation with him right now. She’s bone-tired from being up all night with Brodie coughing. Despite what she told Alicia, it’s a bit more than a cough now. He’s getting a temperature; his little body is still hot and sticky against her side. He’s probably picked something up from playgroup.

She will call the surgery if he doesn’t improve soon, but she’s praying he picks up, because she can’t stand the thought of giving Pete another excuse to moan.

She’s putting on a brave face, pretending she’s OK. If he catches even a hint of her exhaustion, he’ll seize on it as ammunition, another reason as to why her looking after her nephew is a bad idea.

‘It’s not for ever,’ she says lightly, hoping to end the disagreement before it begins. ‘I’m doing this as a favour to Alicia, and she knows it’s only temporary.’

‘Have you told her yet?’ he presses, his voice colder still. ‘About us?’

‘No.’ She keeps her tone neutral. ‘Not yet. But I will.’

Pete takes a step closer, and Jen feels the air become still around her. His mouth pulls into a thin line. ‘Don’t leave it too long,’ he says, before turning and striding out of the room.

Jen sits quietly, willing herself to keep her face neutral, her heartbeat steady. She glances down at her wrist, where the bruises still lie like oily shadows beneath her skin.

Why had she let him back into her life? After everything he’d put her through, after moving lock, stock and barrel to this flat in a different area… she’d still ended up falling for the same tired excuses.

It was the story of her mum and dad all over again…

Jen had meant everything she’d told Alicia at the time… that she wanted nothing more to do with Pete, that she too longed for a fresh start and a new life. The two sisters had come up with the plan together when Alicia announced she’d found a lucrative job in London.

It had sounded so impressive. A shiny, high-flying job with a fancy name. Jen had asked what it was she’d be doing, and Alicia had hesitated, as if she didn’t want to give away too many details, but it sounded impressive: regional manager, her own team. She said the salary was substantial.

They’d agreed Jen would look after Brodie until Alicia made enough money for them to shape a new future together as a family, far from here. Alicia had said confidently that it shouldn’t take long.

It had all been planned out, and it all seemed failproof. Until the loneliness kicked in. Loneliness is like being in pain. You never think about it when you are happy and well. When you have that special someone in your life. But when you come home to an empty house, it’s all you can think about.

Alicia had only been gone a couple of weeks when Jen started to feel it – the long, stretched-out nights, the suffocating quiet once the baby was finally asleep. The way the walls of the small house seemed to press in on her, making her restless but stuck at the same time. She couldn’t just leave when she needed air, not with the baby. He tied her to the house, to the routines, to the growing weight of isolation.

At first, it was just a glass of wine in the evenings, something to soften the edges. Then two. Then a bottle, because why not? It made the nights shorter, the thoughts quieter. But it also made the loneliness worse in the mornings. Coping with her nephew and the hangovers got all tangled up with guilt.

And that’s when a new, contrite Pete got back in touch.

His texts and Facebook messages became harder and harder to ignore. He’d changed, stopped drinking altogether, he said. He sent her photos of him walking in the countryside, filmed emotional videos telling her how much he missed her and how he’d learned so many lessons since they’d been apart.

‘I’ve started going to counselling sessions like you always wanted,’ he’d said, tears in his eyes. ‘I wish I’d listened to you sooner.’

He’d changed, he said, and she’d desperately wanted to believe him. He didn’t demand anything from her at all. Not at first.

He’d smile, and suddenly he’d look just like the old Pete. The guy she met in the pub who used to make her belly laugh with his daft ‘knock-knock’ jokes, who had kind hands that only ever touched her gently like she was made of glass. Before he turned to drink and lost his licence and the driving job he loved.

It sounded like the old Pete was back. The one who loved her so much he wanted to be with her every minute of the day. The one who promised he’d never let anything bad happen to them. The one who promised them a future together. Jen wanted so much to believe in that version of him. She longed to go back to their early days together when he’d act the fool, telling her corny jokes and surprising her with flowers and perfume.

Jen didn’t want to remember all those times their mother took their dad back. She blocked out what she thought of those decisions, of that weakness in her mother…

What would that Jen say to her now?

She squeezes her eyes closed. Alicia would explode if she knew her son was under the same roof as Pete. She’d never forgive her. That’s why she can never find out. Pete is still out of work, and they’re behind with the rent. She needs the money Alicia has promised, or she’ll lose everything.

She looks down at Brodie, curled up and sleeping again at last. The sight of him so listless makes her heart twist. His Thomas the Tank Engine pyjamas are rumpled, and his cheeks are flushed a deep pink, his thumb tucked into his mouth as his eyelids flutter.

Jen sits down gently beside him, reaching out to touch his forehead. It did start with a cough but he’s so warm still – too warm. He gives a little kick in his pyjamas, like he’s crawling with something he can’t scratch.

‘You’re alright, sweetie. You’re alright.’

And she says the words over and over again to try and soothe him, or herself. Not believing any of it.


NINE
TRENT


The car hums smoothly beneath Trent as the city shrinks behind him in the distance, the initial splendour of central London giving way to grey tower blocks, then finally dissolving into the quiet hum of the suburbs.

A faint smile plays on his lips. It’ll be interesting to see Betts’ new place. He’s heard it’s impressive, and he felt a twinge of envy when he saw it featured in a magazine. He’s long flirted with the idea himself. He likes the idea of a country getaway, not too far from the city. He wants it all, and what’s more, he’ll get it. He knows that. It’s a feeling he never tires of, one he’s longed for since he left school at the age of fifteen and spent twelve-hour days on a freezing market stall with his uncle in the East End. Money allowed him to escape, and it changed his life.

He’ll do whatever he has to, in order to get ahead, and that’s what his visit today to see Betts is all about – getting ahead.

He goes over the plans, memorising the advantages of his own development, pinpointing the weaknesses in Betts’. The time for regeneration has come. No one wants Betts’ low-rise, low-cost nonsense.

The North is thriving – it deserves something of this stature, of this magnitude. Steve Betts and his development is not doing any favours for Manchester – it’s looking backward not forward.

Trent’s approach is simple: he’ll stress that it’s not even a race between them, that the council are going to press ahead with Orbit Manchester. But to make sure, he’ll make Betts an offer to get in on the success, if he steps aside and withdraws his development from consideration. He’ll offer him a nice package of premium land for doing nothing but walking away. It’s a good deal. A generous deal. He just has to make Betts see sense.

Everyone has a price; you just have to work out what it is. And if he can’t this time… well, then it’s time to play dirty, and that’s where Alicia will come in.

Her head is no doubt buzzing with his job offer. She’ll have been telling herself she needs to be cautious, to think it over, to weigh her options carefully. But she has put her trust in him just like he knew she would.

Trent leans back in his seat, the padded leather creaking softly with the motion. He senses the same longing in Alicia, the longing to become ‘someone’.

Despite her initial hesitation, Trent knew she’d take the bait. She’s smart enough to know when a golden opportunity has presented itself.

The driver turns onto a quieter road and Trent catches his reflection in the tinted window – handsome, composed, the perfect gentleman. The mask slides into place so easily, custom-made just for him. He’s not proud of everything he’s done, but in this game, you need to learn and move on. Not allow anything to stand in your way.

Dark, unshakeable thoughts and memories stir in his gut.

A flash of water, a beautiful face. The beaten expression of a man who finally understands – too late – that he’s lost everything.

He pushes the thoughts aside. His fingers drum idly against his thigh as he shifts in the seat.

Carelessness is not an option anymore. The same risk-taking that’s got him where he is today also has the power to undo him. That’s why it’s imperative he knows who he can and can’t trust.

Trent pulls out his phone, its screen casting a faint glow in the dim car. His fingers hover for a moment before he types:

Already missing you. Can’t wait to see that smile again.

A kiss follows, and he presses send. He imagines Alicia’s reaction – the blush, that sexy way she bites her lip… He can almost see her thoughts spinning with the possibilities.

The car slows as they approach a gated driveway. The driver glances at Trent in the rearview mirror, silently asking for confirmation. Trent nods, and as the tall gates swing open, the blacked-out saloon eases forward, the crunch of gravel under the tyres soothing after the twenty-four-seven thrum of the city.

Tucking his phone away, Trent glances out the window.

The house looms ahead, its sleek, traditional lines stark against the darkening sky.

The driver kills the engine and leans back in the plush leather driver’s seat, staring up at the monstrosity of a house. Steve Betts doesn’t just live in it – he flaunts it. The mansion sprawls across his acreage, all gleaming glass, marble columns, and manicured hedges shaped into spirals.

Trent adjusts his tie in the back-seat mirror, his lip curling slightly before he catches himself. No point showing his hand just yet. The key to playing a man like Betts is letting him think he’s already won. Trent forces his face into something neutral, steps out of the car, and walks up to the imposing double doors.

A young, polite uniformed maid answers the door. She ushers him through to an ostentatious hallway with not one, not two, but three cascading chandeliers. Oversized artwork in gold frames and a white grand piano – that looks like it has never been touched – add to the drama. Everything here screams wealth but certainly not taste.

Betts is waiting in the sunken lounge, sprawled on a cream leather sofa with his signature glass of whisky in hand. The view from the windows stretches out over perfectly trimmed lawns and Betts’ silver chauffeur-driven Bentley – parked under a spotlight like another standout feature designed to draw the eye.

‘Trent,’ Betts says, rising and flashing a wide grin – all teeth, no warmth. ‘Right on time. I like that in a business partner.’

‘I’m a man of my word.’ Trent shakes Betts’ hand firmly, his own smile just as practised.

Betts gestures for him to sit. ‘Drink?’

‘Small one,’ Trent says, lowering himself into an armchair.

Betts smirks as he pours. ‘Yeah, you wouldn’t want to be over the limit for the drive home.’

Trent chuckles. ‘Exactly. My driver’s a real stickler for that kind of thing.’

He takes the whisky and looks around the room. Everything here is designed to intimidate. The sheer size of the rooms, the hum of wealth in every detail. But despite the size, the high Georgian ceilings – the place feels oddly claustrophobic. He wouldn’t be able to relax in a place this cluttered and dark. Trent is more the Soho farmhouse type – clean lines, open spaces.

Betts leans back in his chair, swirling the amber liquid in his glass. ‘So, Trent,’ he says, all easy charm, though his eyes are sharp. ‘Let’s talk about what you came here for. Manchester. The council’s only backing one project, and we both know it’s going to be mine.’

Trent takes his time before answering. ‘Ambition is good,’ he says smoothly. ‘But so is realism. My proposal doesn’t just work on paper – it’s exactly what the city needs. A development that integrates offices, high-end retail and residential spaces. Something that creates jobs and opportunities. Something that lasts.’

Betts smirks. ‘And you think mine doesn’t? Providing much-needed sustainable housing with a commitment to reducing emissions. All those eco-improvements that’ll have the council planning department salivating.’

Trent doesn’t take the bait. ‘I think mine does it better. A flagship eco-complex with Orbit London as our proven example.’ He watches as Betts taps his glass idly against his knee, eyes narrowing just slightly. A tell. The man is testing him, trying to needle Trent into showing his hand.

‘Well, my investors see the potential, even if you don’t,’ Betts says. ‘Big players, serious money. They’re ready to move as soon as I get the go-ahead.’

Trent forces a nod, as if considering this. He doesn’t need to ask what kind of investors Betts has lined up – if they even exist. Knowing Betts, they’re either so deeply buried in offshore accounts that no one can trace them, or worse, they’re the kind of people who make their money disappear when things get inconvenient. That’s the problem. Trent has heard rumours about Betts, but nothing solid he can use to shut him out of the race completely.

Yet.

‘You know the council will demand security,’ Trent says. ‘Not just promises and flashy pitches. My backing is established – reputable, proven.’ He lets the word reputable sit between them, a quiet dig wrapped in a polite smile.

Betts chuckles, shaking his head. ‘Christ, you talk like a politician, Connors. I prefer straight talk and results. And that’s what my people will bring. No red tape, no endless delays. Just the money, the plan and the execution.’

Trent rolls his whisky between his palms, feeling the cool weight of the expensive cut-glass. ‘Speed’s good,’ he says. ‘But not if it means cutting corners. The council won’t take that risk. I’d be willing to give you first dibs on a nice piece of land I have in my possession just a couple of miles away from Manchester city centre. Much more suitable for your social housing needs if you don’t mind me saying.’

Betts studies him for a moment, the edges of his smirk tightening. ‘It’ll come down to who can convince them first,’ he says finally. ‘And I’m confident of my odds.’

Trent meets his gaze, steady and unreadable. So am I. But he’s done wasting time playing fair. He just needs one crack in Betts’ foundation – one thread to pull that will unravel the whole thing and make the problem go away.

And that’s where Alicia comes in.


TEN
ALICIA


MONDAY

I already know that all the diners in the restaurant Trent has chosen will be impeccably dressed. I glance with dismay at my clothing rail full of high-street finds, most of which have seen better days.

I start to rummage through my options, pulling out one hanger after another. There’s a blouse that’s almost right, a skirt that might work if I had suitable shoes, but I toss both aside. The last thing I want is to feel I’m out of place. I need to look like I belong. I think about the ease in Trent’s voice, the casual way he carries himself. Wearing a relaxed linen suit at the Orbit event in a room full of sartorial elegance.

What’s that saying again? Money talks; wealth whispers.

I settle on cropped black trousers and a silky blouse I picked up in the end-of-line Karen Millen clearance last year. The shoes are a pair of high black heels – knock-off Louboutins from a market stall. They’re good fakes, though, with a red sole the correct shade, and a shape that gives me a few more inches and a touch of elegance.

I turn to look at myself in the mirror. I’ll do. I’ll have to.

At L’Arôme, I give the name Trent Connors, and a hostess leads me toward a secluded area near the back of the restaurant.

The booth feels slightly removed from the main dining area, where most of the tables are set with gleaming cutlery and half-filled with diners speaking in low, intimate voices. The exclusivity of the place feels unsettling, like I’m stepping into a muted world that’s also sharper and sleeker than anywhere I’ve dined before.

Trent stands as I approach, his face lighting up in a smile. ‘You look fantastic,’ he says, and there’s a sincerity to his tone that makes me feel more confident. He’s wearing a T-shirt and jeans in his usual laidback style, but he somehow makes the outfit look incredible. Perhaps it’s something to do with the chunky gold Rolex on his wrist.

Trent plants a kiss on my lips and hands me a glass of fizz. ‘To our joint venture! I’m delighted you’re on board.’

We clink glasses. The bubbles leave a fresh tang on my tongue, and I allow myself to relax a touch.

I take a sip, enjoying the fizz against my lips. Trent watches me over the rim of his glass, a slow, knowing smile curving his mouth.

‘You realise this means I get to order you around now,’ he teases.

I arch a brow. ‘Oh, is that how you see it?’

‘Absolutely.’ He leans in, voice dropping just enough to make my pulse quicken. ‘I like things done a certain way.’

‘And I like keeping people on their toes,’ I counter, swirling the champagne in my glass.

His eyes glint with amusement. ‘Is that so?’

I smile, because I already know how this will go. I’ll play the role he wants me to – the capable, ambitious and flirty Alicia he thinks he’s hired. And I will do the job. I’ll prove myself. But at the same time, I’ll be juggling far more than he realises, and he may end up on the losing end.

It’s a risk, a dangerous one. For us both.

But I’m all in now. There’s no backing out.

‘So,’ Trent says, as we settle into our seats. ‘I thought we’d take some time to go over how things will work. I want you to feel comfortable, settled. You’ll be staying with me at The Orbit, as we discussed, and I’ll see to everything. By that, I mean everything you’ll need – furniture, clothes, all of it. Just bring yourself and whatever personal items you want. The rest, we’ll handle together.’

I glance at him, surprised. ‘You’re serious? A whole new wardrobe?’

‘Of course,’ he replies, as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. ‘It’s all part of the arrangement. I want you to have what you need to blend in. Appearances do matter in the circles I move in, I’m afraid, and I want you to feel equipped. This is all about you helping me, so it’s important you feel comfortable in the role.’

There’s a softness in his voice that stops me feeling judged. I nod, taking in the magnitude of what I’ve stepped into. ‘So, can you give me a bit more context, what I’ll be doing for you exactly?’

Trent leans back. For a moment, his expression turns more serious. ‘I’m on the edge of finalising the biggest business deal I’ve ever been part of. But there’s a guy standing in my way. He’s also got a massive project planned, and we’re fighting over the same piece of land. Manchester City Council will only sanction one of us to go ahead.’ He hesitates, taking a sip of champagne. ‘In terms of what I’m able to check through legal means, his money, influence – everything – it’s all there. He looks fine on paper. But I feel like something is off. It’s nothing I can pinpoint directly, nothing solid. It’s just a gut feeling I have, but I know my gut.’

I tilt my head, watching him carefully. ‘And you’re certain something’s wrong?’

He nods. ‘I feel it here.’ He taps his heart space. ‘You get that, right? You know what I’m talking about?’

‘Yes.’ I know exactly what he means.

He gives a nod of satisfaction. ‘See, that’s where you come in, Alicia. Sometimes, being too close to something, as I am in this situation, can cloud my judgement. What I need is a fresh set of eyes, someone who can move around in my world but isn’t part of it. Someone tuned in enough they might spot what I’ve been missing.’

Trent dips a hand into his leather briefcase. The restaurant hums around us – cutlery scraping against plates, the occasional burst of laughter from a nearby table. The tantalising scent of seared steak and red wine lingers in the air, but suddenly, I feel like I can’t eat a thing.

He pulls out a slim folder, the kind that means business – matte black and no label. He slides it across the table toward me, nudging the base of my untouched wine glass. ‘This is the guy. Steve Betts.’

The name lands like a punch to my ribs. My fingers hesitate at the edge of the folder as the chatter around us distorts, becomes background static. The clink of glasses, the pop of a champagne cork from the bar – it all presses in, too sharp, too loud.

‘I need you to get close to him, Alicia. Gain his trust and find out everything you can.’

Heat blooms at the base of my skull, crawling up my neck. The restaurant’s pleasant warmth suddenly feels suffocating.

I force my hand to move, to lift the folder. It feels heavier than it should – a trick of my mind, maybe. But I know before I even open it what I’ll see.

And there he is. Steve Betts. The photo clipped to the top is a candid shot of him stepping out of a bar, face half-shadowed but unmistakable. Another one beneath it is more official… maybe from a company website. The same pockmarked skin and loose jawline. That same easy confidence… arrogance, even. The man who’s controlled my life for the last two years.

A burst of laughter from the next table jolts through me. My grip tightens on the folder’s edge, knuckles whitening. My mind feels split in two halves – one telling me to run, the other scrambling to hold it together.

‘Alicia?’

Trent’s voice is sharp, cutting through the background noise. I blink and realise I haven’t said a word yet. My breath is coming too fast, too shallow, and he sees it.

‘What’s wrong?’ His eyes narrow.

A split-second to respond convincingly is all I have. The moment stretches, elastic and dangerous. I drag in a breath and shove everything down. Deep where he can’t see it.

I set the folder back down on the table. ‘Nothing’s wrong,’ I say, my voice just steady enough. ‘Just working out my first move.’

Trent watches me for a beat too long, weighing me up. Then he nods. ‘Good. Because I need answers. And fast.’

I give him a tight smile and reach for the folder again. My fingers barely shake. I’m a professional. But inside, I’m burning.

Trent hasn’t finished yet. ‘If we attend any events or meetings together, you’ll be there as my partner, my girlfriend. You’ll help me to gauge people, sense if something’s amiss. I trust my instincts, but I want a safety net. Someone who sees things from a different perspective – as you demonstrated you’re capable of a couple of nights ago.’

It sounds straightforward enough, but there’s an undercurrent I can’t quite place. Like something isn’t being said.

I wait. I know there’s something else coming.

‘Course, you’ll have to sign a non-disclosure agreement. That’s out of my hands, I’m afraid. My lawyers will insist on it.’

‘Your lawyers already know about our arrangement?’

‘No, no. That’s between you and me. But anyone who gets close to me, either on a professional or personal basis must sign… It’s just a paper exercise that we have to get out of the way. To protect me, to protect the company. All very boring…’

I pause, studying his face, searching for any hint of mischief or doubt. But his face is open. He means every word.

‘I understand,’ I say simply. I’m not about to plaster his business secrets all over London, so it’s no skin off my nose. But after our amazing night together: him rescuing me after being fired, our adventurous time in the pool and staying over at the penthouse… I have a burning question. ‘I’m just wondering, is this a purely platonic arrangement, or will we be “together”?’

He looks slightly taken aback. ‘Let’s just see how it goes, shall we? Keep our options open.’

He wants to have his cake and eat it. But that’s OK, because so do I. In a completely different way.

‘Fine by me,’ I say.

‘Great,’ Trent says, as a uniformed waiter appears to top up our glasses. ‘That’s what I like about you, Alicia. You don’t make a fuss. What you see is what you get.’

I let my gaze linger on his. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure,’ I murmur, my glossy lips curving around the edge of my glass. ‘I like to think I have a few surprises in me.’

Trent grins. ‘I like the sound of that.’

I take a breath and bring it back to business. ‘So, let’s say I’m doing my job, and I see something that would be uncomfortable to share with you. What’s the procedure?’

He shrugs, a glint of humour in his eyes. ‘Honesty, however uncomfortable, will always be more valuable to me than anything else. You should never hold back or be afraid to impart information.’

Already fortified by the champagne, it occurs to me that this might be a good time to show him just how bold I can be.

‘I do have one question,’ I say, holding his gaze to disguise my nervousness.

‘Go ahead.’

‘This is an actual job, right? I’ll be working for you, under the radar.’

‘That’s the idea.’

‘So, how much are you going to pay me?’


ELEVEN


THURSDAY

Over the next couple of days, I take Trent at his word, and I pack next to nothing. Trent is working away in Europe for the first part of the week, so we agree I’ll move into The Orbit the day he gets back from Paris.

By the time I step out of the bedsit for the last time, there’s barely a trace left of the life I had here. My weekend bag is half-empty with just a change of underwear, some toiletries and the cheapest jeans I could find when my last pair finally gave up the ghost. Nearly everything else – books, clothes, an old lamp – has ended up in the local charity shop.

It feels like Trent wants me to start from scratch, wipe the slate clean. But that means erasing anything that ties me to the life I had before. And I get the feeling he isn’t just thinking about the bedsit.

It suits him for me to disappear, to leave nothing behind – not even a ghost of who I was. Of course, I would welcome parts of my life disappearing, but it’s not nearly as easy as it sounds.

The thought sits heavy in my chest as I watch the door click shut behind me, sealing off the last of it. No clutter, no connections. No proof I ever existed here at all.

I tell myself it doesn’t matter. That I don’t care. But as I step onto the pavement, my bag light in my hand, a dull ache starts beneath my ribs.

I’ve cut myself loose. But where – or to whom – am I running?

‘Alicia Turner.’ I name check when the shiny Uber X arrives and jump in the back seat, taking one last look at the dive of a bedsit as I buckle up.

The driver glances at me in the rearview. ‘The Orbit, right?’

‘That’s right.’

He eyes me doubtfully, glancing at the dilapidated front door he’s just collected me from.

Trent had offered to send a car, but I don’t want any misunderstandings. He doesn’t need to know I’ve been living in a room that doesn’t even have its own shower, let alone central heating. I’ve binned that part of my life in the skip along with the other stuff I no longer want.

I stare out of the window as we pass rows of betting shops, boarded-up cafés and off-licences with metal grilles over the windows. The pavement is littered with discarded takeout cartons and cigarette butts. The further we go, the fewer pound shops and payday loan signs there are.

I’d tried to arrange a visit home to see Brodie while Trent was away, but Jen said she was feeling like crap.

‘I think I’m coming down with something. I might have caught it off Brodie,’ she said. ‘Probably best to stay clear for a while.’

I try to relax as the cab crawls closer to central London, but the churning in my stomach makes that almost impossible. We weave through the city, passing the bold splash of West End billboards. As we cross the Thames, the glass towers of Canary Wharf glint in the sunlight. Then, beyond the rooftops, The Orbit appears at last – a twisting ribbon of steel, catching the light against the blue sky. A promise of something better.

‘Here’s good,’ I say to the driver and thank him as I climb out. I walk up to the glass doors clutching my overnight bag with my heart beating faster by the second. The doors glide open, silent and efficient, and a doorman – complete with cap and smart gabardine uniform – gives me a polite nod. His name tag says Barry.

‘Miss Alicia?’ he asks carefully. ‘We’ve been expecting you.’

‘Just Alicia is fine,’ I murmur, realising the guy has probably recognised me because I look so clueless.

Barry smiles warmly. ‘Mr Connors has been called away this morning. But he’s asked me to take you up to the penthouse.’

I try to keep my face impassive, but my head is spinning. I’d hoped Trent would be here to meet me. Barry leads me to a small, plush lift that’s separated from the rest of the lobby behind opaque glass. He holds up a pale-gold key card and points to a swipe pad on the lift wall.

‘When it detects the gold key, the lobby lift will take you directly to the penthouse. No other key card can access your level.’ He waves the key card in front of the pad, and the lift glides into motion. Then he turns to a sleek black panel beside the buttons.

‘We also need to log your biometrics to enable you to enter or leave the building.’ He gestures for me to step closer. A soft blue light scans my face, then flickers green. ‘Facial recognition. And your fingerprint, please.’

I press my thumb against the cool glass. Another green flash.

He hands me the key card ceremoniously. ‘This is now yours, Miss… Alicia.’

I take it, but my fingers feel stiff around the hard edges. No key, no access. No way out.

My fingers fumble nervously, and Barry smiles politely as he assists me. The lift is smooth, and movement is barely noticeable, like we’re floating up through the many floors. The walls are lined with velvety fabric, not a crease nor a fleck to be seen. I glance down at my scuffed shoes, suddenly all too aware of the wear-and-tear on display. Thankfully, Barry’s eyes are trained straight ahead, and he doesn’t appear to have noticed.

‘Here we are: the sixty-fifth floor. I give you the penthouse, madam,’ Barry announces with a ceremonious sweep of his arm.

When the doors slide open, the air changes. It’s lighter and subtly perfumed, like someone’s gone before us with a fresh burst of lavender.

He walks me to the open penthouse door, and a woman approaches from down the hall. I swallow, instantly on the back foot. It’s the housekeeper who caught me dancing around the apartment naked. I try to keep my expression impassive, but I can feel heat rising in my cheeks.

‘This is Mrs Ingrid Parkes, housekeeper to Mr Connors,’ he says with an odd deference. ‘Mrs Parkes, this is Miss Alicia.’

‘Thank you, Barry. I believe Miss Alicia and I have already met,’ Ingrid says curtly.

Her gaze is sharp and assessing, lingering just a second too long on the creases in my trousers, the battered weekend bag clutched in my hand, the scuffed shoes. Her smile is so tight it’s in danger of becoming a grimace.

I thank Barry as he steps back into the lift, and Ingrid gestures wordlessly for me to follow her through to the penthouse.

My phone buzzes in my jacket pocket. I glance at the screen while I’m walking and see I have a missed call from Jen.

‘Welcome again,’ Ingrid says, each syllable as crisp as her starched white collar. ‘Mr Connors has made every arrangement for your comfort.’

She glances at my phone before setting off down the hallway, leading me with a confidence that borders on authority. I slide my phone away, feeling like a kid on best behaviour, about to be dragged around a stately home. Everything already feels out of touch and out of my league.

The polished wooden floors glint under the warm, low lighting. Not a single fingerprint on the wall or smudge on the spotless glass of the picture frames, and Brodie’s little face comes to mind with his sticky fingers and natural curiosity that has him constantly reaching out to touch tactile surfaces and objects.

We walk through the light-filled hallway, through the lounge and upstairs. She stops outside the master bedroom. ‘This is your room. Mr Connors has arranged for his things to be moved into the guest room.’

‘Is there some mistake?’ I say, before I can stop myself. I thought I’d be the one staying in the spare room.

Ingrid’s lips purse slightly, activating a knot of deep lines around her mouth. ‘Mr Connors’ instructions were clear. You are to take the largest room,’ she replies firmly. ‘He has arranged for it to be fully prepared for your arrival, so I’m sure you’ll be very comfortable in here.’

Her voice is controlled and polite, but I receive her veiled meaning loud and clear.

Trent has spent effort getting the room right, and he isn’t staying in here with you, so don’t get above yourself, bitch.

Ingrid regards me frostily for a long moment, as if she’s taking stock of everything I am and, more to the point, everything I’m not.

‘If you need anything at all, please let me know,’ she says, keeping her cold eyes looking straight ahead. ‘Just dial one from the landline. I’m always on hand…’

And then she’s gone, her footsteps fading back down the hall.

The door shuts with a soft click, and I let out a breath, my shoulders dropping slightly. It’s good to be alone in here, at last. For a moment, I just stand there in the master bedroom, staring out at the view, as the enormity of what I’m doing properly sinks in.

Finally, I toss my weekend bag on the bed and laugh. Not just a chuckle, but a full-blown, almost hysterical laugh.

My travel route: grubby bedsit to lush penthouse. In a matter of days.

The bed is massive, bigger than any bed has a right to be, layered in the same silk sheets that felt fluid against my skin when I slept in the spare room at the weekend.

A smile sneaks onto my lips again, but underneath the euphoria, I’m braced on full alert. Don’t get used to this.

My feet sink into plush carpet as I walk across the room, drawn to the glass wall opposite. London lies there like my own private kingdom. Mine to preside over.

I turn back to the room, opening the wardrobe and half expecting mostly empty hangers. But it’s full – dresses, coats, trousers, all hanging neatly in my size, in colours I wouldn’t have even dared try on in a shop. A silk blouse in an earthy rust shade; a vibrant mustard wool coat with a contrasting raspberry velvet lining.

These clothes are a world away from the drab, predictable outfits I’ve just left behind. Everything I could ever want but would never have dared ask for.

The drawers in the dresser slide out with a craftsman-made whisper, and I find them packed with neatly folded underwear in delicate lace and satin; socks and tights; designer belts and scarves. It’s not just a wardrobe – it’s a ready-made life. The sort of life so out of my league I could never have even imagined it on the cold nights I’ve spent lying on a saggy, back-breaking mattress in the bedsit.

But this stuff is all just set-dressing – a stage built for me to play my part. And I will play my part. Because this isn’t about indulgence, or comfort, or even the illusion of belonging. It’s about what comes next – the life I’m carving out for myself, for my family.

It’s about the one thing that matters.

So, I’ll walk across these marble floors like I belong here. I’ll sip their expensive wine, wear their designer labels, and I won’t be seduced by any of it.

Because the second I forget why I’m here, the second I start thinking this world is anything but a means to an end…

That’s the moment I’m dead in the water.


TWELVE


After I’ve unpacked my own sparse possessions, including my framed photograph of Brodie playing on a chilly east-coast beach last year, which I slide under my pillow, I call Jen back.

While the call connects, I force my excitement down a little, so I don’t sound too giddy. She’s my sister, after all, not some stranger I need to impress. But I want to share my news with her that she’s not going to need to worry anymore. That I’m going to give them the life I promised.

Jen picks up after two rings, her voice sharp and clipped. ‘What is it, Alicia?’

Not even a hello. I swallow down my irritation. ‘Jen! You’re never going to believe this, but⁠—’

She cuts in, her tone cold. ‘Brodie’s not well.’

My excitement drops like a stone. ‘What do you mean? Again? Is it just a cold?’

Her sigh is heavy, almost impatient. ‘I don’t know. He’s got a fever, probably just a bug. Half the kids at playgroup are off with it.’

‘Why didn’t you call me?’

‘And say what? He’s off-colour?’

She’s impossible to talk to right now. This isn’t Jen at all. ‘So… you’ve taken him to the doctor?’

‘Jeez, give me chance! He must have picked something else up from playgroup. I’ve given him Calpol, but his temperature’s still high.’

‘How high?’ My stomach twists. I can’t shake the feeling that she’s holding something back.

‘He’s sleeping, so it might have gone down a bit,’ she says, dodging my question. ‘Resting is good for him.’

My mind races. Brodie is a boy who fidgets. He chatters and pushes against the edges of his own exhaustion. But now this… the way she says he’s just lying there. I imagine him limp and quiet, his little chest barely rising and falling. ‘Can you put the phone next to his ear?’

Her sigh is sharper this time. ‘Are you even listening? He’s sleeping, Alicia.’

‘I just…’ My voice cracks. ‘I need to know he’s OK.’

‘Well, he’s here and I’m watching him,’ she replies, but there’s no warmth in her reassurance.

I glance at my phone screen. ‘I’ve still got time to get a train over and⁠—’

‘No,’ she says immediately. ‘Not today, Alicia. Let’s just see how he goes.’

I stay quiet. She’s complaining about shouldering all the responsibility alone, but the second I offer support, she turns it down.

‘What were you calling about, anyway?’ she says. ‘Something about how exciting life is in London, I’m guessing.’

I hesitate. The news I was so eager to share – meeting Trent, the penthouse, the opportunities unfolding – is now tainted with guilt. ‘I wanted to tell you… things are going to be OK, Jen. This job, it’s going to give us everything we want. Trust me.’

There’s a pause, heavy with tension. Then she says, ‘Sorry, but with the way things are here at the moment, that just sounds like a pipe dream.’

I bite the inside of my cheek. ‘I’m not just chasing dreams; I’m trying to make life better for all of us.’

She exhales sharply, like she’s out of patience. ‘Listen, I’ve got to go. Brodie needs me.’

‘Will you let me know if he gets worse?’ I say, feeling helpless. ‘I’ll call you late—’ But she’s already gone, the click of the call ending feeling like a door slammed in my face.

I sit on the edge of the bed, the plush mattress sinking beneath me. Outside the window, the city skyline stretches on the horizon. But the ache in my chest makes its charm all but disappear. My son is sick, a hundred-and-fifty-miles away, and I’m here, wrapped in unbridled luxury that feels so out of place.

It should be me stroking his hair and pressing cool cloths to his forehead. Not Jen – as much as she’s doing her best. Instead, I’m here – straddling two identities, while everything that really matters feels like it’s slipping further and further away.

I don’t move for a while, letting the moment hollow out around me until the sound of the door opening snaps me back. I brace myself for another awkward exchange with Ingrid, but these are soft footsteps, heavy footsteps, and then Trent is there, his gaze landing on me immediately. His face breaks into a warm, easy smile. ‘There you are.’

I get to my feet, relieved it’s not the housekeeper from hell again. He crosses the room in a couple of strides, pulling me into an affectionate hug. His embrace feels firm and solid.

There’s a citrussy scent about him that smells fresh and clean. Is this just his cunning disguise?

Trent is dressed smartly in a crisp, light-grey shirt with silver cufflinks. His hair is freshly combed, though one stray curl falls across his forehead in a way that softens him a little.

‘Welcome to your new home,’ he murmurs, his voice close, sending a pulse of warmth through me. He pulls back just enough to look at me, his hands resting on my shoulders.

The buzz of electricity that sets my heart beating a little faster is back. There’s something about his smile that makes it so easy to forget everything else, and I’m pleasantly surprised by his affectionate manner.

Now I’ve committed to Trent’s plan, I feel more free – even if I have to go through the throes of a fake relationship.

Trent clears his throat and walks over to the glass to look out. ‘Has Ingrid sorted you out with everything you need?’

‘Yes, thanks. She’s a bit fearsome, isn’t she?’

He laughs. ‘Her bark is worse than her bite. Don’t worry, I’ve got her on a tight leash.’

I give him a doubtful little smile. I can’t imagine anyone being able to keep Ingrid contained on a leash of any description.

Changing the subject, I say, ‘I didn’t expect to be given the master bedroom.’

‘Nonsense! You deserve it.’

I clear my throat, casting a quick glance at the wardrobe across the room. ‘And the clothes? The stuff in the drawers, the⁠—’

‘Oh, that’s just a capsule wardrobe to get you started.’ He reaches into his pocket, pulling out a credit card. ‘If there’s anything else you want or need, go ahead. I’ll text you the PIN.’

I blink down at the card he places in my hand, his warm fingers brushing against mine.

Before I can thank him, his phone buzzes, and he checks the screen with a soft sigh. A flicker of something like frustration crosses his face before he tucks the phone away.

I let my thoughts linger. Not on the warmth of his hug, nor on the way he’d pulled me in so close, but on what it means. How easily he’s starting to trust me.

I keep my tone light and casual. ‘How about a night in? I could cook dinner here, and we can… I don’t know, relax over a bottle of wine? Talk properly for once, without all the background noise?’

I let the offer sit there, unforced, like it’s something I want, rather than something I need. Because the more comfortable he is, the more he talks.

And the more he talks, the closer I’ll get to what I came here for.

Trent lets out a regretful sigh. ‘Alicia, I’d love to, really, but I’ve got so much stuff to go through and I’ve got lots of calls to make. Early tomorrow morning I want you to accompany me to an important meeting in Manchester so you might benefit from an early night.’

Always something happening… When will I get this man to myself?

‘Course, that’s fine,’ I say quickly, trying to ignore the sting of disappointment.

Trent tilts his head as if he senses my thoughts. ‘It’s just a particularly busy week, unfortunately. But Ingrid will see you have everything you need. Just look at it as a good opportunity for you to get settled in.’

Settled in with only his cantankerous housekeeper for company…

Trent checks his phone again, and in a moment or two, I’ve already lost him to whatever message has just come through. When he looks up, he seems surprised to still see me there.

‘Anyway, we’ve got something to look forward to at the weekend,’ Trent says, a smile curling at the corner of his mouth. ‘You’ve arrived just in time for our annual summer party on the seventieth floor.’

He lets the words settle, expecting them to impress me. Maybe usually, they would.

But I’m not here for the skyline views or the champagne on ice. I’m here for him. For what he knows, for the lowdown on the people around him who might hold the missing pieces I need – whenever Betts gets around to telling me exactly why he needs me close to Trent.

Still, I let my smile mirror his, just enough to feed his ego. ‘Sounds very cool,’ I say lightly, as if I’m just another woman dazzled by his world.

When, in reality, I’m already calculating how to use it all against him.

‘It’s very cool. The hottest invite in town,’ Trent replies smoothly. ‘It’s also the perfect chance for you to meet my most important business partners. All in one place.’ He leans back, watching my reaction closely. ‘Make yourself look fabulous, Alicia. No expense spared.’

This isn’t just about dressing up. It’s about fitting into his world and looking the part, so no one questions why I’m there.

I log it away. His most important business partners. A room full of powerful execs, deals being made over expensive scotch and fine wines. Secrets slipping between the cracks of polite conversation. If it’s dirt Betts wants, it’s going to come up here.

I keep my expression smooth and my smile easy. ‘I’ll try,’ I say, as if I’m thinking about dresses and shoes instead of the intel I might pull from his carefully curated guest list.

‘Trying won’t cut it. I’ve asked a stylist I sometimes use to reach out to you,’ he cuts in. ‘Hazel will help you pull it all together, sort out hair and make-up and that kind of thing.’

I can’t speak for a moment. He obviously thinks I’m incapable of dressing appropriately to fit in with his eminent guests.

‘Oh, and I’ve asked for the final arrangements for the event to be run by you. I trust you to tweak, if there’s anything you’re not totally happy with.’

‘Me?’

‘Yes, you. On the night we met, I recall you had some strong feelings about how the interior of the function rooms ought to look, if I recall.’ He gives me a cheeky wink. ‘I don’t want to disappoint you again. But seriously, get your outfit sorted. No expense spared.’

My mind is whirring. No expense spared. Trent makes it sound like a royal command, though there’s a part of me that finds it amusing, as if he thinks I can’t manage to put on a party dress and look good for an evening without an entire team swooping in to style me. Still, I play along and give him a gracious smile as he glances at his watch.

He’s off soon after, leaving me with a couple of days of solitude – and plenty of time to imagine what Saturday night might look like.

As soon as I’m alone, I breathe into the knot of confusion sitting on my chest. My life is getting very complicated, but this opportunity is too good to ignore.

Sitting here, looking out at the London skyline, I feel suspended between two worlds: the life with my son I’ve temporarily left behind and this one – glittering and full of promise, but maybe just a little too shallow and bright.

And then there’s the third pull, the one I can’t ignore. The constant, quiet vibration of my other life, the one no one here knows about. The one that was already set in motion before I even met Trent Connors. Now tugging me toward something I might not be able to control.


THIRTEEN


With Trent gone, my curiosity gets the better of me. I make my way up to the top-floor function suite of The Orbit, eager to see the place he’s described with such confidence. But I’m not here to admire the skyline or be dazzled by the wealth on display.

I want to take in every detail before the room is filled with his powerful clients and associates – the seating arrangements, the security presence. Trent wants me here to impress and to blend in. But I’m here to observe, to listen, to gather anything useful.

Anything I can feed back to Betts.

I step into the vast, glass-walled space they call the Jupiter Suite. The hush of money is everywhere. It glows through the plush furnishings and the kind of understated opulence that speaks to real power. But I don’t get lost in it. I scan the exits, note the private corners where whispered conversations might happen. If Trent’s world has cracks, this is where they’ll show.

And I intend to find them.

I cross the gleaming floor and find myself drawn to yet another panoramic view, this time overlooking a different side of the city. Below, railway lines weave like tangled threads between old brick warehouses and forgotten industrial lots, their rooftops mottled with rust and moss. Church spires and chimney stacks dot among the remnants of an older London hidden behind the shimmering glass and steel.

Unlike the sterile, clean lines of the function room we were in two nights ago, the Jupiter Suite feels like it belongs in an Arabian palace. The ceilings are high, adorned with huge crystal chandeliers that look delicate despite their size, each one hanging down like a cascade of stars. The walls are a warm, muted gold, and the furniture is elaborate and carved – small clusters of elegant chairs and tables scattered in just the right places.

As I’m soaking it all in, I hear a noise behind me followed by a sharp intake of breath.

‘Oops!’

I turn around to see an attractive woman peering around the door. She’s dressed in yoga pants, T-shirt and trainers, and carries a rolled-up towel under her arm.

‘Sorry, I didn’t think there’d be anyone up here at this time.’ She pulls a guilty face. ‘I just came up for a nosy at the new function room.’

‘Me too!’

‘Oh really? I don’t feel too bad now!’ She smiles and steps fully inside and holds out a hand. ‘Eleanor Summers.’

I’d say she’s in her early forties, with sleek blonde hair tucked into a casual chignon.

‘Alicia Turner,’ I say as we shake hands.

‘You’re Alicia… I’m so pleased to meet you! My wife bumped into Trent a few days ago and he mentioned you were moving in.’ I’m surprised she already knows about me, but her manner seems really friendly, which makes for a change after the chilly reception I’ve had from Ingrid.

‘Trent’s working, so I thought I’d have a little look around, try and get my bearings.’

Eleanor nods approvingly. ‘The Orbit is a great place to live; we love it here.’

I look at her. ‘You live here, too?’

Eleanor nods. ‘We’ve got a two-bed flat on the fiftieth floor. Not quite up there in the gods like your penthouse, but it’s very nice.’

Your penthouse. She’s accepting I’m Trent’s new partner without a second thought. I feel a spread of warmth in my chest.

‘The building is amazing,’ I agree. ‘The bits I’ve seen so far, anyway.’

‘People think it’s just offices and function suites here, but the residential facilities are incredible,’ Eleanor says. ‘There’s a private gym, a juice bar and café.’

‘Yes, and the most amazing swimming pool up on the sixty-eighth floor,’ I add.

She tucks her towel a little tighter under her arm. ‘You’ve been up to the pool already?’

I nod. ‘It’s amazing, but I haven’t seen the other places you just mentioned.’

‘If you’ve got a bit of time free, I could show you around now? I’ve just finished my yoga class, so I wouldn’t mind grabbing a juice.’

‘Thanks! I’d like that,’ I say, chuffed she’s so welcoming.

A friend here would be nice. I’m already realising that Trent is probably going to be around a lot less than I thought.

The gym gleams with polished chrome and spotless mirrors. After the warmth of the lift, I breathe in the cool, filtered air. I follow Eleanor inside, and I’m struck by the sheer scale of the place. Rows of treadmills and cross-trainers line the glass wall, all of them boasting an unrivalled view of London. Each one is equipped with its own computerised screen bearing the bold insignia of The Orbit as a screensaver.

Nearby, weight machines stand waiting to be used, their padding immaculate, cables all taut and orderly. Along the far end, free weights are organised in symmetrical rows. Nothing is an inch out of place and everything whispers exclusivity.

‘Is this place open to the public?’ I ask and immediately regret doing so when Eleanor bursts out laughing.

‘Good grief, no! All facilities here are for residents’ use only. Apart from the function suites,’ she adds. ‘Sometimes select businesses are permitted to hire those.’

Eleanor strides through confidently in her yoga clothing, clearly at home in this space.

‘The equipment is state-of-the-art as you can see,’ she says, looking around. ‘Trent insisted on it. He’s obsessed with fitness – half of this is probably for his own benefit.’ There’s a fondness in her voice, and I smile.

I get it; I’ve seen the evidence first hand. The distracting memory surfaces easily – Trent in the rooftop pool, his powerful shoulders flexing as he hauled himself onto the edge.

A stunning woman stands at the squat rack, a barbell balanced across her wide swimmer’s shoulders, lowering herself with a grace that contradicts the raw power in her physique. Her grey T-shirt clings to her torso, darkened with sweat down the middle of her back, and her toned biceps flex as she straightens, her muscles taut.

She’s maybe in her mid-thirties and her figure is incredible. There’s a strange magnetism about her, something that makes it hard to look away, even though I know I should. From where I’m standing her face looks bare of make-up and her black hair is scraped back, and she looks… well, perfect.

‘Hi, darling!’ Eleanor calls out. ‘This is Hazel, my wife,’ she says, noticing my interest.

Hazel sets the barbell down with a soft clink, then straightens up and smiles at us. Her eyes – an impossibly vivid shade of blue – linger on Eleanor before sliding to me.

‘This is Alicia, Trent’s new girlfriend,’ Eleanor says. ‘She’s just moved in, today.’

Hazel crosses the gym with long strides, a towel slung around her long neck. Up close, she’s even more beautiful, her smile genuine.

‘Nice to meet you, Alicia,’ she says, holding out a hand. ‘I didn’t expect to meet you until later today.’

I frown. ‘Later?’

‘Hazel is a freelance stylist and events planner. Trent is one of her clients,’ Eleanor explains.

‘Trent is my best client,’ Hazel says and winks at me. ‘I’ve got some amazing stuff to show you.’

‘Sounds great, I can’t wait,’ I say and shake her hand. Her scent – linen-clean with a hint of spice – lingers, as she steps back. ‘Sorry to interrupt your training session.’

Eleanor laughs softly. ‘Don’t let her fool you. She doesn’t always work this hard.’ She turns back to me. ‘How about that juice then?’

We say goodbye to Hazel and leave the gym. I’ve perked up at the realisation I probably just met two people who know Trent very well. Just the sort of connections I need to make.

The air back in the main building feels warmer, and Eleanor chatters as we walk down the carpeted corridor, telling me facts about the building.

The juice bar is tucked away in a sunny corner on the fifty-fifth floor, all glass walls, squashy sofas and potted plants. It’s quiet, with only a table of four seated near the window.

Eleanor orders something thick and green, and I opt for a mango smoothie. The drinks arrive quickly, served in tall glasses on tiny saucers.

‘So,’ Eleanor begins, stirring her drink with a metal straw. ‘What do you think of the place so far?’

I hesitate, tracing the edge of my glass with a fingertip. ‘It’s… overwhelming, to be honest. I mean, it’s beautiful, but⁠—’

‘Intimidating?’ she offers, raising an eyebrow.

I nod. ‘I suppose I feel a bit out of my depth.’

Eleanor leans back, studying me. ‘Oh, I think that’s normal. When I first moved here, I felt the same.’ She takes a sip of her juice. ‘You’ll soon settle in.’

It occurs to me that, if I play this early encounter right, I might be able to find out a thing or two about Trent’s past. ‘Something his housekeeper said suggested I’m the latest in a long list of female companions. Is that right?’

‘The prickly Ingrid?’ She gives a wry smile. ‘I don’t know about a long list. Trent’s a very attractive man, so of course he’s had plenty of attention.’

I stay quiet, hoping she might fill the silence. It’s a gamble – she might just change the subject.

‘Did Trent ever mention his last girlfriend… Saskia Portman?’

‘Not really,’ I say slowly. ‘He just said his previous relationship ended a while ago.’

‘I suppose that’s one way of putting it. Still, what happened was a big shock, although she could be, let’s just say… unpredictable.’ She glances at me. ‘I probably shouldn’t say too much.’

I feel a small shiver at the base of my neck. ‘Unpredictable, how?’

Eleanor’s fingers tighten a little around her smoothie glass. ‘It’s just… they were intense. They seemed so close, and then… well, she was here one day and gone the next… awful.’

My chest tightens. ‘What happened?’

Eleanor glances toward the window, her gaze becoming distant. ‘She died and…’ She looks at me. ‘It’s really not my place to say, Alicia. The main thing is, Trent seems to like you a lot. I always find it’s best to focus on the here and now, not the past.’ She swirls her glass gently and stares down at the liquid inside.

‘She died?’

‘It was heartbreaking, but… like I said, it’s all in the past now.’ She gives a small shudder. ‘How’s your smoothie?’

It’s a dismissal, and we both know it. She fills the ensuing silence by babbling too fast about the summer party and how amazing it’s going to be. It feels an inappropriate and panicked reaction.

I try to force myself to focus, but her words fade in and out. My thoughts keep circling back to Trent’s past… to Saskia.

His girlfriend before me.

Who is now dead.


FOURTEEN


The penthouse lift doors open, and Hazel steps out, flanked by two assistants carrying armfuls of garment bags and glossy boxes. She’s dressed casually in white jeans and a silky blouse, but she still looks stunning.

‘Good morning, Alicia!’ Her voice is bright. ‘Your concierge said to come on up, hope that’s in order.’

‘It’s fine. Come on through.’

Within ten minutes, Hazel and her helpers have transformed the spacious lounge into something resembling backstage at a fashion show.

‘Trent wanted to make sure you had options,’ she says, gesturing to the garments being laid out.

Gowns in every imaginable shade and cut are draped across the sofas and chairs, each one exquisite in its own way. Sumptuous fabrics – silk, satin, velvet – all catching the light in different ways, some glinting, others absorbing the glow. I’m overwhelmed but thrilled, unable to resist the urge to touch them, letting my fingers glide over the rich textures and rhinestones.

‘Let’s have some fun, shall we?’

Despite my initial annoyance at Trent’s suggestion, I’m soon swept up in a whirlwind of silk, sequins and chiffon. Dress after dress – each one more stunning than the last – is draped onto my body as I step in front of the mirror. I twirl, the fabric of this one catching the light, shifting from deep sapphire to shimmering silver.

Hazel perches on a velvet stool, her sharp eyes assessing every detail. ‘Too severe,’ she declares about a sculpted black gown I love. ‘Too debutante,’ she sighs at a blush tulle creation, waving a hand for the next.

Her young assistants flit around me, pinning, adjusting, smoothing out invisible creases. A slinky, Art Deco-style number clings like liquid gold, its beaded fringe swaying with my every movement. A deep ruby satin drape makes me feel like a screen siren from the 1940s, all curves and quiet power.

‘Looks great,’ Hazel muses, tapping a manicured nail against her teeth. ‘But we can do better.’

And just like that, another gown is slipped over my shoulders, another transformation taking shape before my eyes.

This dress feels perfect in every way – a long, emerald-green silk gown that clings to my body in a way that’s sensual without being too obvious. The neckline is a daring plunge, but it’s balanced by padded shoulders and long, fitted sleeves. The silky fabric catches the light and remains fluid as I move. Hazel pairs some sleek silver heels with the gown, the straps delicate and gleaming.

My hands skim over the fabric, but my mind is elsewhere. The shimmer of silk, the flattering cut – none of it stops the unease curling in my stomach. Someone died here. There’s a shadow I can’t ignore in this world of glittering excess.

The questions linger. Who was Saskia? What really happened? And why does no one talk about it?

But I have to get through all this and play the game, so I force a smile as Hazel appraises my outfit. Turns out there’s still lots to get through, so I call Ingrid and ask her to bring us some light refreshments. ‘Just something to snack on and some tea and coffee, if possible. Thank you, Ingrid.’

‘Certainly, madam,’ Ingrid says in that tone of hers I’m still struggling to get used to. I can never tell if she is being obtuse, sarcastic or just polite.

Fifteen minutes later, she appears with a trolley laden with silver platters of dainty sandwiches and pastel-coloured French fancies, together with tea and coffee.

‘This looks amazing, Ingrid.’ I give her what I hope is a winning smile.

She manages to stretch her tight mouth into some semblance of a smile, gives a curt nod and swishes out of the room.

As the afternoon goes on, Hazel and her team perfect every detail of my chosen outfit. This includes pinning the dress, measuring the heels, showcasing possible hairstyles and make-up looks that would pair well with the gown and jewels.

When the team finally leave around six – with Hazel promising to call tomorrow about the event – I’m left alone again in the penthouse, the once-pristine lounge now scattered with garment bags, tissue paper and empty boxes.

For a moment, doubt flickers at the edge of my thoughts. I’ve entered a twilight world where I’m serving two masters. The man I’ve been forced to obey for the last two years – in the interests of keeping myself and my family free from harm – is a narcissist. Maybe even a psychopath.

Trent has been nothing but generous, giving me everything I could want and more. But a nagging doubt remains. He’s charming, yes, and he’s treated me with kindness and respect, but there’s so much about him I don’t know.

The silence presses close, too close, as if something is concealed beneath it.

Someone died here. Within these perfect walls, in this very building, with its top-notch security and biometric control. And no one talks about it.

I wrap my arms around myself, a shiver running through me. It should feel safe here. It doesn’t.

I walk out of the bedroom and stand in the lounge doorway, amazed.

The room is pristine again. All signs of the styling team’s visit tidied and removed. The remnants of our afternoon tea all gone.

Ingrid must have been back in while I was in the other room.

So quiet and discreet in her duties, I never even knew she was there.


FIFTEEN
TRENT


FRIDAY

The morning air is crisp as his driver navigates the bustling streets of Manchester. Alicia sits beside him, the city pulsing with life around them, its rhythm matching the anticipation thrumming in his veins.

Today is pivotal – a final crucial plea to Manchester City Council’s Planning and Regeneration Committee for the Orbit Two project.

Alicia adjusts her seatbelt, her demeanour calm, yet attentive. Sunlight catches the subtle highlights in her hair, casting fleeting patterns on her smooth, flawless skin. It would be easy to lose his head with this one, but he’s learned his lesson there. Best to keep detached.

‘This project means a lot to you, doesn’t it?’ she asks him, her voice measured.

Trent nods, looking back out of the window. ‘It’s more than a project. It’s a vision for Manchester’s future.’

She pauses, as if weighing up her next words. ‘And your investors? They must share that vision to want to come on board, I guess.’

A slight weight presses on his chest. Alicia’s curiosity has been evident before, but today, it feels like she’s probing a bit deeper. ‘They do. We’ve garnered strong support for Orbit Manchester from various quarters.’

She turns to face him, her expression earnest. ‘I’ve read about projects where unforeseen challenges arise. Have you experienced that?’

He glances at her, searching for any sign of ulterior motives. But her face remains an enigma – a blend of genuine interest and something else… the need to expand her knowledge, perhaps. ‘Every venture has its hurdles,’ he admits. ‘The key is resilience and adaptability.’

The car’s tyres hum against the asphalt, filling the brief silence between them. Alicia gazes out the window, watching the city’s architecture pass by. ‘Your second Orbit will redefine this skyline,’ she muses.

Trent allows himself a small smile. ‘That’s the plan.’

As they approach the Town Hall Extension, the building’s Gothic Revival architecture looms, its intricate stonework a testament to Manchester’s rich history. The structure stands as a bridge between the past and the future – a fitting venue for today’s proceedings.

The Council Chamber, located on level two, is a grand space adorned with wood-panelled walls and tall, arched windows that allow natural light to spill in.

Trent watches as the panel take their seats. He scans the faces of the committee members. Some are familiar, others less so, but all their expressions are neutral, giving little away.

The chairperson, Councillor Joan Davies, begins the meeting with procedural formalities before nodding in his direction. ‘Mr Connors, you have the floor.’

He rises, adjusting his tie – a subconscious gesture to steady himself. ‘Esteemed councillors,’ he begins confidently. ‘The Orbit Manchester is not merely a project; it is a commitment to this great city. We’ve designed it to be Manchester’s beacon of sustainability, innovation and, crucially, community integration.’

As Trent delves into the specifics – green spaces, energy-efficient systems and workplace hubs – he notices subtle shifts in some of the committee members’ expressions. Faint frowns crease foreheads; pens tap absently against notepads. The enthusiasm he had hoped to ignite in them isn’t there.

A flicker of unease settles in his stomach. He glances at Alicia beside him, and to his surprise, she meets his gaze with a reassuring nod before turning to the committee.

‘If I may,’ she interjects, her tone respectful yet assertive. ‘Beyond the architectural and environmental merits, Orbit Manchester would represent a catalyst for social change. It’s not just about the environment and the business. It’s also about creating opportunities for the ordinary people of Manchester – especially in areas that have long been underfunded. Imagine children looking up at this structure and seeing a symbol of hope and possibility for their own future.’

Her words hang magically in the air, and Trent watches the shift – councillors exchanging thoughtful glances, a few nodding appreciatively. The atmosphere warms, their initial resistance dissolving.

Councillor Davies leans forward, her expression softening. ‘Ms Turner raises a compelling point. Community impact is paramount. We don’t want just another impressive building that our diverse community feels excluded from.’

The discussion shifts, focusing now on the community benefits of the project. Alicia’s intervention has steered the narrative, and now Trent is confident, giving examples that align with the council’s core values.

As the meeting concludes, a weight lifts from his shoulders.

Councillor Davies nods, offering Trent a measured smile. ‘Thank you for your time and for presenting your proposal, Mr Connors. The board will now deliberate very carefully. We’ll be in touch once a decision has been made.’

When they get outside to wait for the driver to bring the car round, the late afternoon sun casts a golden hue over the city. Trent turns to Alicia.

‘You were remarkable in there,’ he says. ‘Thank you.’

She smiles warmly. ‘I believe in this project, Trent. And I believe in you.’

Her words resonate, dissolving the remnants of his earlier scepticism. As they drive back, he feels compelled to share more.

‘There’s something confidential you should know,’ he says, his voice tinged with vulnerability. ‘Not all our funding is secured, so I’ve had to obscure some key costs, waiting for the right investors to step in. Manchester City Council won’t dig too deep into the financials until the decision has been made.’

Alicia remains silent, listening. Encouraging.

Trent exhales, running a hand through his hair. ‘And the building’s eco-capabilities? Not quite as advanced as I’ve claimed. Not yet, anyway. But the bigger picture – what we’re aiming to create – that is real.’

She nods, her expression unreadable. But he feels reassured. Safe.

For the first time, Trent feels certain of her commitment.

All his doubts have disappeared.


SIXTEEN
ALICIA


The call from Hazel regarding the event arrives just as I’m settling down with a coffee. It’s as if she’s put another hat on, greeting me now with a bright voice that promises efficiency and enthusiasm.

‘Hi, Alicia, Hazel here, calling about the event!’

I imagine her sitting in the middle of a whirlwind of notepads and ideas, and she wastes no time launching into all the final details for tomorrow’s party.

‘I just wanted to confirm a few things with you,’ she says carefully. ‘Trent told me he wants to go all out for this one, so we’ve already told guests it’s formal attire. We’ve got a champagne-glass fountain, live music. Everything as grand and glamorous as possible.’

I picture the summer party venue again. The towering windows, chandeliers that glitter with crystal rain, and the gleam of the polished floors.

‘Sounds incredible,’ I say, keeping my voice steady. My priority is to fill the role I’m here to do, and the sooner I can get rid of Hazel’s trivial requests, the better. ‘I’d love to help however I can. Trent wanted me to get involved with welcoming the guests, so I thought – maybe something personal. Little touches to make people feel comfortable as soon as they arrive?’

My work for Elevate flashes before me. My assigned mind-numbing duty of dishing out endless glasses of champagne at the door for guests who barely glanced my way. Thank God that’s behind me.

‘Oh, a welcome drink at the door. I love that!’ Hazel exclaims. ‘Maybe we could have individual place cards, something handwritten and elegant, welcoming each guest by name? It would be just Trent’s style to keep things personal.’

‘Perfect,’ I reply, as if I care. ‘And perhaps each guest could receive a small token as they arrive? Something unique that speaks of Trent and his brand.’

‘You’re a natural at this!’ Hazel says, then lets out a light laugh. ‘No wonder he chose you.’

Chose me? Seems like an odd thing to say.

There’s a brief pause before Hazel speaks again. ‘Saskia, who was here before you, was… let’s just say, quite tricky to please. You’ve got some great ideas of your own.’

‘It’s so awful, what happened,’ I say carefully, sensing an opportunity. ‘Not that I know much about it…’

Hazel stays quiet. I can hear her breathing on the end of the line. Then she says, ‘If you’re curious, I think you’d be best to ask Trent about what happened. But I know he doesn’t like to talk about it for obvious reasons.’

Finally, when Hazel has rung off, I’ve got a bit of time to myself. Trent instructed his driver to drop me back at The Orbit after the Manchester meeting while he went to view a plot of development land in Notting Hill. It’s the first chance I’ve had to take some time to look into Saskia’s death for myself.

I sit cross-legged on the floor of the lounge, the laptop balanced on the coffee table. My fingers hover cautiously above the keys. The penthouse is warm and still. Ingrid came this morning and left about an hour ago, only speaking to me when she absolutely needed to.

I google: Saskia Portman death, The Orbit, London.

The screen floods with news articles and glossy features about The Orbit – its striking design, its place among London’s most exclusive destinations. There are profiles of Trent, interviews highlighting his vision, and listicles ranking the penthouse among the city’s most sought-after addresses. I scroll through page after page, my focus narrowing, searching for one name. Saskia Portman.

But there’s nothing. Not a single mention.

Far from being relieved, I feel a little sick. Why do I get the distinct feeling information is being held back. Hidden, even?

I try again: Trent Connors and Saskia Portman. It feels like casting a line into dark waters, hoping to snag something, while at the same time being nervous about what I might find.

But again, there’s nothing.

I reword my search: Death of Saskia Portman, London.

When I hit enter, the answer is immediate.

The Metro, London – March 2024

Woman Found Dead in Tragic Drowning Incident

Residents of London’s newest metropolitan enclave, The Orbit, were left in shock after the tragic death of Saskia Portman, 27, who was drowned in the building’s unique sky pool late on Sunday evening.

Emergency services were called, but despite efforts to revive her, Miss Portman was pronounced dead at the scene.

DI Ajay Kumar told the Metro, ‘The death of this young woman was a tragic accident that occurred when she took a late-night swim alone. We appeal for everyone to show respect and to avoid speculating online.’

Saskia’s mother expressed her devastation at the loss of her only daughter. ‘Saskia was my world; I just can’t understand how this happened.’

Investigators revealed that the pool CCTV cameras, which might have provided clarity on the circumstances leading up to and during the incident, were unfortunately not operational that day due to technical issues.

Miss Portman, a marketing professional described by residents of The Orbit as ‘bright and full of life’, was a regular visitor to the building. Flowers and notes of condolence have been placed near to the pool area as a mark of respect.

DI Kumar urged anyone with relevant information about Miss Portman leading up to the tragedy to come forward. ‘Our thoughts remain with Saskia’s family and her loved ones during this difficult time. It would comfort them if we could shed any light on the circumstances of that evening,’ he concluded.

An inquest into the circumstances surrounding Saskia’s death is expected to take place in the coming weeks.

The newspaper headline feels like a someone landed a left-hook on my jaw. I sit there, staring at the laptop, trying to compute the fact that Trent has kept this from me.

The fact he took me up to that same pool the night we met.

It’s sick. Saskia was his girlfriend. Surely, any decent person would never want to go in the pool where she died ever again.

My breathing is ragged and uneven, but I force myself to turn again to the newspaper’s cold recounting of facts. Each line tightens the knot in my stomach.

I thought I was piecing things together, but the more I read, the more I realise how little I’ve figured out. About Saskia. About this place. About Trent.

Just before we left the Manchester meeting earlier, Trent said he needed to use the bathroom. No rush, just a casual remark as he stepped away, leaving me in the foyer. But something about the way he said it made me pause.

I gave it a few seconds, then followed.

The corridor he’d turned into was quiet, the hum of voices from the breaking-up of the chamber meeting fading behind me. I kept my steps light, stopping just before the corner. Peering around, I spotted him. Trent, standing close to one of the officials from the meeting. Not a senior figure, not one of the decision-makers – a junior. A young, smartly dressed guy. Unassuming. Someone most people in that room had probably overlooked.

Someone Trent had obviously met before judging by their close proximity.

Their conversation was hushed. The junior official nodded and muttered something, glancing around like he knew they shouldn’t be talking.

I watched, my stomach tightening. I couldn’t hear the words, but I didn’t need to. Trent wasn’t just here to make his case in front of the council – it looked to me like he was now covering his bases. Making sure things went his way.

When he finally clapped the man on the shoulder and walked back toward the main hall, I slipped away before he could see me.

By the time he reached me back in the foyer, he was all charm as usual.

I glance at the online article again and a shiver crawls up my spine. Here I am, sitting in Trent Connors’ world. Locked behind biometric scans and gold key cards, surrounded by immense wealth and power that isn’t mine.

And now it hits me with startling clarity – I’m not at all sure I know what I’ve got myself into here.


SEVENTEEN
JEN


The coffee in Jen’s mug is barely warm, but she drinks it anyway. The bitterness chafes her throat, matching the throb behind her sore eyes. This is her third cup this morning, but she still feels drugged and unfocused.

Mercifully, Brodie is asleep. She glances through the doorway at his tiny body sprawled across the worn sofa. One chubby hand dangles over the edge; the other clutches Flopsy, his beloved threadbare rabbit, by the ear. His breathing is soft now, rhythmic – no longer the jagged, laboured gasps that had sent icy slivers of fear down her spine in the early hours of this morning.

At two a.m., his fever had worsened and she began to really panic. Even thought about ringing Alicia. She’d sat there on the floor beside him, a cool flannel in one hand and a thermometer in the other, whispering desperate words of comfort as he stirred and whimpered. His damp hair had clung to his forehead, cheeks glowing crimson as he sweated. Each tiny sip of water he managed felt like a triumph.

She’d have gone to rouse Pete, but it would have been pointless. He’d stumbled in just before midnight after a long session at the pub, drunk enough to reek of stale lager, his leering expression sharp and mean. Mumbling something incoherent, he’d swayed on his feet before collapsing onto the bed fully clothed. He hadn’t even bothered to kick off his shoes.

But his slurred words had lingered in her head, spiked with the suggestion of the aggression she knew only too well. She’d left him to his sleep and returned to her nephew.

Jen had checked the thermometer again and again. Thirty-nine point three. Then thirty-nine point one. She’d considered calling for an ambulance, her hand hovering over her phone, but then Brodie’s cries had subsided into restless murmurs.

She’d watched the clock, counting the slow creep of the small hours, her gaze flicking between the glowing digits and the thermometer screen. Bit by bit, as the night bled into morning, the numbers edged lower. When it finally dipped below thirty-eight and Brodie settled, calmer at last, tears of relief pricked at her eyes.

This morning, she can’t shake the memory of Pete’s flushed, sneering face. It sends a ripple of anger through her exhausted state as she realises what she’s done. The trouble is, it won’t be nearly as easy to get rid of him as it was to take him back.

It was Alicia who had coaxed her, bruised and bleeding, to the police station last time, the voice of reason and strength when everything else in Jen’s life was crumbling. Without Alicia, Jen knows she’d never have had the courage to walk into that sterile room and tell a stranger what Pete had done.

Alicia was always the stronger of the two of them, even though she was younger. She had a resolve and a determination that Jen lacked and an insight into others.

Jen can still remember the day they found a lost dog in the park. Fifteen-year-old Jen was already backing away nervously when Alicia crouched down, her hand outstretched.

‘You’ll get bitten,’ Jen whispered, her heart pounding.

But Alicia just clicked her tongue softly, inching closer. ‘He’s scared, that’s all.’

Minutes passed, and Jen couldn’t breathe, convinced any second the dog would lunge. But Alicia’s patience won out – soon enough, the mutt was nosing at her fingers, his tail giving a tentative wag.

‘You can tell the good ones from the bad ones,’ she said afterward, when the owner came looking for her lost dog and thanked them for keeping him safe. ‘Just like with people. You have to listen to your gut.’

And now, Jen had failed to listen to her gut and had taken Pete back again, though she swore she never would. Like a fool, she’d swallowed all his lies, all the pleas for another chance. The promises that he was a changed man.

Most worrying, he clearly hasn’t stopped drinking like he claimed. But there are a multitude of other small things that tell her all is not well. The way his eyes flash at small irritations, the veiled remarks about her ‘nagging’ or ‘making him look bad’. Then there was the way he’d grabbed her wrist hard enough to leave bruises. She notices how his phone buzzes more than it should, how he locks it whenever she’s near. This morning, he left early, leaving behind the sour taste of her suspicion.

Is he stealing again? Sleeping with someone else?

She scrubs at a mark on the kitchen counter with a cloth. Her jeans bag on her once-curvy hips, the belt pulled to its last notch around her waist. Hunger gripes in her stomach, but she ignores it. Eating feels like too much effort when her insides are so tightly coiled. When was the last time she slept? Properly slept? She feels like a dead man walking.

She rinses her cup at the sink, and a sudden movement outside jolts her. She whips her head toward the window and sees a figure by the back gate. A tall, broad man, dressed in dark clothing, his face partly obscured by the hood pulled low over his head.

Jen’s first instinct is to check the lock. She rushes over to the back door, fingers fumbling as she confirms it’s secure. The man glances up, catching her movement through the glass, and she freezes. He steps closer.

Her thoughts race. Could Pete have brought trouble to their doorstep? He’s done it before – dodgy dealings, unpaid debts…

Jen closes the kitchen door to avoid disturbing Brodie’s rest. Then she returns to the window.

His knock echoes through the house. Loud. Persistent. She flattens herself against the wall, her heartbeat pounding in her throat. She doesn’t dare move.

The knock comes again, harder still this time, the glass rattling in its frame. The hooded shadow fills the doorway, blocking out the light.

Jen’s breathing is shallow. She forces herself to cross the room, her legs wooden, and slips the chain across the door before cracking it open an inch.

‘Who are you? What do you want?’ Her voice sounds weak despite her best efforts to steady it.

The man shifts slightly, the angle of his body keeping his face partly covered. Her heart sinks as he jams the toe of his boot into the gap before he begins to speak in a rough, low voice.

‘I’m looking for someone. Alicia Turner.’

‘You must have the wrong house.’

The man makes a noise of amusement as Jen says again, ‘What do you want?’

His next words turn her blood to ice.


EIGHTEEN
ALICIA


While Trent’s still out, I send him a text.

Cooking tonight. Thought we could have a quiet one – just us.

His reply comes almost instantly.

Sounds perfect. Be back around eight.

Good. That’s what I need – time alone with him, no distractions. A chance to get closer, to steer the conversation where I want it to go.

I keep dinner simple – steak, roast potatoes, nothing too elaborate – but intimate. When he walks in, pulling off his tie and rolling up his sleeves, he looks as unruffled as always, like nothing ever truly unsettles him.

I watch him for a moment, taking in the way he moves, the quiet confidence in every gesture. He seems completely at ease, like a man who always knows exactly where he stands.

But I don’t know. And I can’t let the question simmer any longer.

We settle on the sofa after dinner, my glass of wine cool against my palm. I swirl the pale liquid, keeping my tone light. ‘Hazel mentioned something earlier – about your last partner. Said she was a good organiser.’

I glance at him, gauging his reaction. Because what I really want to do is cut to the chase and ask why she’s not around anymore.

‘Hazel likes to talk too much,’ he says, his expression giving nothing away.

‘But there was someone else here who used to help with your events… and other things?’ I keep my tone neutral. ‘Someone who worked for you, like me?’

I wonder if he’ll brush it off, try to reassure me.

He sighs, moving along the sofa so that he sinks down beside me. ‘It’s nothing to worry about, Alicia. I wasn’t with her for long. We had… different priorities in the end.’

‘So, you employed her on the same understanding as me?’ I can’t help the note of insecurity in my voice, and Trent catches it. ‘To be your eyes and ears on the ground?’

‘It wasn’t the same, no. Saskia wasn’t the right fit. And she certainly wasn’t you.’

His words land softly, and there’s a quiet intensity in the way he looks at me. I hold his gaze, letting the silence stretch just long enough to make it feel like I’m considering what he’s just said – like it means something.

I take a slow sip of wine, setting my glass down carefully. ‘What happened to her?’

Trent’s expression doesn’t change at first. Then there’s the slightest flicker of something behind his eyes that wasn’t there before. ‘What?’

I keep my tone light, curious, like this is just idle conversation and not something that’s clawing at the edges of my mind. ‘It’s just, Hazel told me she… died.’

His jaw tightens, and then he nods, slow and deliberate. ‘It’s the worst thing that’s ever happened to me,’ he says quietly. ‘In some ways, I’ll never get over it. Seeing her like that.’

A chill runs through me, but I can’t afford to back off now. ‘You were there when she died?’

This time, there’s no flicker. No hesitation. Just a heavy, impenetrable silence that follows my question. I ride it out.

Finally, his eyes darken, his voice thick and choked. ‘I was the one who found her.’

I let out a quiet breath, shifting closer, my hand resting lightly on his arm. A careful touch – just enough pressure to say I’m here for you, I understand.

‘Oh, Trent… I’m so sorry. That must have been beyond awful for you.’

This is the best chance I’ve got to prise something out of Trent I can pass on to Betts. I’ve got to feed the monster with something, if I’ve any chance of keeping him at bay.

He swallows hard, looking down at his glass like the answer might be in the deep-red swirl of his Amarone. ‘It was,’ he murmurs. ‘You know, I still see her sometimes. Her hair, her eyes, the way she—’ He stops himself, shaking his head. ‘Sorry.’

‘You don’t have to apologise, Trent.’ I squeeze his arm, my voice low, coaxing. ‘I can’t imagine what that must have been like, walking in and seeing…’ I let my words trail off deliberately, giving him the space to fill in the blanks.

His grip tightens around the stem of his glass, and he exhales sharply, blinking hard. ‘I tried everything to save her. But she was already gone.’

I have to get this out. It’s now or never. ‘Is it true she died in the swimming pool where you took me on⁠—’

‘What?’ He looks up sharply, confusion on his face. ‘Why on earth would you think that?’

‘I… I saw it online. An article…’ This is going from bad to worse. He’ll know I’ve been snooping now. ‘Obviously, I was shocked when I heard about Saskia. I googled it and an article came up.’

Trent scowls and shakes his head. ‘That must be fake news. It’s certainly not true.’

I nod slowly, like I’m processing his grief, but really, my mind is turning over every detail of his lie. She was alone. No one else pulled her out. No immediate help.

It was the only article I’d found, so maybe he’s right. ‘It’s just… it was from the London Metro, so…’ I let a flicker of hurt cross my face. ‘But… why didn’t you tell me?’

‘I was going to, but… I didn’t want you to see it that way. Through press lies,’ he says, rubbing a hand over his face. ‘I know how it must look, but I’m being honest here.’

‘OK, I believe you,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry to drag it all up, but I’d rather ask you directly than listen to gossip.’

‘Alicia, I swear, she wasn’t in the pool.’ He looks annoyed and uncomfortable. ‘I can’t believe you think I’d take you up there if…’

His gaze snaps to mine, guilt flashing there. Good. He needs to believe I care about his gigantic omission about the pool, not just what it means.

My fingernails graze his hand. ‘I get that. I do.’ I hesitate, then push just a little further. ‘But Trent… did they ever find out what really happened to her?’

There it is. The question that matters. The one I need an answer to.

His shoulders tense, and for a second, I think he won’t respond. But then he exhales, staring at some invisible point in the distance.

‘They said it was an accident.’ His voice is flat, resigned. ‘No sign of struggle, no reason to think otherwise.’ He finally looks at me again, his expression raw. ‘It never made sense to me.’

I keep my face neutral, let the silence settle between us like I’m just absorbing his pain.

Trent stands up. ‘Sorry, I can’t do this. I’m going to take a shower.’

I follow him to the bathroom and lean in the doorway as he peels off his shirt. It’s hard not to drink in the lean lines of his body, even though this is all business.

‘You did the right thing in speaking to me. I should’ve explained. It’s just… I hate going back there, you know?’ He looks shot, floored by the memory of it, and yet he refuses to meet my eye.

‘I can understand that. But it would help me understand if we can talk about it.’

Of course, I don’t understand, not really. All I can think is that, if Saskia didn’t die in the pool, then where did she die? I need details to see if this line of enquiry is going anywhere.

Trent turns on the shower and then leans toward me, his hand sliding over mine, warm and steady. He pulls me in close, his gaze settling on me with that familiar intensity, and I feel the weight of his words. ‘I don’t want to talk about the past. You’re who I want, Alicia,’ he says, his voice low and sure. ‘Fancy taking a shower together?’

Steam begins to quickly fill the room, and he slips off the rest of his clothes.

Trent doesn’t wait for an answer. He steps into the spray, the warm water rushing over his body. Droplets race down his hard, lean torso and the deep cut of his hips. He runs a hand through his wet hair, pushing it back, his movements slow, unhurried.

Heat simmers low in my abdomen. He’s exactly the kind of man who could make it dangerously easy to forget myself. But that’s not going to happen.

He grins, enjoying the fact I’m watching him. He holds out a hand. ‘Join me.’

I shake my head and move away. I can’t let myself fall for the illusion – not unless I want to kiss goodbye to my chance of freedom and a life with my son.


NINETEEN
TRENT


Trent feels a weight settling on his chest when he pads back into the lounge in his robe. She’s off with him. Different. And it’s not just fatigue or a bad mood. It’s something that’s appeared after their conversation about Saskia’s death. Is she on to him?

Alicia’s expression is unreadable as she moves to the kitchen to clear up after their meal, and he could swear her voice lacks its usual warmth. ‘This won’t take long. We could watch something later if you like? Maybe a movie?’

‘Sounds good,’ he answers vaguely.

He’d usually tell her to leave the kitchen for Ingrid in the morning, but it serves his purpose to let her get on with it. The second she’s out of sight and loading the dishwasher, he moves swiftly down the hall.

In his office, he locks the heavy, reinforced door behind him, pressing his palm flat against the cool steel that means he can rest assured the stuff he keeps in here is safe. He stands there a moment, hand lingering on the handle, before moving to his desk.

His pulse kicks up, breath just a little too quick. He stands there a moment, fingers tight on the handle, listening.

Nothing. Just the distant sounds of the kitchen. He exhales sharply, but it does nothing to ease the knot in his chest.

He strides to his desk, the imposing Victorian walnut beast that has held more secrets than most people could stomach. His laptop sits closed on the surface, an unassuming presence, but Trent knows better. Everything – everything – is in there.

He presses the power button, tapping his fingers against the wood as the screen flickers to life. Maybe he’s being paranoid. Maybe Alicia’s just curious. But something in the way she asked about Saskia. The way she looked at him when she said: Trent, why didn’t you tell me? It bothers him.

He’s learned the hard way that lingering thoughts can lead to problems.

His fingers fly across the keyboard, pulling up security logs, transaction records – things she can’t see, things no one should see.

Trent reaches for a small key in the desk tidy and inserts it into the lock in the desk drawer and turns it, the mechanism grinding faintly before clicking open. Slowly, he slides the drawer open and retrieves the folder inside.

He places it on the desk and considers its contents. His fingers hover before he lifts out a photograph, its edges slightly worn from frequent handling.

It shows Trent, laughing against a glittering evening backdrop of the Eiffel Tower. Next to him is a woman – blonde, willowy, her smile radiant but guarded.

Her image always hits him like a punch to the gut. The sharp line of her jaw, the cool detachment in her eyes, despite the warmth of her expression.

Trent grimaces and pulls out a passport. The cover is scuffed, the gold lettering slightly faded. He flips it open to see the photograph inside. Saskia’s features are severe against the pale background, her mouth unsmiling, but her eyes hold that same flicker of challenge that used to turn him on.

He reads the name aloud, the words coming out as a near whisper. ‘Saskia Portman.’

Underneath all the paperwork is the memory stick. He knows it’s not the only copy, but so long as he keeps to his end of the bargain, the original will never see the light of day. As extra insurance, he employed a specialist IT company to clean up his name under the General Data Protection Regulation – all traces of and connections between Trent Connors, The Orbit and Saskia Portman removed from the internet thanks to GDPR. He thought he had left no rock unturned.

Trent carefully replaces the passport in the folder before locking it away again. It’s out of sight, but the weight of it lingers in his chest.

He exhales sharply and sits back, fingers steepled under his chin. Alicia is clever, certainly. Observant, too. She seems to be in awe of him… or is he missing something? Attractive as she is, what does he really know about her?

Trent shakes his head to dispel the unhelpful thoughts. If Alicia has her secrets, then let her keep them for now. How bad can it be? Their ‘arrangement’ has clear boundaries, at least in his mind. And she was brilliant in the Manchester meeting; it felt like she really believed in him and in the project.

He drums his fingers on the desk, staring into the middle distance. The issue isn’t Alicia, not really. It’s him. He’s been careless in the past, and it serves as a reminder of something he’s tried very hard to leave behind.

A flicker of unease snakes through him. Alicia has surprised him before with the occasional glimpse of steel behind her otherwise gentle demeanour. It’s easy to dismiss her as naïve, but what if that’s exactly what she wants him to think? Maybe he should get his PI guy on to it. Just to make sure…

He takes a final glance around the office. Everything in here is undisturbed and as he left it, but his chest still tightens.

If Alicia is actively digging, if she is on to something… she could find enough in here to hang him.


TWENTY
ALICIA


SATURDAY

The morning of the summer party arrives in a rush of deliveries and last-minute decisions, but here in the penthouse, I have a moment of quiet. For now.

The chaos beyond this door is someone else’s problem – at least for the next few minutes. Trent has everything scheduled, to the second. My event hair and make-up will be done by professionals this afternoon, but this part, the ritual of getting ready for the day ahead, I want to take my time over.

I shower and dress in jeans and a clean white T-shirt. I cleanse my skin ready for later and brush my hair back into a smooth ponytail.

Tonight is my big chance. If I play this well, I can keep both my bosses happy. Find something useful on one to give to the other.

I step back, assessing my neat reflection. I look cool and composed. Exactly how I need to be.

My phone lights up silently on the counter. I thought I’d left the sound on.

I pick it up and the screen shows several missed calls and text messages. My heart gives a little jump when I see they’re all from Jen.

Walking into the bedroom, I open the latest text, and dread spills through me as I read her words:

Brodie taken a turn for the worst. Temp is sky-high, and he has a rash. I’m taking him to A and E.

Shit, shit, shit. Panic floods through me. My child…

I try to calculate how long it would take to get to Nottingham and back – two, maybe three hours each way with train and cab travel. There’s no way I could possibly do it and return in time. The party is tonight, and if I just disappear…

I sit down heavily on the edge of the bed, staring blankly at the spotless cream carpet.

All my excitement for tonight drains away in an instant, but I force myself to stay focused. The party isn’t just a party – it’s an opportunity. A chance to get what I need, to prove I can handle this.

I can’t afford to let anything get in the way of that. Not tonight.

Trent has no interest in Brodie. He’s asked me nothing about him, never enquires how he is. I know what his reaction will be if I tell him I have to leave.

But now, all I can think about is Brodie. The thought of my son lying in a hospital bed, scared and feverish. He needs me. I should be there with him.

As I’m sitting there, head in my hands debating what to do, another text pings through.

We’re at A and E waiting. I’ll let you know as soon as he’s been seen.

I know, from what Jen says, she doesn’t expect me to drop everything and shoot over there. In her own way, she’s trying to reassure me, but it only makes me feel worse. I feel like it’s getting harder to live this double life and keep everyone happy.

Tears prickle in my eyes, and I blink them back. I stand up, walking to the bathroom and shutting the door behind me. I lean over the sink, gripping the edges, trying to steady myself, but the tears come anyway, hot and fast. I press a hand over my mouth, trying to stifle the sound, but my shoulders shake of their own accord. The weight of it all, the guilt, crashing down on me.

I’m caught fast. Trapped between two lives, including the part no one knows about. Not even Jen.

I don’t know how long I stay there, quietly sobbing into the silence, but eventually, I hear someone call my name. Quickly, I wipe my eyes, splash water on my face, and take a few steadying breaths. I can’t let anyone see me like this. It’s imperative I hold it together.

When I walk to the top of the stairs, one of the florists is waiting in the lounge, looking slightly awkward. ‘Sorry to disturb you, miss, but we just need to know where you’d like the floral arrangements.’

‘Oh,’ I manage, clearing my throat and forcing a smile. ‘Yes, thank you. Just… Let’s put them in the entrance, right where the guests will see them when they arrive.’

The florist nods, satisfied, and leaves. My mind races with images of Brodie, his little face hot with fever, the pale, drawn look of him whenever he’s ill.

I’d give anything to be with him right now.

Yet I’m doing this for my son. To start again somewhere I don’t have to hide or live in fear.

I take a few deep breaths, forcing myself to calm my thoughts. I must trust Jen, I tell myself. I must trust that she’ll let me know if things get worse, that she’ll call me if I need to be there. And until then, I’ll hold my ground and keep it together.

Another staff member appears, clipboard in hand, ready to discuss the next detail, the next arrangement. I straighten up, putting on a mask of calm that I barely feel, and walk down the spiral staircase with a smile.

‘Don’t forget,’ Trent reminds me in the lift. ‘The one in my sights tonight is Steve Betts.’

I swallow and nod, push Brodie’s beautiful face out of my mind.

‘He usually arrives late, if at all,’ Trent goes on. ‘But he’s assured me he’ll be calling in. He’s a major block in me getting the Manchester contract, my biggest investment for next year, so it’ll be a great chance for you to meet him. Size him up. I need to make sure he really is out of trouble these days, as he claims to be. Otherwise – and I hope this is the case – I can use his troubles to finish him.’

‘Troubles?’

Trent nods as he tweaks his bow-tie in the lift mirror. ‘A couple of years ago, Betts had a lot of personal problems. His wife filed for divorce and took him to the cleaners. The courts gave her a massive settlement and a large chunk of his assets, including the family home. But when she stopped him from seeing the kids, he went downhill fast.’

It’s not what I want to hear, but I play the game. ‘Sounds tough… Why did she divorce him?’

‘I’ve heard a few sketchy rumours that someone framed him, but nobody knows for sure. The most probable scenario is, he’d been a naughty boy. He had a reputation as a womaniser, so I’m guessing it was something to do with that.’

Naughty boy doesn’t even half cut it.

‘Betts went to a dark place, got in with some dodgy people. He was in a deep hole, for sure.’

‘Shocking,’ I say, though what I’m really thinking is – Does Trent even know half of what this man is capable of?

‘But in true Bettsy form, he seems to have clawed his way back, and now he’s installed in a fancy country pile and claims his conglomerate is bigger and better than ever. Gotta hand it to the guy,’ Trent remarks. ‘He checks out perfectly on paper now, but he keeps his investors and collaborators very close to his chest. I could really use some leads in that area.’

‘You think he’s still involved with some of those dodgy people?’

Trent nods. ‘I think it’d be worthwhile you giving him some special attention tonight, if you know what I mean. Gain his trust and get some clues about where his weak spot might be.’

I swallow hard. ‘I’ll do my best.’

The moment we step into the party playground, it feels as if the entire crowd of guests turns toward us. I smile freely, but I don’t stop to chat. Not yet. The night is young, and I want to take stock of who’s here before I decide where to spend my time.

The soft strains of the string quartet ripple through the air, mingling with the hum of low, elegant conversation. The space glows, bathed in golden light from the chandeliers, their reflections shimmering off every glass and polished surface. Tables are laden with the delicate arrangements of white roses and soft pink peonies I personally approved, their scent just strong enough to notice as we walk by.

The guests themselves look fabulous – men in crisp black-tie, their patent shoes gleaming; women in flowing evening gowns that glint with sequins and jewels under the light. Every detail is immaculate; every person looks so polished and perfect.

And yet, they are all looking at us.

I glide forward, aware of every pair of eyes taking in my stunning emerald silk gown, the fabric hugging my body like it was made for me – because it was. The gown skims my shoulders and flows into a soft, rippling train. The heavy necklace around my neck is a constellation of emeralds and diamonds, a perfect match for the earrings that I know catch the light with every turn of my head. I feel their brilliance, their weight, a visible sign of this new, untouchable version of me.

I need to be here – there’s no question about that. But this is the last place I want to be when what I really long to do is kiss my son goodnight. I pray everything is OK at the hospital. I already checked my phone half-a-dozen times before we left the penthouse.

Beside me, Trent walks with an easy confidence, his tuxedo as sharp as his jawline. His hand brushes the small of my back – a subtle reassurance, or maybe a signal, as if to say, You’re doing great.

Once we’re fully in the room, the guests surge forward, smiles wide and eager. Not just to greet him, though they do, with warm handshakes and murmurs of, ‘Trent, good to see you.’ No, it’s me, too. Their gazes flicker toward me with curiosity and admiration, their hands extending toward mine as though I’m someone they’ve always wanted to meet.

I shake hands, exchanging nods and polite smiles, all while my pulse races beneath the glamour. I have to make tonight count.

‘That last photographic collection of yours was stunning,’ I tell a silver-haired woman in a sleek black gown. ‘The way you played with light and shadow – it completely changed the mood of the space.’ I don’t add that I’ve never seen her work in person, only studied it online last night, making notes, preparing for this exact conversation.

She gives me an approving smile. ‘How wonderful to hear. Most people only focus on the price tag.’

I move on smoothly, turning to a man with a whisky in hand. ‘Congratulations on the expansion. I hear the Dubai deal was a nightmare to close.’

He exhales sharply, shaking his head. ‘Understatement. You wouldn’t believe the hoops they made us jump through.’

I laugh lightly, as if I’ve heard the details first hand. As if I belong here.

The conversation flows, each one more effortless than the last. Art, business, philanthropy – I have something ready for all of them. I adjust my posture, keep my expression warm but unreadable, let them see only what I want them to.

I am pulling this off. I’m actually pulling this off.

I look up, getting a distinct feeling I’m being watched. Beady eyes are trained on me from the far corner of the room, and I realise it’s Janice, my old boss, looking, true to form, as though she’s chewing a wasp.

I wiggle my fingers in a friendly gesture, but she looks quickly away and doesn’t return my smile. She’s clearly still twisted up inside about my rise from fired waitress to Trent Connors’ girlfriend.

Does she realise I could ask to have an alternative manager work at future Orbit events? It would be so easy to get Hazel to contact Elevate to set the wheels in motion. But although Janice is spiteful and bitter, it doesn’t mean I have to follow suit. Besides, there are bigger fish I need to fry.

In the lift earlier, Trent had leaned in, his voice low and steady. ‘Lots of these people are power brokers, Alicia,’ he said. ‘They’ll be watching you as much as me. Stay confident but keep your guard up. You never know who’s playing nice just to get an edge, so best to vet every word that comes out of your mouth.’

He’s preaching to the converted, but he’s right. It’s not just Janice – every smile directed toward me feels layered, every handshake weighted with unspoken questions. But I keep my smile easy and my talk shallow and polite.

Trent and I drift apart as he gravitates toward a group of guests and I head over to a high-profile photographer I recognise from Instagram.

‘Here she is, the belle of the ball!’ Eleanor looms suddenly in front of me, taking a large swig of her drink. I can see, by her flushed cheeks and slightly too-loud manner, she’s already had more than her fair share of the free champagne on offer. ‘My gorgeous wife tells me you’re a natural party planner!’

I look around, but I can’t see Hazel anywhere, though I do notice Trent glancing over, checking out who I’m chatting to.

Eleanor leans in closer. ‘Let’s take a walk over to the bar area.’

I follow her out of the thick hum of the crowd to the quiet end of the small bar tucked at one end of the room.

‘I’m only telling you this because I know you’ve been asking questions about her,’ Eleanor murmurs, her voice low, still barely audible over the hum of the party.

I raise an eyebrow, looking around quickly to make sure nobody is listening in to our conversation. ‘Questions about who?’

‘Saskia. Who else?’ Eleanor gives a wry smile. ‘Everyone seems to believe it was an accident, but see… I’m not so sure.’

My heart skips a beat. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Hazel says I should keep my mouth shut but…’ Eleanor’s lips curl into a faint, enigmatic smile as she takes another sip of champagne. ‘I’d seen Trent and Saskia arguing before it happened – a proper shouting match. She was never one to back down, and one time, about a week before she died, she said to me, “I worry he’ll throttle me, one of these days.”’ She shakes her head. ‘Trent can be controlling when he wants to be. When I heard what happened, I wondered if she’d pushed him too far and… well, you get my drift.’

A chill seeps into my bones.

‘Did you tell the police what she said… after her death, I mean?’ I say, alarmed at her candour.

Eleanor shakes her head. ‘Saskia could be a bit of a drama queen, and I had no proof. Plus, he’s one of Hazel’s best clients, so she’d have throttled me, in turn.’

I swallow, studying Eleanor’s face as she knocks back yet more booze. Her eyes look slightly glazed, but she’s not off her face or anything. Not yet. Still, she doesn’t look concerned that she’s spoken out of turn – me being Trent’s new girlfriend and all.

Across the room, Trent raises an eyebrow, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. I can tell he’s curious about what my conversation with Eleanor might be about, and I feel a pang of regret. Could it be true that Eleanor is unreliable and he’s a decent guy, after all, with nothing to hide? For now, I can’t take what she says seriously. I’ll ask her about it tomorrow, when she’s sobered up.

Eleanor’s attention has already been pulled elsewhere, and so the room floods back into focus as I look around. The crowd has thickened, the hum of conversation gearing up a notch. I feel a slight buzz from the champagne, and for a moment, I allow myself to believe that this poised, composed version of me is real.

I scan the room, taking in the laughter, the chinking of glasses, the sharp tang of perfume and expensive cologne… and then I see him. The tall, broad man standing near the entrance. His face is partially obscured by the shadows cast by a low chandelier, and I get a strong compulsion to step back and try to blend into the crowd.

Steve Betts is watching intently. Not the room, not the guests around him – he’s staring directly at me.


TWENTY-ONE


The back of my neck prickles. So, here he is at last, hiding in plain sight. Right in front of me. The major player threatening to scupper Trent’s big Manchester investment. The person Trent thinks he’s employing me to take a special interest in.

I take in Betts’ confident stance, the arrogant tilt of his head, the way his eyes seem to cut through the crowd straight to me. He’s dressed like the other guests, in a tailored tuxedo and polished shoes, but there’s an intensity about him. He looks like a man who is used to getting exactly what he wants.

I glance around, looking for Trent for support, but he’s engaged in conversation with a small group, his back to me, currently unaware of his VIP guest’s arrival.

Before I can move toward Trent, Betts steps forward, his gaze never wavering from mine. I paste a faint smile on my face, but underneath, I’m panicking. Trent has made it very clear he expects me to chat to him, so I can hardly just say hello and move swiftly on.

When he reaches me, he leans in slightly, his voice low and slightly menacing as he holds my wrist in a pincer-like grip.

‘So, we speak at last, Alicia,’ he murmurs, a trace of something sharp in his tone. He looks over my shoulder to nod an acknowledgement to someone, before hissing, ‘You’re a hard woman to track down. What the hell are you playing at?’

My blood runs hot then turns to ice. ‘I’m doing my job.’

‘Are you though?’ he says, with a menacing edge. ‘Ignoring my messages, my calls. Why would that be?’

I’m aware of people creeping closer, hoping to get a word with him.

‘We can’t talk about this here,’ I say, forcing a smile so smooth it feels foreign on my face. My nails press into my palms, a useful sharp bite of pain to keep me steady.

The room hums around me – laughter, the clink of crystal glasses, the low murmur of polite conversation. A waiter drifts past with a tray of champagne, and I reach for a glass. Anything to make this look like just another effortless exchange.

Inside, my pulse hammers. I can feel the weight of his gaze, the unspoken threat curling between us like a wisp of smoke.

I lift the glass to my lips, careful and controlled. ‘Not here,’ I repeat, my voice lighter now, almost amused, as if this is nothing more than a trivial inconvenience.

But he’ll know better. He can scent weakness in an instant.

‘I think we both know you’re not focusing on the job in hand,’ he says, a small smile playing at the corner of his mouth. ‘You may have changed your outfit, your hair, your address… but you’re still the same conniving little bitch inside, aren’t you?’

He sneers, and I have to battle with myself not to visibly tremble.

‘You’ve done well to get close so soon, but you need to focus on the mark. Specifically, find his weak spot.’ His voice is smooth, but there’s an edge to it, sharp as glass. ‘The deal deadline is imminent. So… any ideas yet where it is I need to hit him hard?’

I keep my expression neutral, even as my stomach twists. The room is warm, the low glow of chandeliers casting everything in a soft golden light, but inside, I’m shivering.

I take a slow sip of champagne, using the moment to steady myself. ‘These things take time,’ I murmur. ‘You can’t rush something like this.’

‘That’s not what you said before.’ He steps in slightly, just enough to make it clear this isn’t a casual conversation. ‘You’re getting comfortable, aren’t you? Cosying up too closely to Connors. I hope you’re not forgetting where your loyalties lie and which one of us has the power to decimate your life as easily as that.’ He snaps his fingers in front of my face.

I force a small, amused laugh, as if he’s being ridiculous. As if my pulse isn’t slamming against my ribs. ‘No need to be like that, Steve. I know what I promised.’

‘Then deliver it.’ His voice drops lower. ‘Or I will show you what I can do to you.’

The party swirls around us – music, chatter, the scent of expensive perfume. I nod as though we’re just exchanging pleasantries, but I can feel my resolve shrivelling.

I have to find a way out of this. And fast.

I take a step back, my gaze again flicking to Trent, praying now he doesn’t turn around. But Betts moves with me, keeping the distance between us uncomfortably close. He’s a wall I can’t slip past.

‘Excuse me, I need to speak to someone.’ I force out the words.

He gives a slow smile that makes my stomach twist. ‘Rest assured, we’ll be seeing more of each other soon, and I’m going to want something concrete from you. Know that I’m keeping a very close eye on you… and your lovely little family.’

The room tilts. My breath locking in my throat.

Brodie.

I haven’t heard from Jen yet. No update. No confirmation that he’s OK. My phone is buried in my clutch, and suddenly, the weight of it feels unbearable, like it holds a life-or-death verdict I haven’t dared check.

I force myself to stand still, to hold his gaze as if his words haven’t just wrapped cold fingers around my heart. ‘You don’t have to remind me what’s at stake,’ I hiss. ‘You’ve done enough of that.’

He leans in slightly, just enough to make my skin crawl. ‘It’s not a threat. It’s a reminder. You deliver, then we’re good. Everyone stays… comfortable.’

The music swells, a burst of laughter ripples nearby, but it all feels distant, blurred. I nod like I’ve accepted his terms and move to walk away as if I’m still in control.

Betts grasps my hand before I can fully clear him and presses a business card into it. ‘New number. Call me in the morning, and maybe, if you’ve got anything interesting for me, I might not have to hurt anyone. Just maybe.’

He walks away before I can respond, back the way he came. Leaving me standing there, my pulse hammering, my palms damp. What an idiot I’ve been, risking my family. Thinking I’m smart enough to play each man for what I can get.

I look around, but he’s already gone, vanished as if I’d imagined his presence. I tuck the business card into my clutch purse, glancing around to make sure nobody has noticed. Betts periodically changes all his contact details including his phone number.

‘I like to choose who I keep in contact with,’ he told me once when I asked why, but it makes me wonder if he’s running from some very dodgy people.

The room settles again around me, the laughter and the music seeming louder. But I can’t shake the realisation I’m caught between the devil and the deep blue sea.

My gaze locks onto Trent, who finally catches my eye, a small, concerned frown creasing his brow. I force a smile, but I know he can see it in my face – something’s wrong.

I thread through guests until I reach him, my hands trembling despite my best efforts to steady them. Trent’s arm slips around my waist, his voice warm but cautious. ‘Everything alright with Steve Betts? I saw you collar him right away.’ He grins and scans the room, a frown gradually replacing his smile. ‘Where is he now?’

‘Over there,’ I say, finally catching sight of him again. ‘He said he had some people here he wanted to see.’ I feel a chill run through me, Betts’ words echoing in my head.

I’ll be keeping a very close eye on you and your lovely little family.

‘… to Betts about?’

‘Sorry?’ I look at him, disorientated. Trent has been speaking, and I’ve barely taken in a word he’s said. ‘What did you say?’

‘I said, “What did you talk to Betts about?” It’s a shame he’s already moved on to other company. You had a good chance there to get him talking. You’re supposed to be working on getting closer to him.’

‘Oh… yes. Don’t worry, I’ll get the dirt.’

‘I hope so. How much champagne have you had?’ His eyes narrow. ‘You look a bit pale.’

‘No, I… It was just small talk and then he got called away.’

‘Did he upset you? He can be a dickhead at times.’

‘No, no. I think you’re right – I’ve overdone the champagne a bit. I’ll go and get a glass of water.’

The weight of the lie presses down on my chest and I scurry off to the bar. I’m trying to put a brave face on, when really, all I want to do is run.

I’ve done it again – dug myself into a hole. But this time, it’s a hole so deep I don’t know if I’ll be able to scramble out.

Suddenly, I feel my phone buzzing in my small bag. I pull it out quickly and read the text message from Jen.

Dr ruled out meningitis. He’s on antibiotics now. Been a long day. Heading home, speak tomorrow.

‘Thank you, God,’ I mutter under my breath. ‘Thank you.’

The relief I feel brings with it a sudden swell of opportunity. I can see Trent with a group of people, so this is a great time to carve out ten minutes to myself to calm down again. I slip out of the party suite and head for the lift, Betts’ threats still echoing in my ears.

In the penthouse, everything is still.

I move quickly, my heels soundless on the thick carpet. Trent’s office door is locked – of course it is. I scan the nearby console table, the shelves, the sleek marble counter in the kitchen. No keys.

Damn. I might have known he wouldn’t leave them behind for the evening.

I don’t have any time to waste, so I slip into his bedroom instead, crossing the space in seconds. The air is still thick with his cologne – the subtle, expensive kind that clings to fabric. The room itself is impeccably tidy – crisp linen, dark wood, curated luxury – but beneath the polish, it feels impersonal.

I pull open the nearest drawer. Neatly folded shirts. The next – watches, cufflinks, a scattering of receipts. I dig through, flipping a stack of papers in a leather folder. Business deals, contracts, things I barely have time to skim. Nothing that helps me.

I stand still at a sound from the hall… footsteps on the stairs.

I shove the drawer shut just as Trent appears in the doorway.

For a second, neither of us speaks. His gaze flicks to the closed drawer, then back to me. A small, knowing smile tugs at the corner of his mouth. ‘Looking for something?’

My mind races. I press a hand to my forehead, willing my expression into something fragile. ‘Headache,’ I murmur. ‘I was looking for painkillers.’

His eyes don’t leave mine. Then, with a slow exhale, he steps forward, reaching for my wrist. His grip is light, but there’s no mistaking it for anything other than control. ‘Let’s get you back to the party.’

I don’t argue as he guides me back to the Jupiter Suite, his hand a firm presence at my lower back. To anyone watching, it looks like concern. Protective, even.

But as we step into the golden glow of party central, he leans down, just enough so only I can hear him. ‘Stay close, Alicia. I don’t want you wandering off again.’

A shiver runs through me.

I force a smile, but the feeling lingers.

The Orbit is exquisite, the penthouse dazzling. But the truth is, I’ve no more say in where I go here than a prisoner.
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SUNDAY

My skull is still pounding when the morning light breaches the blinds – a physical reminder of the shock of how last night’s summer party, that I’d been so looking forward to, had turned into a nightmare.

I slip out of bed carefully and out into the hallway. I can hear Trent’s steady breathing punctuating his dim, silent room. I don’t want to disturb him, not least because he was visibly annoyed last night when I complained about a migraine and left early. But I know he’ll have questions if I vanish without a word, so I scrawl a note.

My son is very ill – he needs me today. Back later.

Yes, I’m being vague. Probably too vague, but that’s all my brain can manage right now.

After Betts left last night, I drank more than I should have done, just to get through to the end of the party. I called and texted Jen to warn her to be careful, to keep the door locked – it won’t make any sense to her, but with Betts’ threat ringing in my ears, I had to say it.

There was no reply, so I guessed she’d just crashed out when she got back from the hospital. But I knew what I had to do as soon as I woke up this morning.

My heart clenches hard. Today, I’ll see my son.

The train station is quiet this early on a Sunday morning. I sink into my seat on the ten o’clock to Nottingham, pressing my head against the cold glass.

I text Jen again.

On the train. Can’t wait to see you both.

A red heart pings back by way of reply, so that’s something. I’d half expected her to try and put me off as usual.

My mind drifts in and out, lulled by the rhythmic soft clunk of the train as the landscape blurs past. I lurch between troubled dreams of Steve Betts’ leering face pressing close and waking up with a start, wondering, momentarily, where I am.

I glance at my phone to see a missed call and message notification from Trent.

Hey, everything OK?

I don’t want to get into something with him, so I don’t fully open the message. He’ll see its status is still unread.

At Nottingham station, the midday sun is muted, hidden behind heavy, grey clouds. I wave down a cab, asking the driver to drop me on the street next to Jen’s. She lives in a modest red-brick terrace on the edge of town, where the streets are narrow and lined with parked, mainly older cars. The small front garden is fenced in with weathered wooden slats, a handful of potted plants brightening the space. A narrow path leads from the pavement to the front door, its paint slightly chipped from years of weather and wear.

It’s a quiet enough area – mostly families, the occasional barking dog – and it’s better than the rough area she used to live in. But even here, at night, muffled arguments sometimes drift from open windows, and teenagers on bikes hang out a little too long on the street corner.

When Jen finally kicked that useless thug of a boyfriend of hers to the kerb, I helped her scrape together the rental deposit so she could move away.

The blinds are only half open, but I can see a telltale flash of light from the television.

The front door opens just as I raise my hand to knock. Jen stands there, her eyes red-rimmed, her shoulders hunched in a way I haven’t seen for a long time. She forces a smile and hugs me, but I can see she’s washed out. Exhausted.

‘I’m glad you’re here,’ she says quietly, taking my coat.

‘Where is he?’ I say, stepping past, my heart pounding as I catch sight of the small shape curled up on the couch in brushed-cotton dinosaur pyjamas.

Brodie looks up, his face pale, cheeks sunken and tired. His eyes meet mine, and he reaches out a tiny hand. ‘Mummy,’ he murmurs, his voice so faint it’s barely there, but it slices right through my heart like a knife.

I kneel beside him, taking his little hand in mine, feeling the warmth of his skin, the slight clamminess. ‘Hey, sweetheart,’ I whisper, stroking his damp hair back from his forehead. There’s a small red mark there.

‘What’s this mark on his head, Jen?’

She glances over and frowns.

‘Oh, he took a tumble, didn’t you, little man?’

Brodie looks at her with wide eyes, his fingers tightening around my own.

‘Just a scrape, nothing to worry about.’

I look around the room. Clothes spill from an overstuffed laundry basket, a tangle of baby vests, crumpled T-shirts and mismatched socks trailing across the floor. A half-dry flannel hangs over the arm of the sofa. The air is thick with the scent of coffee, stale food and something slightly sour.

Far be it from me to criticise Jen’s living conditions, but the place is desperate for a good clean. Jen moves around us, shuffling into the kitchen and returning with a mug of tea for me. ‘Believe it or not, he’s much better than last night,’ she says, eyes fixed on Brodie. ‘They said he should be back to himself within a few days.’

My breath comes out in a long, shaky sigh. I say a silent prayer, my throat tight with all the things I can’t express that are safer swallowed down. Brodie’s tiny hand is still in mine, his fingers tracing my knuckles with sleepy concentration, as if he’s making sure I’m really here.

‘You look tired.’ Jen’s voice breaks through my daze, and I look up to see her watching me closely.

‘So do you,’ I say, thinking what her reaction might be if she knew my exhaustion comes from having two men pulling my strings. That it’s what I don’t know that keeps me awake at night. The missing pieces. The danger I can sense but can’t yet see. ‘Why don’t I clean up a bit in here… if that would help?’

Jen stands near the edge of the room, half in the shadows, her arms crossed tightly over her stomach. She looks different – too pale, too drawn, as if the weight of something unseen is pressing down on her, too. She keeps glancing toward the door, her fingers flexing at her sides like she’s resisting the urge to bolt. I don’t think she’s even heard what I said.

Something is wrong.

I move toward her. ‘Jen, you seem… Are you OK?’

My stomach knots. Whatever she’s hiding, whatever has her looking like she’s barely holding it together – why won’t she trust me with it?

‘I’ll be OK now Brodie is on the mend, but…’ She regards me with narrowed eyes. ‘You don’t seem yourself lately. Is everything alright?’

I force a shrug. The penthouse and the designer clothes lurk on the edge of my consciousness. All mixed in with the ghoul from my past who controls me and simply won’t go away. ‘It’s just been a busy week.’

Jen raises an eyebrow, but I’m grateful when she doesn’t press me for more details. I rummage through my bag and pull out the chunky bundle of cash I’ve brought with me, pressing it into her hands. ‘This should keep you ticking along for a bit,’ I say. ‘There’s a thousand pounds there.’

Jen stares at it, blinking.

‘What the…? Alicia, where’s all this from?’

I offer a weak smile. ‘I asked for an advance.’ If she knew how much, in total, Trent had advanced me, and the mess I’ve got myself into, the questions would never stop.

She purses her lips. ‘A thousand pounds is so much money! I mean, I know you said you’d got a good job, but…’

I press her hand lightly and she stops speaking.

‘Just take it, Jen,’ I say softly. ‘Please. I’ve earned it, and I want you to have it. End of.’

She blinks. ‘When you texted last night, you told me to keep the door locked and keep safe. Keep safe from what?’

I stare at her, my mind blanking out for a moment.

‘Someone came to the house yesterday. Looking for you.’

‘What? Who was it?’

Her fingers pull at the edge of her jumper. ‘I don’t know. A man. He came by, yesterday lunchtime. Tall, well-built, dark hair. I didn’t get a name, but he said he’d worked with you and wanted to discuss some business. Said you weren’t answering his calls, so he had no option but to look for you.’

Steve Betts is tall, well-built with dark hair. But I can’t imagine him doing his own dirty work. He has plenty of low-life thugs around him though, who’ll do that sort of thing for a few quid.

‘What did you tell him?’ I say, trying hard not to alert Jen that I feel sick with worry.

‘I said you weren’t here! I said you were working away at various places around the country, because I didn’t want to tell him you were in London, either. But…’

‘Yes?’

‘He… asked if your son was here.’

My breath catches. ‘He what?’

‘Brodie was asleep at the time, so I told him you’d taken him with you, that neither of you lived here.’

‘Good. That was good thinking, Jen.’ A wave of relief washes over me, quickly followed by a fresh spike of fear. ‘Did he ask anything else? Did he say why he was looking for me or give any clue who he was?’

Jen shakes her head, but there’s a flicker in her eyes, something she’s not saying. ‘No, nothing else. But he lingered… Alicia, are we in danger?’

The air in my lungs feels stagnant. A thousand scenarios flood my mind, each one worse than the last. It sounds like Steve Betts knew exactly where to look for me. And he was looking for my son, too. Here, where I thought he’d be safe after our move.

‘You’ve never told me exactly why you had to get away so quickly, Alicia. I think I’ve got a right to know. If the man calling here has got anything to do with that, with your reasons for leaving, then you owe me the truth.’

I’m struck dumb for a moment. Jen is suspicious now, and my sister is not the sort of person who will easily let something like this go.

I stand a bit straighter, realign my face.

‘It isn’t anything to do with that, so don’t worry. There’ll be a perfectly good explanation,’ I say, keeping my voice steady. ‘As you’ve said, I’m doing well in London. I’ll be coming for Brodie as soon as I’ve got a place.’

Jen doesn’t look convinced. ‘And before that? The real reason you scurried off so fast?’

A cold chill snakes down my spine, but I won’t let her see it. ‘Look around you, Jen! I left so we wouldn’t have to live like this anymore, so we could have a fresh start. That money I just gave you – that’s proof it’s working, right?’

She folds her arms, jaw tightening. ‘Couldn’t you have just⁠—’

‘No, Jen, I couldn’t!’ The words snap out before I can stop them, sharp enough to cut through the air between us. ‘You think this is easy? That I just waltzed into a perfect life? I’m doing everything I can to fix this, to make things better for all of us, but I need time. And I need you to trust me.’

Jen flinches slightly, but she doesn’t back down. Her gaze searches mine, looking for something – answers, reassurance. The truth.

I can’t give it to her. Not yet.

She exhales, shaking her head, but finally, mercifully, she lets it drop.

I turn away, trying to steady my breath. I need to pull this off. And I can’t afford anyone, not even Jen, to get in my way.

My phone buzzes. Another message banner from Trent.

What time are you back??

I push the phone back into my jeans pocket.

When I look up, Jen is still watching me with a laser focus. I’m seized by a sudden urge to tell her everything. How there’s far more at stake than she can imagine, how this life I’ve pieced together is already starting to crack. But I can’t say any of it.

If things fall apart here, my whole fictitious world in London crumbles, and then… then I’ve got nothing. Nothing but a lifetime working for Betts just to stop him hurting me and my family.

But shadows are swimming in my sister’s eyes. ‘It doesn’t matter how much crap you feed me, Alicia, I know something’s off with you. You’re not being straight with me.’

‘I… Just cut me a bit of slack, Jen. I’m begging you. I admit there’s stuff I can’t talk about with you just now, but I will, I promise. Please don’t worry though – everything is fine my end.’

She folds her arms. ‘So, if that guy comes back, I can tell him the truth about where you are?’

‘No!’ I sigh. ‘It’s a misunderstanding. He won’t come back.’ As I say it, I know I need to make sure that’s the case. And the only way I can do that is to give Betts what he wants: dirt on Trent.

Brodie’s eyelids flutter, his breaths evening out a little as he drifts into a restless sleep lying beside me. He looks so fragile, as if he’s made of glass. His skin is translucent in places, dark-blue tiny veins patterning his pale flesh. I glance again at the angry red mark, right on his left temple.

‘Is everything alright with you, Jen?’ I say lightly. ‘Apart from Brodie, I mean? How are you?’

‘I’m… OK.’ She’s distracted, her eyes flicking constantly around the room as if she’s nervous something might be out of place. It’s chaos in here, but there’s something else that feels off.

She presses the heel of her hand to her forehead wearily, and that’s when I see them. ‘What are those marks on your arm, Jen?’

‘Huh?’ She looks down at her wrist, at the exact place the marks are and pulls her cardigan back up onto her shoulder. ‘I just… I caught myself on the doorframe. What time is your train back?’

Two little red spots burn on her cheeks, and she looks away. She’s always been a useless liar. But maybe it was the doorframe this time, because her disastrous relationship is behind her now. It’s just… she seems so awkward about Brodie’s mark… and now hers.

‘Jen, you’d tell me if there was something wrong, right?’ I feel a lump rising in my throat. The furtive look on her face, the heat spots on her cheeks… that’s how she used to look before, when she was in her bad time. That’s what we call it now to avoid saying that loser’s name.

‘I’m more worried about what’s happening with you,’ she says flatly.

I need to get out of here. ‘There’ll be more money soon,’ I say, gathering my things.

Jen sighs and then nods, patting the money in her cardigan pocket. ‘Thanks. This will… It’ll really help. But what I said still stands.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I can only give you a month. And then I’m out. Sorry.’

I stare out of the window as the city slides past, pressing my fingertips to my temples, forcing the noise in my head to quiet. It doesn’t matter what Betts wants. It doesn’t matter what Trent is hiding.

What matters is finishing this, once and for all.


TWENTY-THREE
JEN


The sound of the front door opening makes her jump. It slams shut, rattling the frame and echoing through the short hallway.

Brodie stirs, a faint whimper escaping his lips, but he doesn’t wake.

Pete’s frame fills the doorway, and Jen braces herself. His eyes look sore, his jaw set tight. She hasn’t got the energy for yet another argument.

‘Has someone been here?’ Pete says carefully.

Jen swallows. It unnerves her how Pete sometimes seems to know things he shouldn’t. As if the house itself whispers secrets to him.

‘My sister called in,’ she admits. ‘She came to see how Brodie’s doing.’

‘Oh, she’s remembered she has a son now, has she? That’s touching.’

Jen blinks. ‘I’m glad she came. She gave me some money. To help out.’

His eyes sharpen. ‘How much?’

‘A couple of hundred,’ Jen says without hesitation, already prepared for the question. She reaches into her cardigan pocket, pulling out the cash.

She hands it over, not allowing her thoughts to linger on the other eight hundred pounds hidden away in Brodie’s sock drawer.

‘Thanks, love.’ Pete pushes the money into his pocket. ‘What did she have to say… Did you give her the one-month ultimatum?’

‘I did. She said things are going well in London, so it shouldn’t be a problem.’

Pete looks relieved. ‘Look, I know I’ve been an idiot,’ he says quietly, sitting down next to her. ‘I feel like I’m carrying too much, Jen. I can’t seem to get a job, money’s tight, and having the kid here…’ He exhales sharply, shaking his head. ‘It’s not an easy situation to manage for me. For us.’

For us. For once, he’s not just thinking about himself.

The wind has really got up since Alicia left. It rattles at the draughty windows, threading through the house like a low moan. Pete stands in front of her, his eyes softer than they’ve been in weeks, his hands open in a rare display of vulnerability.

‘I know it’s difficult, but that doesn’t mean you have to take it out on me,’ Jen says, looking away.

His jaw tightens, but instead of snapping back, he steps closer, his expression kind. ‘I don’t want to fight. I just…’ His fingers touch her arm, lightly. ‘I see something so much better for us than this, Jen. A clean slate. A home somewhere new, just you and me. That’s why I tried to put my foot down about giving Alicia a time limit to get her act together.’

She frowns. ‘I know, but I want Alicia and Brodie in my life too, Pete.’

‘Fair enough. But she’s got her life, and Brodie is her responsibility, not yours.’ His thumb strokes her skin, coaxing. ‘You don’t have to keep carrying her burden, you know. We can leave all this behind. Remember that cottage on the coast we once dreamed about? No more stress, no more interference from other people.’

The wind picks up again, rattling the glass, and for a moment, she lets herself picture it. A small place close to the sea in North Yorkshire. Salt air instead of tension in her lungs. No history, and no expectations of each other. Just peace. She’d really believed in that at one time.

Pete cups her face, his touch warm and familiar. ‘I love you, Jen. That hasn’t changed, and it never will.’

She looks into his eyes, and she could swear he believes every word he’s saying.

And in this moment, Jen really wants to believe it too.


TWENTY-FOUR
ALICIA


During the train journey back to London, my head throbs, pulsing with my darkest fears. I massage my temples, trying to ease the ache, but it does no good.

I finally texted Trent back when I boarded.

On my way.

I can hear Betts’ voice, as clear as if he’s still whispering in my ear. That crooked smile, the cruel spark in his eye as he watched me from across the room.

He’s forced contact and made it clear he’s watching my every move, but he still doesn’t know the full extent of what it is I’m doing. And I need to keep it that way.

The only way to keep him off my back is to give him something. Something on Trent. Something real.

And I have to find it – before he discovers what I’m up to and carries out his threat against my family.

On my phone, I google different combinations of Trent and Saskia’s names. Then, frustrated by the lack of information, I simply google Saskia’s name with no other details attached. I scan through the first page, many links leading to other Saskia Portmans around the world, including Facebook, X and Instagram pages.

Then my fingers stop scrolling, and I click on a link that takes me to a public forum on bereavement.

May 2024

New Thread: I Miss Her Every Single Day

Hello,

I feel so lost without my daughter, Saskia. I don’t know if writing here will help, but it’s been six weeks now since she died, and every day feels harder than the last.

I keep going through her old photo albums, looking at pictures of her as a little girl – when she lost her first tooth, her sixth birthday party in the garden, the way her hair always seemed to have a mind of its own. So many images of her clutching a favourite teddy bear she named Mr Fluffy.

Saskia used to say she was going to grow up to be a teacher because she wanted to help other children. I always thought that kind and caring nature would take her far.

She grew up to be a beautiful, bright young woman. Saskia was so full of promise, and best of all, she was thoughtful and kind. She worked hard at her job in the hospitality industry, and her boss always said how clever and creative she was. She’d call me if she was away, even just for a couple of days – always saying, ‘I’m just checking in, Mum. Letting you know I’m fine.’

She never forgot me, never forgot where home was. That’s the kind of person she was – always thinking about others.

But now, she’s gone. Just gone. And although they haven’t said as much, it seems to me that the police have her pegged as some kind of party girl, like her own recklessness or carelessness was her undoing. But that wasn’t my girl. She wasn’t into wild nights out or anything like that. It hurts so much to think that no one’s fighting to find out what happened to her.

I’ve even thought about trying to investigate her death myself, but I wouldn’t know where to start. The CCTV wasn’t working the night she died. What kind of posh apartment building in London doesn’t have working cameras? I feel so small and powerless…

The house is deathly quiet without her. I miss hearing her voice, her laugh… her terrible singing in the shower. I miss the way she used to throw her arms around me and say, ‘Love you, Mum.’ It’s hard to imagine how I’ll keep going without her.

Thank you for listening, whoever you are. It helps just to get the grief out, and to know maybe someone might read this. Perhaps it might even help someone else who’s suffering, too.

J. Portman – Saskia’s mum

Comments:

@Tiny_Dolly2025: I’m so sorry for your loss. There are no words that can take away the pain, but please know you’re not alone. We’re here to listen and walk this road with you. Be gentle with yourself. Much love.

@AfghanHeroReads: Losing a child is the hardest thing any parent can face. It’s OK to feel however you’re feeling – there’s no right way to grieve. I found that taking it one breath at a time helped. Sending you strength and love.

@Living_the_BayLife187: My heart breaks for you. I remember the early days feeling impossible. You are not alone.

It turns my stomach that Saskia’s mother has had to resort to reaching out to complete strangers online because nobody wants to help, her daughter’s death left behind by the people around her like the fields the train is whisking past right now.

Saskia’s mother is reaching into the void, hoping to find someone – anyone – who can share this unbearable weight. My heart squeezes when I realise that, although I can’t bring her daughter back, I might be able to help her come to terms with what happened.

I close the forum window, as if I can lock her words away inside the screen. Make them less real. But I know it’s too late for that. As a mother myself, I can’t stop thinking how Mrs Portman must feel – losing her daughter forever, and yet nobody, not even the police, seems to care.

I open my hidden photos folder on my phone and find the photograph of Brodie I removed from my phone wallpaper the night I met Trent. His little face fills the screen – my entire reason for living.

He’s all rosy cheeks and golden curls, grinning and proudly holding up his latest Duplo masterpiece to the camera. I feel the sting of tears as I think about the listless, ailing boy I’m letting down. Leaving him behind with my sister with a strange guy calling unannounced to ask about our whereabouts.

My thumb brushes Brodie’s image, tracing the soft plumpness of his face, though it’s just a cold, flat screen beneath my touch. I already ache to feel the warmth of him next to me again, to press my face to the top of his head so I can breathe in that clean, sweet smell that’s uniquely his.

Mrs Portman can never do that again with her daughter. It’s too late for her, but not for me.

I blink back the tears and remind myself it’s not forever. Soon, we’ll all be back together again. Nobody can stop that happening.

I tighten my grip on my phone. I don’t have time to dwell on the past, on mistakes, or what-ifs. I need to act.

I need some leverage.

Betts wants something on Trent. Trent wants something from me. If I can play them against each other, if I can get my hands on the right information, I might just find a way out of this. A way to keep Brodie safe, to get free of Betts’ never-ending demands, to get my money from Trent and disappear before either of them realises the game I’m playing.

I stare out at the countryside rushing past. This isn’t about surviving anymore. It’s about winning.

I scroll through my phone, considering my next move. Betts won’t wait much longer. Neither will Trent.

It’s time to make my move.

I take out the business card Betts pressed into my hand last night and dial his new number. I grip the phone tightly to steady myself. It rings once, twice, then he answers.

‘Alicia.’ His voice contains a low thrum of threat. ‘I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon. Nice you’re so keen to chat, all of a sudden.’

‘If you’d stop messing around and tell me what you want, I could focus better.’

There’s a pause, a faint chuckle on the other end of the line. ‘Now, that’s no way to start an important call. Why not a friendly, “Hello, Steve, how’ve you been?”’

‘I don’t have time for games.’

‘Oh, Alicia,’ he says softly, his voice dropping, cold and mocking, ‘don’t be so dramatic. You’ve done a splendid job reinventing yourself. New city, new faces. Not to mention a new boyfriend. You’re a fast worker, I’ll give you that. Straight to the top of The Orbit, no messing around. But see, I’m beginning to wonder where your loyalties lie.’

I imagine the smirk on his face, feel the satisfaction he’s drawing from this. He’ll know exactly how much he’s unnerving me, and he’s relishing it.

‘I told you I’ll get you what you want. I’ll find it.’

‘Agreed. But ignoring me makes me very angry.’ His tone is suddenly sharper, and I can feel the flicker of danger there, just beneath the surface. ‘Does Trent know who you really are? Or are you managing to keep him in the dark for now?’

‘We agreed no contact. You have to give me the space I need.’

‘It’s interesting, seeing how far you’ve come. You’ve managed gold-digging on a grand scale. Congratulations.’ His voice drops lower. ‘But if you’re thinking of double-crossing me, then think again. That’s if you want to see your cute little boy again.’

The breath catches in my throat, but I force myself to respond. ‘What is it you want?’

‘You know what I want. Information. And seeing as you’re so cosy with the enemy, I’ve been expecting you to tell me your way in. A bit of a test, if you like, while I’ve been finalising some enquiries of my own. I know he’s got a weak spot and so must you by now.’

I stay quiet. I’m not ready to mention Saskia Portman yet.

‘Where are you now?’

I hesitate. ‘I’m on a train heading back to London.’

‘What’s your ETA?’

I frown. ‘Three-fifty at King’s Cross. Why?’

‘Meet me at four-thirty. I’ll text you a postcode after this call. Get a cab there, and I’ll be waiting in my car. We’ll talk then.’

‘But… why don’t you just tell⁠—’

‘Don’t be late; my patience is wearing thin,’ he snaps. ‘You don’t get another chance, Alicia.’

The line goes dead.


TWENTY-FIVE


The journey from King’s Cross to Betts’ meeting point will be twenty-two minutes by car.

Don’t be late; my patience is wearing thin. You don’t get another chance, Alicia.

My stomach tightens when I remember his threat. The way he masked his poisonous words with a polite smile in the Jupiter Suite makes me sick to my stomach. Just thinking about it starts my skin crawling. I expected him to leave me alone for a while when I came to London, but now, I find myself caught between him and Trent.

I reach the rank and slide into the back seat of a cab. An overpowering smell of air freshener and something greasy that clings to the car’s interior hits me.

I read out the postcode Betts sent after our call, and the driver glances at me in the rearview mirror and says, ‘Alder Lane, right?’

‘Yeah,’ I mutter, wondering what Betts is waiting to tell me there.

I’m angry at Betts, at myself… angry at the trap I’ve allowed myself to become caught in. I’ve had my eye on the money and not on my son’s safety. My hands clench into even tighter fists.

The place looks desolate – a disused industrial yard, weeds pushing up through cracks in the tarmac. The driver hesitates as he peers through the window. ‘Are you sure this is the place you want, love?’

‘Yes, thanks. I’m meeting someone.’ I force a smile and open the door. The driver raises a friendly hand when I get out, and I watch the car crawl slowly back across the gravel and out of sight.

I scan the yard. A gleam of black and chrome catches my eye. A black Range Rover, outsized and predatory, is parked alongside the far wall.

The passenger door swings open.

‘Get in,’ a voice calls out, but I can’t see anyone yet.

I hesitate, glancing around. The place is deserted. Of course it is… it’s Betts’ style to want me feeling as vulnerable as possible.

My boots scuff the ground as I approach. I ignore the driver and peer into the back seat. Betts lounges there, his grin as oily as the gel slicking back his hair. He’s not a handsome man – his pockmarked face too pinched, his teeth yellowed – but he thinks he is. The smell of no doubt expensive, but eye-wateringly strong, cologne wafts out, making me sneeze.

‘Come on, don’t be shy.’ He pats the seat next to him, and a large diamond ring on his pinkie finger catches the light. It’s so big it looks false, but Betts is a very successful man – if he’s to be believed – so I doubt it is.

I climb in, and the door closes with a quiet thunk. Sealing me in. The cream leather seat feels cool against my legs, and thanks to his diagonal, sprawled position, I’m sitting too close to him. Uncomfortably close.

A privacy screen separates us from the driver, which only makes my nerves worse.

Betts relaxes back, smirking. ‘You look on edge.’

‘I’m not,’ I lie.

‘Course not. Someone like you must have a hell of a lot of front.’ He picks up a glass from the console, swirling the amber liquid inside. ‘So, how’s your new life in London going, so far?’

My mouth dries up. I don’t answer.

Betts gives an unpleasant chuckle. ‘I think we’d both agree it’s going extremely well… for you, that is.’ His expression grows dark. ‘For me, not so much. I’ve nothing to show for it, see, and if there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s being taken for a fool.’

‘I’m not taking you for a fool. I’m⁠—’

‘Hush.’ His hand whips toward me, and I flinch. It stops a few inches away from my face and his index finger lightly touches my mouth. It’s all I can do not to recoil as my nostrils fill with the smell of tobacco.

‘You know why I wanted to see you, right?’ His hand drops away, and I take a breath.

I say nothing.

‘We’ll get to why you blanked my calls and messages later. Don’t try to play a player, Alicia. I know you’ve got your claws into Connors, and there’s something you should have found out about him by now, if you were doing your job correctly. It would also show your loyalty is to me.’

‘I need a bit more time, so I can give you a complete picture,’ I say, desperate to buy myself some space.

‘I don’t need the complete picture; I need dirt, Alicia. Proper dirt. Not what he likes in the bedroom or how he takes his coffee in the morning. I need something that will make those fine, upstanding councillors jump up and run, next month. Something that will extinguish his investors’ trust, so they pull out their money.’

‘I know that.’

‘That’s good, because it’s the only way I can guarantee that final decision committee will tell me the site is mine, and his dreams for a poxy Orbit Manchester are dead in the water.’

‘I’m working on it.’

‘Right. See, you also need to keep to your side of the bargain, because when we’re square, I’ll leave you alone. I’m a man of my word.’ Betts’ eyes turn cold and calculating. We both know he’s anything but. ‘What I mean is, if you don’t bring me something useful soon, then it’s going to be a shame… for little Brodie.’

My heart stutters.

‘What?’ My voice is barely a whisper.

Betts leans in, his breath hot and sour. ‘He’s a handsome little kid. Be such a pity if something happened to him.’

‘I know you sent someone round to the house. Asking questions.’

He shrugs. ‘If you ignore me, I’ll find ways to make you listen, sweetheart. No harm done… this time. But I can’t give any guarantees if you don’t come good. It’ll be more than questions next time.’

‘I’m warning you, Betts⁠—’

‘You’re warning me?’ He laughs then, a sharp, ugly bark. ‘You’ve got no cards left to play, and I’m getting tired of being nice. Here’s the deal. Do as I say, or your cosy little life, and all your future plans, will be going up in smoke.’

Panic wells up in my chest, but I dampen it back down. I have to give him something; I have no choice.

‘I wanted to wait a bit longer to get more information, but if you must know, I think Trent Connors is hiding something about Saskia Portman. She’s his ex-girlfriend who died at The Orbit fourteen months ago.’

Betts gives me a wide grin and claps his hand against his thigh. ‘That wasn’t too hard, was it?’ Then he changes tack and says, ‘That’s good. What else?’

‘Trent told me he found her, the night she died. He seemed gutted.’

Betts laughs softly. ‘I bet he did. Go on.’

‘I found an article online that said she’d died in The Orbit’s swimming pool, but Trent denies that. He’s lying about it, so I’m asking myself, why is that? It was an accident, I think… but nobody seems to know for sure.’

‘So, what’s your plan?’

‘Nobody wants to talk about it at The Orbit, but I can definitely smell something bad around it. I just need some time to work through it, OK?’

‘Not OK. I need progress on this and quick.’

‘Well, the trail has gone cold. But I’ll get what you need, no problem.’

He lets out a menacing chuckle. ‘You think you’re good… and generally, you are. But you’re not that good. Sometimes, you can’t see what’s happening right under your nose.’

There’s something about the expression on his face that I don’t like. ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘I mean, sometimes the most interesting stuff happens a lot closer to home. You should ask your sister.’

I sit up.

‘Relax,’ Betts says mockingly. ‘We’re just having a chat, right?’

I open my mouth to challenge him again, but he shifts closer, his hand brushing against my knee. I shrink back, pressing up against the seat.

‘Don’t touch me,’ I snap.

His hand doesn’t move. Instead, his grin stretches wider, and his fingers creep a little higher to my thigh, his eyes gleaming darkly.

I act without thinking. My hand lashes out, knocking the glass from his fingers. It shatters against the console, spilling whisky everywhere.

Betts swears, making a grab for me. His fingers clamp around my wrist, digging in hard. I cry out, twisting away, but he doesn’t let go.

‘You stupid little bitch, listen to me. I know a way to get more on this, but it needs someone on the inside. That’s where you come in, so listen carefully.’

Back at The Orbit, I feign illness to Trent.

He frowns. ‘I would’ve sent a car, you know that. Why didn’t you answer my earlier messages?’

‘Sorry. I hardly looked at my phone.’

‘You’ve probably caught something off your son,’ he says grumpily. ‘I don’t know why you had to take off like that. Surely, you knew it might be catching.’

‘I didn’t think, but I needed to see him.’

No ‘How is Brodie?’ Trent’s caring, reasonable-guy mask just slipped. But I can’t be arsed for a row about this. To do what I need to do, I need Trent onside. I need him to be unsuspecting.

He frowns. ‘I can’t afford to miss the next couple of days’ meetings because you’re missing your son. Have you got anything interesting for me yet?’

‘Interesting?’

‘You know – the reason I’m paying you a six-figure salary,’ he snaps. ‘Dirt on Betts.’

‘Not yet. But I should have something soon.’

‘Let’s hope so, because we’ve got a final decision coming up on the Manchester project in under a month. I’d hate for you to let me down on this.’

His phone vibrates, and he gets up, his footsteps echoing down the hallway as he walks with his phone clamped to his ear, his brow furrowed in concentration.

I wait until he’s left and pull out my laptop. I scroll way back through my old, encrypted notes, scanning the pages I pulled together on Steve Betts a few years ago when I had my own business.

His face stares back at me from an old press photo – square jaw, gritted smile, the look of a man who’s spent his life making deals and keeping secrets. I tried to get the measure of him back then, but now, sifting through this again, I rue the day I ever got involved with him.

At the time, I had access to material that was meant to be top secret – files I was never supposed to see. Connections I wasn’t meant to trace. Betts was careful, but no one can cover their tracks completely. I pull out a few names from the notes and start searching.

Some are exactly as I remember – businessmen with too much money and too little conscience, their dealings littered with lawsuits and hushed-up scandals. A property developer accused of bribing officials. A financier whose hedge fund collapsed under suspicious circumstances.

But now, I see the connections. These aren’t just random names. These are the backers for Betts’ Manchester campaign.

I dig deeper, my pulse quickening. At least two of them have convictions for financial crimes in the UK – fraud, money laundering. One name makes my stomach tighten. I don’t know exactly what he does, but I remember the whisper of it: arms dealing, or something close to it.

This is something. A thread I can pull.

If I bring this to Trent first, keep him onside, I might just buy myself some time. If I play it right, I might even find a way to use it against Betts.

Either way, I finally have something to work with.

I can’t tell if Betts is still in touch with any of them, but Trent will want to see this. He plays things cool, but I know how he operates. Information is currency, and I might have just stumbled on something valuable. Something that will make him want to keep me around.

I save the new document for Trent, close the laptop, and sink onto the bed. My body is heavy with exhaustion, but sleep won’t come.

Betts’ words keep circling, poisoning every thought – sometimes the most interesting stuff happens a lot closer to home. You should ask your sister.

What the hell did Betts mean by that? And why hasn’t Jen replied to my messages? I texted her in the cab, again when I got into bed – still nothing.

Then there’s Saskia.

Trent swears he had nothing to do with her death. Betts claims otherwise. One of them is lying. And I need to figure out the truth before it’s too late.

I shut my eyes, but there’s no escape – Saskia Portman’s mother’s open letter playing on repeat in my head, word for word. A relentless echo I can’t seem to silence.

That night, I wait until Trent is asleep.

I slip silently through the penthouse, my bare feet soundless on the cool marble floors. His office door is locked – just as it was before. I press my palm against the wood, frustration burning in my chest.

Betts told me the secret to the truth about Saskia lies in here. I just need to find a way in.

It takes me just a couple of days to come up with a plan.


TWENTY-SIX


WEDNESDAY

‘Investment meeting,’ Trent mouths at my bedroom door, pointing to the phone clamped to his ear and waving once before disappearing down the hall talking into it as he leaves for work.

Later, Ingrid lets herself in. She drops her bag, coat and scarf on the coat rack like she always does, her keys rattling as they settle on the hook by the door.

Her routine is exact, down to the rhythm of her movements, and I know her habits quite well now. She’ll vacuum first, then dust the already immaculate surfaces. Then she’ll start with the bedrooms before finally giving the kitchen one last wipe down.

And the office? Trent’s made it clear she’s not to touch it.

But I remember the day he asked her for the spare key. I’d been nearby, hearing him grumbling about leaving his set of keys in the car, and he asked Ingrid to hand him the spare for the office.

I stand by the doorway, waiting patiently. The vacuum hums in the hallway, the sound drawing closer as Ingrid finishes the lounge. It’s now or never.

She glances up as I enter, clearly surprised to see me.

‘I’m sorry to ask, Ingrid, but Trent’s going to be pulling up outside The Orbit any time now and he needs some paperwork taking down.’ I hold up a thick envelope, feigning the rush of someone about to get on a call. ‘He asked if you could possibly take it down to him. I’ve got an important call in five minutes’ time.’

For a split second, Ingrid’s face had tightened with irritation, but as soon as I mentioned it’s Trent’s request and not mine, her expression softened. I know she’d do just about anything for him – something about his looks and charm that has even this woman of almost sixty fluttering her eyelashes for approval.

Ingrid willingly takes the sealed envelope I’ve filled with scrap paper. I add, ‘He might be five or ten minutes yet, if you don’t mind waiting down there, but rest assured he’s on his way.’

Ingrid mutters something, slips on a cardigan, and heads for the door. For a second, her hand wavers over the keys. But she thinks better of it, heading out without them, and the door closes behind her with a soft click.

I don’t waste a second. I snatch the keys from the hook and head straight for the office. The first key on the ring doesn’t fit, and I feel a swell of panic as I try the next. But the third one clicks smoothly into place. I twist it, the surprisingly heavy door swinging open with the slightest creak, and then I step inside.

Inside, it’s… different. Unlike the rest of the penthouse, the office is a chaotic blend of papers, files and a couple of half-empty cups. A grand, antique desk dominates the room, stacked with folders in haphazard piles, documents spilling over onto the mahogany surface. It’s like Trent’s crazy twin works in here, someone untidy and frantic who’s hiding his real self from the outside world.

I edge toward the desk, fingertips brushing across stacks of paperwork and invoices. Charts of stocks and shares, property portfolios, calculations scribbled on notepads and scattered carelessly. It’s a mess.

I begin rummaging through all the stuff on his desk until I recognise the glint of small keys partially buried in a pen caddy. Desk drawer keys, if I’m right. I pull them out, trying each one until the top drawer unlocks with a soft click. I reach inside, pulling out the first file.

The label catches my attention: SP. Could SP stand for Saskia Portman?

I open it, rifling through the pages, and my heart skips a beat as I take in the contents – printouts of online articles, legal documents he’s signed regarding the removal of online references to Saskia Portman in relation to ‘The Orbit’ or ‘Trent Connors’. I think about how put out he was when I said I’d found the Metro article. It looks like he’s worked very hard to eradicate himself and his business interests from any mention of Saskia’s death.

Other documents include her passport and official transcripts of two police interviews Trent has had with the Met. I scan the sheets and read a few lines.

METROPOLITAN POLICE

INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT

March 2024

Present: DI Kumar, DS Hines, Trent Connors

DI Kumar: Can you tell us what happened on the night you discovered Saskia’s body?

Mr Connors: It was late. Early hours. I went to bed with a migraine but Saskia wasn’t ready to call it a day. She insisted she wanted to go for a swim. She’d had a lot to drink that night and… well, I suspected she might have taken something, too.

DI Kumar: As in recreational drugs?

[Mr Connors nods.]

DI Kumar: Speak up for the tape, please.

Mr Connors: Yeah, she liked the odd line.

DI Kumar: So you went back to the penthouse, and Miss Portman went up to the pool?

Mr Connors: Yes. When I woke up a couple of hours later and she wasn’t back, I had a horrible feeling something might be wrong. I tried her phone, and it rang out, so I pulled on my clothes and went up there.

So, Saskia had drowned in the very same pool Trent tried to screw me in on that first night. He looked me in the eye a couple of days ago and lied through his teeth.

My fingers trace over Saskia’s name scribbled in the margins of other sheets. He’s made notes about her spending patterns, phone calls, even receipts from her travels. And it’s not just financials. I feel nauseous when I find stills from obviously covert cameras in the penthouse. One clearly shows Saskia unaware and in her underwear in the master bedroom.

This file is an account of her life, a window into his surveillance and control of her. I swallow and look around the room. No cameras in here, but I’ll need to check the whole apartment.

The bottom drawer is locked, and I slide the key in, my heart pounding louder with each second that ticks by. It turns, and I pull it open slowly. Inside, there’s another folder, labelled simply Contracts. Taped to the inside cover is a USB memory stick, which I pull off and slide into my pocket.

My fingers tremble as I flick through the paperwork, my breath shallow.

At first, it’s just names. Women I don’t recognise, printed in crisp black ink. But then I see the non-disclosure agreement, dated a year before Saskia’s death.

The identical one he asked me to sign.

I swallow hard, flipping through the folder. More pages, more names. Half a dozen, maybe more. Each one tied to a separate NDA, all within the last five or six years.

My pulse pounds in my ears as the reality sinks in.

This isn’t about me. It was never about me for Trent. I’m just another name on a list.

I think of the way Trent looked at me, the way he made me feel like I mattered, like I was different. The easy charm, the slow smiles, the moments that felt genuine. All of it, a carefully constructed illusion. A pattern. A routine.

I grip the folder tighter, forcing my eyes back to the pages. Some of the agreements have been signed, neatly inked signatures sealing their silence. Others are left blank. Unfinished.

Unclaimed.

A chill snakes down my spine.

I was so focused on Betts, on playing this game between them, I didn’t stop to consider the other places danger might lurk.

Trent Connors is a master manipulator. But what he doesn’t know is: so am I.

I’m lost in the papers, my mind reeling when I hear it – the unmistakable sound of the front door opening. The slam reverberates through the silence before I can cover my tracks and get out of here.

Footsteps thunder down the hallway, and the office door is thrown wide open.

I ready myself for a confrontation with Trent. But it’s Ingrid who stands there, her features knotted in shock.

Her pressed uniform and polished shoes scream decorum, but the look in her eyes doesn’t match. Her glare is mean and sharp, and her scrawny cheeks are flushed.

‘What are you doing in here?’ she demands, her voice steely.

A bolt of fear hits me. She’s going to tell Trent. Of course she will.

I can already picture it – the sharp cut of his disappointment, the fury when he realises I’ve gone behind his back. He won’t want explanations, won’t even consider them. He’ll see betrayal and act fast.

I swallow hard, but I refuse to shrink under Ingrid’s stare. She’s been watching me from the start, quietly assessing. If she smells fear now, I’m done.

I square my shoulders. ‘I don’t owe you an explanation,’ I say, keeping my voice even. ‘You’re here to manage the penthouse, not police my every move.’

Her eyes narrow slightly. ‘And yet, here you are, sneaking around Mr Connors’ private office.’

My pulse spikes, but I don’t let it show. I step toward her, meeting her gaze head-on.

‘But I’d think very carefully before running to Trent about this. I have quite an influence over him now, you know. I could easily convince him we don’t need a private housekeeper.’

A flicker of something crosses her face – hesitation? Amusement? I can’t tell.

She exhales slowly. ‘Be careful, Miss Alicia.’

For the first time, Ingrid looks unsure. She turns to close the office door, the haughty mask slipping as something more conflicted flickers in her eyes. She sighs, and her whole body deflates a little.

‘I can’t say much more.’ Her voice is quieter now, almost soft. ‘And I’ll deny everything if you repeat this. But I’m telling you, woman to woman, you’re not safe here. You should leave.’

The air between us crackles with tension. My heart races as I try to make sense of her words. Ingrid, the iron-fisted guardian of Trent’s home… is warning me?

‘Not safe?’ I repeat, my voice quieter now. ‘Are you threatening me?’

Her expression hardens again. ‘This isn’t about me. I’m trying to do you a kindness.’

‘A kindness?’ I laugh bitterly. ‘You’ve hated me since I moved in here. I get the feeling you’d do anything to get rid of me.’

‘I don’t hate you,’ she says wearily. ‘It’s just… not everyone here is quite who they seem. Bad things happen in a place like this.’

‘Are you talking about Saskia? I know about her death.’

Her face pales slightly. ‘You don’t know everything. Go now, while you’ve still got the option. Go to your little boy.’

How does she know I have a son? She’d been so silent when she came back to tidy up after the styling session last week. Who knows how many times she’s snuck in without me knowing and maybe overheard my phone calls to Jen and even Betts when Trent has been out?

‘You might be trying to help, but I have to find out what happened here. I have no choice,’ I say finally, thinking about Steve Betts’ threats against my family and the reason I have to see this through. ‘So I’m not going anywhere.’

Ingrid doesn’t argue. She doesn’t shout or push me any further. Instead, she regards me with something that looks a lot like pity.

Our eyes meet, and then without another word, she turns and walks away, her footsteps sharp and deliberate on the polished wooden floor.

Trent’s office feels colder somehow, as if the air has shifted in here. I glance at the keys on the desk, at the drawer I’d been rifling through before Ingrid barged in. My hands tremble slightly as I shove the keys back into the desk tidy and then take the memory stick and grab the folder.

Ingrid’s words keep circling around my mind: Not everyone in this place is quite who they seem.


TWENTY-SEVEN


The penthouse feels unnervingly still now that Ingrid has gone, as though the place has been stripped of its heartbeat. The silence isn’t comforting – it presses in, heavy and watchful. I linger for a moment, listening to nothing but the muted hum of the air conditioning and the faint sound of my own breathing.

With the folder of documents wedged under my arm, I move quickly into the living room, my pulse hammering. I drop onto the sofa – Trent’s favourite spot – my grip tightening around the papers. He’s spent hours here, staring out at the city like he owns it, like nothing can touch him.

The thought unsettles me.

I shouldn’t be sitting here. I shouldn’t be wasting time.

I flip the folder open, scanning the pages, my breath coming fast. I don’t have long before Trent gets back. And if he catches me with this⁠—

I push the thought away and focus. I need to find exactly what I can use. Something solid. Something that gives me the upper hand.

When I plug the memory stick into the laptop, my fingers begin to tremble, but the click of the USB in the slot is sharp and final. There’s no turning back now.

The laptop flickers to life and a series of numerical files appears. I double-click on them in turn. For each one, static hisses across the screen, breaking the silence of the room… but then nothing else.

About six files in, the static hisses, and then an image appears. It’s The Orbit’s swimming pool, the date and time flashing in the top left corner.

I catch my breath. It’s a wide, serene shot, the blue water rippling gently in the glow of the underwater lights. For a long moment, there’s nothing but the gentle rippling of the surface. It’s hypnotic. Lulling. But then she appears.

I freeze the video, my pulse thudding in my ears.

She’s stepped into view from the right-hand edge of the frame, her slim silhouette etched against the shimmering blue of the pool. Even in the grainy security footage, she’s striking. High cheekbones, full lips, a delicate jawline. Her long, dark hair tumbles over one shoulder, curled and bouncy.

I know this face. Saskia.

I’ve seen it in the Metro online article, in the photos in Trent’s office. But seeing her like this, alive, moving – it’s different. It’s eerie.

Because for a split-second, it’s like I’m looking at myself.

The resemblance is undeniable. The same long limbs, the same hair. Even the way she moves – it sends a chill through me.

I press play again. She’s laughing, though the video has no sound, her head tilting back in carefree abandon. Her cocktail dress clings to her like molten silver, catching the light as she wobbles, unsteady on her feet. Drunk, I think. Her bare toes skim the tiles, and she glances back over her shoulder and says something, her movements languid and flirtatious. Clearly a gesture meant for someone.

Someone who answers her call.

Trent steps into frame with an ice bucket in one hand and two glasses clasped by their stems in the other. His grin is confident, his eyes fixed on the beautiful woman in front of him. My chest tightens, bitterness rising sharp and acrid in my throat. He moves with a confidence I recognise. He owns the place. Owns her. Owns everything and everyone around him. My fingers curl against the laptop’s edge, the hard metal biting into my skin.

Saskia slinks out of her dress, the silk slipping to the tiles in one fluid motion.

Beneath, she wears nothing but a wisp of lingerie, the kind that would make me feel underdressed and self-conscious. Her movements are sensual and deliberate. She knows she’s being watched – knows the power she wields.

Naked, she slips into the water with the smoothness of a seal, her body cutting through the surface with barely a ripple. Trent pours two glasses of champagne and sets them on the side before shedding his clothes with practised ease before following her into the water. As though this is routine. As though he’s done this before.

With her. With others. With…

Me.

I clench my teeth.

How many women before me, before her, looked like this? How many more did he bring here, give the same promises, the same attention, only for them to vanish when he was done?

There’s a pattern. A routine.

And now, I’m part of it.

I watch, barely breathing, transfixed by Saskia’s long legs wrapping around him in the water. She throws back her head, her laughter soundless but joyful. It feels obscene to watch – the intimacy of it all. The way they lock together as if their bodies were made to fit.

It’s sickeningly familiar. The laughter, the champagne, the easy way he draws her into his arms. I’ve seen this before. Lived it. For a moment, it feels like I’m watching a ghost of myself.

A metallic tang fills my mouth as I bite my tongue. I want to slam the laptop shut, but I don’t. I can’t.

Then something shifts. Trent bends forward, says something into her ear and steps back. Saskia shakes her head. A small movement, sharp and final.

Trent reaches for her wrist, but Saskia yanks away.

Her movements become erratic – she gestures at him, agitated, her hands cutting through the air. She steps back, but Trent follows, closing the space between them again.

She shoves him. Not hard, but enough to make him stumble back a step in the water.

Trent straightens slowly.

Saskia’s chest rises and falls, her stance rigid. She pushes him away again, her arms slicing through the water in jerky, disjointed strokes. Trent raises his hands, calm and placating, but Saskia is having none of it.

She’s shouting, her words lost to the silence of the video, but her fury is visceral and raw. She turns and swims to the edge of the pool. Trent follows, his movements steady and deliberate.

He reaches for her leg just as she clambers out. Saskia turns, kicks out at him, and then she slips. The soundless video somehow makes it worse – her head cracking against the side, a sickening motion that makes my stomach flip. She tumbles back into the water, and for a horrible moment, there’s nothing. Just ripples spreading outward.

For a long second, time seems to stand still, everything paused. Then Trent goes after her, pulling her to the surface with a desperation that seems genuine. He shakes her, tries to breathe air into her lungs, his movements frantic. And then… he stops.

He just stops. Cradling her, his face tilted upward, caught perfectly by the camera. His expression is impossible to read.

And then, he lets her go. As easily as that.

Her body sinks beneath the surface, swallowed by the water before she bobs back up again. Trent climbs out, his movements careful and considered. He picks up the ice bucket and his drink, leaving Saskia’s glass behind. Then he gathers his clothes and walks out of frame without looking back.

The static returns, louder this time, before the screen goes black again.

I watch the footage again and again, before finally sitting motionless, the laptop perched on my knees while the video downloads, my breath shallow and ragged. My hands tremble as I drag the file into my cloud storage. The image of Saskia’s lifeless form drifting in the water is seared into my mind, but it’s not just the horror of witnessing her death that churns in my chest. It’s shock and disbelief. Anger with myself that I could have been so gullible as to believe Trent’s flattering assurances.

My phone buzzes beside me, making me start. I open the notification, hoping it’s Jen. But the text message is from Steve Betts.

Any update?

He’s pushing me, using me. He’s never going to let me go.

What I’ve found will blow his mind – it will give Betts the ammunition he needs to destroy Trent. Two men, desperate to ruin each other to win the contract for their projects. But I’m not ready to hand this over. Not yet. For the first time, I’m thinking beyond my own survival.

Betts wanted dirt on Trent, and now I have it. But what I’ve uncovered about Betts is just as damning. They’re different men, but they’re both playing the same game – bribery, blackmail, corruption, and they don’t care who gets caught in the crossfire. Two predators circling each other, waiting to see who lands the killing blow first.

What if I don’t pick a side?

The idea grips me. If I can be smart about this, if I can find the right leverage, I might just be able to burn them both to the ground – and walk away free.

The soft creak of the front door opening jerks me back into my body.

‘Only me!’ Trent’s voice carries down the hallway, warm and casual. The door slams shut behind him and I hear him kicking off his shoes, his phone dinging with one of the hundred or more notifications he receives in a day.

He’s back early. Much earlier than he said.

Calm. Keep calm.

My heart hammers as I push my phone and the memory stick back into my pocket, close the laptop and place it on top of the document folder. Picking them up, I lurch to my feet, grabbing my cashmere cardigan from the back of the sofa, folding it over my arm, concealing the items underneath.

My mind races, the CCTV recording playing on a loop in my head. Has Ingrid told him what I’ve done?

‘Hey!’ Trent steps into the living room, loosening his tie, his smile as polished as ever. ‘Busy day?’

He doesn’t know.

I force a smile and keep it in place until it feels my face might crack. ‘You could say that.’

I walk toward him, each step a tremendous effort to achieve without my legs giving out on me. I veer to the side slightly to get past him, but he moves quickly and grabs me, wraps his arms around me.

‘Listen. I came back early because we need to talk. Have you got something for me yet?’

‘What?’ I look up at him, tightly clutching the laptop and file to my side, terrified one or both will fall to the floor and reveal what I know. What might he do? He could bash my head in and say I tripped. I’ll end up silenced, the same way as Saskia…

‘I’d like an update on where you are. Right now.’

‘Fine.’ I keep my voice strong and confident and wedge the folder from Trent’s office under one arm. I move away from him and open my laptop, find the document I’ve been working on and set it on the coffee table in front of him.

Trent leans forward, his eyes hungrily scanning the screen. His expression unreadable – at first. But then, his gaze sharpens.

He scrolls on to the next page. Then the next.

I watch the shift in his posture – the tightening of his jaw, the way his fingers press the edge of the laptop. He exhales sharply through his nose and finally looks up at me.

He says quietly, ‘Where the hell did you get all this?’

I stare at the modular white coffee table in front of me, clearing my mind of swimming-pool blue. I keep my voice even. ‘Does it matter?’

Trent doesn’t answer. He goes back to the report again, his eyes flicking hungrily over those names and the connections I’ve drawn between Betts’ Manchester project and its investors.

‘I traced two of them to financial crimes in the UK – fraud, money laundering. And this one…’ I indicate a name close to the bottom of the list. ‘He’s a ghost. No official records. No legitimate businesses. But there are whispers. Arms dealing, shell companies, offshore accounts. He’s backing Betts, and his money is very dirty.’

Trent lets out a low whistle and leans back in his chair.

I close the laptop and watch him coolly. ‘I think it’s safe to say that all of this violates the Manchester planning committee’s approval criteria.’

Trent nods, his expression brightening. ‘In less than a month, that financial planning committee is going to take one look at this and throw Betts out of town.’

‘No doubt about it,’ I say.

His eyes meet mine, and for the first time, I see something new in them. Not just intrigue. Not just appreciation.

Respect.

He walks over to me. ‘Gotta hand it to you, Alicia. This is exactly what I needed.’

I bristle slightly, my heart hammering as I clutch the folder tightly under my arm. I did it, and now Trent owes me. I intend to cash in that debt when the time is right.

His subtle cologne, that I liked at first, smells acrid and false. His usually smooth skin is bristled with whiskers, and his eyes look darker somehow, as if they’re pooled with shadows.

I think about the stack of NDAs pressed close. All the women he’s played over the past few years. And I think about Saskia, so full of life… until she suddenly wasn’t. How he covered his tracks and then left her there, cold and alone in her watery grave.

Gently, Trent’s hand turns my jaw toward him and his soft lips cover my mouth, the tip of his tongue pushing gently inside my mouth. I force myself to respond, swallowing down the clot of revulsion that rises in my throat.

I keep my eyes open, take in the pristine walls of the lounge and the eye-wateringly beautiful designer furniture. It’s empty and clinical and soulless.

All of it.
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JEN


THURSDAY

Jen senses it the moment she steps into the house. Something is off.

The air is thick with tension, pressing against her like a warning. She barely sets the doctor’s pamphlets down on the side table before Pete steps into view, leaning against the kitchen doorway at the end of the narrow hall.

His face is shadowed, his silence heavy.

Jen swallows, fingers fumbling with Brodie’s pushchair straps. ‘Hello,’ she says, keeping her voice light.

Pete doesn’t answer. Just stands there, watching her.

A chill creeps up her spine. Her mind races like it always used to do. The same question she always used to ask presents itself in her mind: What have I done? If she can just figure it out – work out what’s made him angry – she might be able to avoid the worst of it.

Always questioning herself and never him. Scanning through the past few days, every conversation, every move she’s made.

She lifts Brodie out of his seat, pressing a kiss to his soft curls, trying to steady herself. ‘Come on, sweetie.’ Her voice barely wavers, but her hands are shaking. Under Pete’s gaze, she carries him into the living room, lowering him onto the rug among his scattered building bricks.

‘Is something wrong, Pete?’ she asks finally.

Pete gives that slow, knowing smile that turns her blood to ice.

‘Tell me again what happened when your sister visited,’ he says, his tone calm. Almost casual.

The walls seem to press in around her. ‘She… She came to see how Brodie was. We had coffee, just chatted for a while. That was it, really.’

‘And the money?’

‘Yes, she left us some money. I told you that.’

‘And how much did she give you, again?’

Her pulse pounds. He’s setting a trap, waiting for her to step into it.

‘Two hundred,’ she says quickly. ‘I gave it to you, remember?’

Pete exhales through his nose, shaking his head as if disappointed. Then he pulls a thick wad of cash from his pocket and tosses it onto the coffee table.

‘Only, I found another eight hundred quid stuffed in laddo’s sock drawer upstairs,’ he says casually.

Jen’s breath catches. ‘Pete, I-I’ve been saving. I swear⁠—’

‘Liar!’ His hand moves fast, tangling in her hair and yanking her head back. Pain sears through her scalp, but she barely registers it because Brodie is wailing now, his cries splitting the air.

She claws at Pete’s grip, but he shoves the heel of his hand against her mouth.

‘Shut it,’ he hisses, his face inches from hers. ‘You don’t get to talk until I say you can.’

Brodie’s sobs turn frantic, his little hands reaching for her.

Jen forces herself to go still. She won’t scream. She won’t give Pete a reason to turn on him. Her breath comes in short, ragged bursts.

‘OK, I lied,’ she chokes out. ‘But the rest of the money – it’s for Brodie.’

Pete yanks harder, and she feels the sharp sting of hair ripping from her scalp. A yelp escapes before she can stop it. Brodie screams louder, crawling away in terror.

Then, just as suddenly, Pete lets go, shoving her back. She stumbles, catching herself against the sofa.

‘We’re leaving this dump. Now.’

Jen’s chest heaves. ‘Leaving? To go where?’

He doesn’t answer.

Jen grabs Brodie and bolts up the stairs, clutching him tightly in her arms. His little fists grip her sweater, his face buried in her shoulder, his sobs shaking his small body.

Pete’s footsteps thunder behind them.

‘Jen!’ he roars. ‘Get back here!’

She lunges inside the bathroom, slams the door shut and twists the lock just as Pete’s fists pound against the wood.

‘Open the door!’ he shouts. The handle rattles violently. ‘You’re making this worse for yourself, you stupid—’ He cuts himself off, breathing hard.

Jen staggers back against the sink, still gripping a now sobbing Brodie, her whole body trembling. She barely registers her own shaking fingers as she fumbles for her phone in her back pocket.

Alicia. She taps the screen, hitting the video call.

It rings. Once. Twice.

‘Come on, come on,’ she pleads as Pete’s frenzied banging and shouting continues.

Then Alicia’s face appears.

‘Jen?’ Alicia’s voice is instantly sharp with concern. ‘What the⁠—’

‘You’ve got to help us!’ Jen gasps, her voice raw with terror. ‘Please, he⁠—’

A loud crack splinters through the room as Pete slams his full weight against the door.

Brodie wails in her arms, his cries high and panicked.

The phone shakes in Jen’s grip as she stumbles backward, but she keeps the camera aimed at the door. ‘Alicia, I’m sorry, I⁠—’

The door bursts open. Pete storms in, eyes wild, chest heaving.

Jen reels back, clutching Brodie tight, but Pete moves faster. He lunges, snatching the phone from her hand. It slips from his grasp, tumbling to the floor, landing face-up.

Jen watches, frozen with fear, as Pete picks it up, turns it over in his palm, then lifts it to his face.

His eyes lock onto the screen. Onto Alicia.

A slow, smug smile stretches across his lips against the backdrop of Brodie’s wails.

‘Bye-bye,’ he murmurs, wiggling his fingers at the camera.

And then he ends the call.


TWENTY-NINE
ALICIA


I stand rooted to the spot, the phone still clutched in my hand like it’s the only thing keeping me upright. My mind buzzes with white noise, but I can’t seem to make a sound. The world around me blurs at the edges, narrowing to the screen that’s still glowing in my palm. I barely register the ache in my fingers from gripping it too hard. I can’t stop replaying the sound of my son crying, my sister pleading – the face of the monster that just tore my world apart.

Trent had just left the penthouse for more meetings when an incoming video call flashed across the screen. Jen.

Finally.

‘Hey—’ I answered, but the second the screen loaded, my blood turned to ice.

Chaos.

Jen screaming. Brodie wailing in the background. The camera shaking violently, the picture blurring as something crashes.

‘Jen!’ I yelled, panic-stricken. ‘What’s happening?’

Jen shouting, a loud crash, Brodie’s terrified sobs. Then the sound of splintering wood and heavy footsteps.

Then her phone dropped, spinning as it hit the floor.

The screen wobbled.

And then⁠—

Pete Scothern’s face appeared.

He stared directly into the camera, locking eyes with me. A slow, knowing smile spread across his lips.

‘Bye-bye,’ he murmured.

And then the call went dead.

I have to call the police tell them Scothern is in the house – that he is hurting Jen. But he’s there right now and the police will take too long.

I bite my lip until I taste blood. I know what it is I must do. I pull up his number and press call.

‘Alicia? To what do I owe this pleasure? Have you⁠—’

‘I need your help.’ I try and keep my voice level, but it cracks. ‘My sister and son are in trouble in Nottingham, Steve. There’s a man… Jen’s ex. She needs urgent help… Can you get someone round there?’

‘You’re supposed to deliver to me, sweetheart. Not the other way around.’ Betts chuckles, his smooth, sickly voice like oil on the end of the line.

I force myself to breathe. ‘She just called me… on video. This guy, he’s a maniac. He’s there, in the house. Can you just send someone⁠—’

‘Calm down. He won’t hurt them.’

‘No, you don’t understand. This is my sister’s ex. He abused her and now he’s… Hang on, what?’

He won’t hurt them. He just said it like he knew what was happening.

‘Scothern is at the house. Yes. I’m aware.’

The walls around me tilt. ‘You… You’re aware?’

‘Scothern’s a nasty piece of work, but… seems your sister, Jen, she can’t resist his charms. Made it easy for me to get him in there as a bit of insurance should you bail on our agreement.’

‘I’m calling the police. Right now. I’m⁠—’

‘No, no. Don’t do that.’ His voice is cold and commanding. ‘Involve the police and you’ll never see your son and sister again. He won’t hurt them unless I give him the nod. And I won’t give him the nod if you can guarantee me some decent information before⁠—’

‘You can’t do this…’ Tears of fury and terror spill down my cheeks. ‘You can’t⁠—’

‘Oh, but I can, my lovely. I can and I am doing this. I’ll send somebody round there to calm things down. But you know exactly how to stop it, so my advice is to get busy and bring me something.’

The line goes dead.

Each minute I’m on the train stretches into an eternity as I stare out of the window at the same unfocused landscape, my mind cycling through every possibility.

I’m trying to force myself to trust Betts when I have never, ever trusted a thing he’s said to me. But I have no choice. Him putting Pete Scothern in Jen’s house smacks of the truth. It’s exactly the kind of thing he’d do.

Betts is probably the only man who can control Scothern. So when he tells me Pete won’t hurt them, that he’ll send someone round to calm things down, I have to believe him. Even though it seemed to me from the video call that Scothern already was hurting Jen.

The train carriage rocks beneath me, too clunky, too slow.

I’d grab my coat, stuffed the memory stick and folder I got from Trent’s office into a large tote bag and called a cab to King’s Cross. All on automatic pilot.

I can’t stop shifting. My fingers twitch, my eyes darting over every patch of countryside that rushes past the window. The Uber from Nottingham station to Jen’s house feels like it’s crawling. By the time we get close, her voicemail box won’t accept any more of my pleading messages.

My nerves feel raw and jangling. But the hatred I feel for Betts and Scothern burns like fuel inside me, somehow propelling me on.

Every time the car stops at a light, my foot taps uncontrollably. I’m willing us to move faster, my stomach churning with something heavy and sour. My fingers keep twitching toward my phone, but there’s nothing I can do now until I get there.

Then the driver slows right down. ‘Accident,’ he murmurs.

The flashing lights catch my eye first. Police cars, an ambulance. A growing knot of people gathering at the scene.

As we crawl past, I see a car pulled awkwardly across the road, half up on the kerb, its hazard lights blinking. I wind down my window as we pass a dazed-looking man talking to an officer, his hands flying around as he gestures wildly.

Then I see it. A body on the ground. A man, his lifeless eyes wide and glassy, one side of his face bloody and mashed. A paramedic approaches with a pale-blue blanket to cover the crumpled body…

My breath catches. The knot in my stomach pulls tighter when I see what’s lying close to the body’s hand… my son’s favourite toy. Flopsy rabbit.

No. No!

‘Stop the car,’ I blurt out. ‘You can drop me here.’

The driver hesitates, looks at me in the rearview mirror. ‘Huh?’

‘Just stop!’ I shout.

The second the car halts, I throw open the door and stumble out. My feet hit the pavement, and I hurtle a few steps to the accident scene. The flashing lights get brighter.

‘Hey! You can’t just go up there!’ a man’s voice shouts behind me, but I don’t stop.

I push through the small crowd that’s gathered, my heart pounding so hard I think it might burst. The closer I get, the more I can see.

And then, there it is, the same angle I saw from the Uber. The blanket draped over the body. A smear of something dark and glistening on the asphalt.

It can’t be him. It can’t be.

‘Madam, you need to step back!’

I don’t even register the officer’s hand on my arm until I’m being pulled back, held in place while my eyes stay locked on the scene.

The driver’s still talking, his voice shaking. ‘I couldn’t stop. He just stepped out – just walked right into the road.’

Another officer bends down and pulls the blanket further over the body.

The blood. The battered, unrecognisable side of his head.

It’s Pete Scothern. Dead. Here, just a street away from Jen’s house.

But my sister and son are nowhere to be seen.

I can’t move. I can’t speak. My legs feel like they might give out.

I abandon the Uber and run. When I get to Jen’s, a strange stillness meets me, as if the entire street has stopped to hold its breath. There’s no one around.

The house looks the same from the outside – nothing unusual – but something is very, very wrong.

I ring the doorbell. I can hear the faint echo of it behind the door, but there’s no movement. No telltale shadows of a harassed Jen approaching through the frosted glass.

I circle around to the back door, peering through the window. Used breakfast dishes sit abandoned on the table, the plates smeared with crumbs, a cereal bowl tipped up. Spilled milk has dried in a puddle near Brodie’s tiny chair, and one of his toys, a bright-red fire truck, lies on its side beneath the table. My stomach clenches. It’s just not like Jen to leave things in such disarray, not when it’s just her and Brodie.

Why did alarm bells not ring before when I noticed this? I’d just put it down to Jen being exhausted but this… this points to a clear faultline in what’s happening within this house.

I return to the front door and dig into my bag for the spare key she gave me when she moved in. My fingers fumble, but I manage to slot it into the lock and twist, pushing open the door. As I step inside, the silence hits me like a wall – thick, oppressive, unnatural. The house is not just empty; it feels completely devoid of any warmth or life at all. As if it’s stood empty for a while.

‘Jen?’ I call, my voice breaking through the silence. ‘Brodie?’ There’s no answer, just the cold echo of my own voice.

I move through the hallway, each footstep muffled against the carpet. The sitting room is dim, the curtains half-drawn. The sofa cushions are unfluffed, a blanket crumpled at one end. Inexplicably, Gerald Giraffe, the sculpture Brodie loves that Jen keeps by the fireplace, lies discarded in the middle of the room.

I make my way upstairs, my pulse thudding in my ears as I climb. The bathroom door is decimated, but there’s nothing in here. No clues, so I move on.

In Jen’s bedroom, the wardrobe stands open, its contents spilling out haphazardly, clothes on hangers but some twisted, mismatched, like they’ve been thrown back without thought.

Then I see it – a man’s jacket, slung over her velvet dressing table stool. Large, dark and unmistakably masculine. A chill grips me as I touch the fabric. It’s rough and heavy – the kind of thing Jen would never buy for herself. I’ve never seen it before, and it’s out of place here.

I turn slowly, scanning the room, although I’m not sure what I’m looking for. But when I walk a few steps toward the bedside table, I see a stack of mail. I reach down and pick up the top letter.

It’s marked for the attention of Mr Peter Scothern. The address is here – Jen’s new house. The place she came to escape him.

Nausea rises in my throat, and the letter blurs before my eyes. Peter Scothern. Betts was telling the truth – he did send Pete here to convince Jen to give him another chance in case I stepped out of line.

That other guy he sent out, to ask questions about me and unnerve Jen, was to send me a warning. What I hadn’t known, was Betts had the real enemy in place within: Scothern living here with my son.

Betts’ cryptic words echo in my head: sometimes the most interesting stuff happens a lot closer to home. You should ask your sister…

Repeating those words silently in my head feels like a knife digging into my skull, slicing through any illusions I’ve had of Jen and Brodie’s safety – of ever escaping Betts and putting the past behind us. He’ll always find a way to keep tabs on me.

Scothern is the thug who put my sister in hospital with a broken arm and concussion, not to mention a litany of bruises and fractures over a number of years before that. He’s the man she swore to keep away from, to never let near her again… the monster I helped her escape by putting up the money for the deposit so she could move away from her old area, to this new place.

A fresh start.

Panic rises in me like a wave, and I clutch the bedpost, trying to reason with myself. Jen wouldn’t have anything to do with Scothern. She wouldn’t! And I’m doubly sure she’d never even consider it while she’s looking after Brodie. She’d never risk my son’s safety by having a man like that around.

Images flood my mind – Jen glancing nervously over her shoulder, her tense grip on Brodie’s arm, her evasive looks.

Sometimes the most interesting stuff happens closer to home. You should ask your sister…

Has he been here all along, hiding in plain sight?

My heart beats faster as I recall Brodie’s sleepless nights, that mark on his temple she said came from a tumble. His recent illness.

I’m tearing through the rooms then, flinging open drawers, checking every corner, every surface. They’re not here. Brodie’s nappy changing bag is missing, a set of his little dinosaur pyjamas and his favourite blue jumper – gone. His favourite toy since he was a baby, Flopsy rabbit. I close my eyes against the picture of it next to Scothern’s dead, pale hand.

I’m frantically scanning the house, trying to piece it all together, and it hits me like a punch to the gut. Jen’s taken my son. Taken him somewhere, and she hasn’t told me because she’s scared of what I’ll say about Scothern.

But if Scothern is dead, where are they? The last time I saw them, Scothern was breaking down the bathroom door to get to them.

My hands shake when I sink onto the edge of the bed, the horror settling over me. Cold and suffocating. Why didn’t Jen call me and tell me what was happening way before this? Why didn’t she ask for help, if she needed it?

But I know the answer to that. I’d seen our mother make the same flawed judgements time and time again.

Jen didn’t know Betts was behind Scothern’s return. She believed every lie that left his vile lips. All the promises men like him make to the women who love them.

Jen – just like Mum did with our loser of a dad – would have genuinely believed he’d changed and that he couldn’t live without her.

The images won’t stop – Jen’s bruises and darting eyes, Brodie’s restlessness before he fell ill… that angry red mark on his head. Jen’s fearful glances at the door and around the room when I visited. It all makes sense now.

She’d been watching out alright, not for Brodie, but for any trace of Scothern that might betray her secret.

If it’s true, then all of it is a lie. Every strange look, every awkward silence… it’s not just the stress and tiredness she claimed. It’s pure, undiluted fear of him. And probably fear of my reaction if I discovered what she’d done.

It was a fear she couldn’t communicate, couldn’t let out, because all this time, he’s been living here, in this house. With my son.

Jen has protected Pete over me and over Brodie’s safety. All this happening while I languished cluelessly in The Orbit with all its meaningless luxury.

I cross my arms and wrap them around myself, my breath ragged and raging. The image of Brodie’s small, pale face flashes in my mind.

A thousand questions spiral in my mind, each one worse than the last. Has Scothern hurt her? Hurt Brodie… before getting himself hit by a car, leaving them stranded and shut away somewhere?

I could spit fire when I think of Betts. The lengths he’s prepared to go to in order to get his dirty project approved and make himself more millions. No one matters to him; people are just interchangeable pawns in his business empire.

Back downstairs, Jen’s small usually neat lounge is in disarray. Cold and stark without Brodie and his toys. It feels like the walls are squeezing closer to me as I picture Scothern looming over Jen, hurting her, as he did before, and this time with Brodie caught in the crossfire.

My eyes settle on the giraffe discarded on the floor. My eyes catch an unusual detail, and I move closer to see a smear of blood underneath it. But whose blood?

Breathe, I tell myself. Just breathe.

My hands numb, I reach for my phone. I’m barely able to focus as I stare down at the screen, Jen’s name highlighted on my contact list. I press the call button again, and it starts to ring.

I’m alert to a muted noise. A ringing, right here next to me. I plunge my hand down between the cushions and my fingers close around cold metal. I pull it out and my heart plummets.

It’s Jen’s phone.


THIRTY


Back on the train and an hour from London, I press my forehead to the cool glass, trying to steady my breathing. My pulse is an erratic drumbeat, my thoughts crashing over each other like waves. I can’t slow down enough to think straight. Every breath scrapes against my ribs, tight and useless.

I’ve called Betts at least half a dozen times, but it just goes through to voicemail. Did he send someone round there like he promised?

The police. I could call them, explain everything. But how long would that take? And I think about Betts’ warning… What if getting the police involved only makes everything even worse?

I bite down on the inside of my cheek, fighting the urge to scream. I’m running out of time. Every option that occurs to me feels like I might be stepping off a cliff.

I’ll make sure you pay in ways you won’t believe.

Betts. He’s the one to blame for this. The problem is, I have no proof that he’s involved. I can’t risk putting Jen and Brodie in more danger.

Then another possibility presents itself. Had Jen escaped from Scothern? Taken Brodie to safety quickly, just the two of them? The only thing I can be certain of is that Scothern is dead. And there’s a sculpture smeared with blood on the living-room floor. But whose blood?

I look down at my phone on the train table, my thumb hovering over Trent’s name. The idea of turning to him churns my stomach. I can only explain why I need help if I’m honest with him. But he’s the only one with the power to help me quickly.

I press the number and hold the phone to my ear. It goes straight to voicemail, and I realise he’s probably still in meetings.

I take a breath. ‘Trent, it’s me. Can you call me back ASAP, please? I need to speak to you. It’s really urgent.’

I’m clutching the phone so tightly, my knuckles ache.

Brodie’s sweet face floats into my mind. The way he scowls when he’s trying to focus, how he scrunches up his nose when he laughs. And Jen – she was the one who promised to look after him while I lived in London. We swore an allegiance: us three against the world.

Betts sent Scothern to her, but ultimately, Jen betrayed me. After everything, she got herself involved with Scothern again, and now they’re gone. The only two people I care about in this world.

The train stops, people get off, new passengers get on. The carriage seems darker, the shadows longer and pressing closer.

Betts didn’t say he had them, but he didn’t categorically deny it, either. He admitted he sent Scothern there. He’s the reason they’re gone.

The clock ticks louder, a hammer against my skull.

Where is my son? And what if I’m already too late?

Barry, the Orbit doorman, waves as I enter, but I barely notice. My legs are shaking as I rush through the revolving doors, clutching my bag to my chest.

‘Miss Alicia… Mr Connors has just been looking for you—’ I hear him call out, but I don’t turn around.

Just as I reach the lift doors, they open, and Eleanor steps out. Her sleek hair is pinned neatly at the nape of her neck, her expression calm as she scans my face.

‘Alicia? Is everything OK?’ Her voice is calm, but something snaps inside me, and my eyes fill with tears. ‘Are you alright?

‘No, I’m cracking up, Eleanor. Seriously.’ My voice wobbles, and the words catch in my throat. I try to smile, to brush past her, but the tears spill over, hot and unstoppable.

Eleanor puts a hand on my arm, her eyes narrowing with concern. ‘Come on,’ she says firmly. ‘Let’s go upstairs. I want to make sure you’re OK.’

I follow her back into the lift, my chest heaving, my head pounding. The ride up feels endless, even though it’s only a few minutes. Eleanor doesn’t say much, just a few murmured reassurances, but the weight of her hand on my arm is steadying, and I find myself feeling grateful I bumped into her.

She takes the key card and punches in a floor. When it stops, I get out.

‘This is not the penthouse floor,’ I say, looking around.

I stare at the walls, the floor… every piece of this palatial prison has started to look the same, like a hall of mirrors – the luxury morphing into a big blob of sameness that sparks off even more anxiety in me.

‘I’m taking you to our apartment,’ Eleanor says firmly. ‘Somewhere you feel safe enough to talk.’

She leads me inside. It’s a smaller living space, but it instantly feels lived in and real. Unlike the penthouse.

‘Stay here,’ she says. ‘Just take a few moments while I get you a glass of water.’

‘Eleanor, my family are missing,’ I blurt out. ‘I have a two-year-old son. My sister’s looking after him while I’m here in London. I’ve just been to the house and… they’ve gone. And… someone’s dead who my sister knew. Her ex.’ I pinch the top of my nose. I’m not making any sense. ‘God, I’ve made such a mess of everything. Put the wrong people first, and now… now I don’t know what to do.’

Eleanor hands me the glass of water and squeezes my hand. ‘Tell me what’s happened. Tell me everything.’

So I do.

‘You’re saying that your sister’s abusive ex is dead, but she’s missing… with your boy?’ Eleanor frowns. ‘What do you think has happened?’

‘I don’t know.’ I feel so hopeless. ‘On the way to Nottingham, after seeing and hearing what was happening on the video call, I felt sure he’d hurt them. But when I saw his body in the road, and Jen and Brodie were gone… who knows? I’m scared Steve Betts has them… or knows where they are.’

‘But… why would Betts have them?’ Eleanor shakes her head. ‘I’m trying to keep up, Alicia, but this is… It’s hard to piece together.’

So, I tell her about my undercover work. ‘I came to The Orbit to get close to Trent because I was already working for Steve Betts. He’s holding something over me, and… I can’t break free of him. He won’t let me go.’

Her eyes widen. ‘You’re working for Steve Betts and Trent?’

I nod. ‘Yes. And neither of them know yet. It was just Betts, and then Trent offered me a job, and I couldn’t turn it down because it’s my shot at getting out of Betts’ control.’

‘Jeez!’ She falls silent, and I can almost see her mind ticking through the implications.

‘They’re both users,’ I add, ‘but Betts has the power to hurt my family. In fact, by using Pete Scothern as an insurance policy, he already has hurt them. And now, Scothern is dead, and I don’t know where they are.’

‘You said you’ve spoken to Betts?’

‘Yes. On the train to Nottingham. He admitted he sent Scothern to the house, so if I didn’t deliver what I’d promised – dirt on Trent – he could blackmail me with my family’s safety.’

‘And what did he say about where Jen and Brodie might be now?’

‘He didn’t admit he had them, but he said nothing would happen to them unless he gave Scothern the go-ahead. But… I honestly don’t think he knows Scothern is dead! The accident had only just happened when I got there.’

‘OK. Let’s see.’ Eleanor rubs her forehead with the heel of her hand. ‘You said earlier that Jen doesn’t know about The Orbit and Trent. She thinks you’re living in a bedsit in Fulham?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Well, let’s just say Jen did manage to get away from Pete… isn’t that where she might have gone, if she has no phone to contact you?’

It’s like a lightbulb turning on in the darkness of my mind. ‘It’s definitely possible,’ I say.

‘So, give me the address. I’ll go over there now and leave her a note while you wait here.’

I’m so grateful to Eleanor for being practical when I can’t find the strength to be.

I text her the bedsit address and stand up. ‘I’m going up to the penthouse now to speak to Trent. It’s time to tell him about Betts and’ – I shake my head, not quite believing what I’m saying – ‘I need to ask for his help.’

She nods. ‘Good luck. You can stay at mine and Hazel’s tonight. I think you could do with the thinking time.’

The lift glides to a stop before I can reach the penthouse floor. The digital screen flashes: Access Denied. My pulse spikes. I press the button again, harder this time. I wave my key card in front of the panel. But it’s not happening.

Frustration knots my stomach as I take the concealed emergency stairs instead. The narrow, cold space is a stark contrast to the glass-and-marble grandeur of the building, but it gets me where I need to go.

When I reach the penthouse door, I swipe my finger over the biometric pad. Nothing. I stand still for facial recognition. A small red light flickers instead of the customary green.

He’s shut me out.

My breath catches as I try again. The lock refuses me, over and over, each failure a fresh slap. I’m locked out like an imposter.

I press my palm flat against the cool wooden doorframe and force myself to breathe. Then I knock. There’s no answer.

A sharp panic edges in. I knock harder. Call out. ‘Trent? Let me in.’

Silence.

The hallway is pristine, every inch of it polished. The mirrored console table I love is there, bearing fresh lilies as always, but the longer I stand in the enclosed space, the more this place feels like a high-end cage.

Thick carpeting swallows any sound, the air smells expensive but artificial and the cameras overhead blink, watching and recording my every move.

I hate this. I hate how easily he can erase me, as if I were never here.

Saskia’s face flashes into my mind, and I bang harder with a closed fist, until my knuckles sting. ‘Trent! You have to speak to me!’

A pause. Then, at last, the lock clicks.

The door swings open, and there he is – sleeves rolled up, jaw tight, looking at me like I’m the one who’s done something wrong.

His voice is quiet and cold. ‘You’d better come in.’

I step inside, but the unease doesn’t leave me.

Around me, the penthouse is as beautiful as ever – vaulted ceilings, floor-to-ceiling windows framing the city skyline – but the walls feel closer than they should.

This luxury is no longer a comfort. It’s more like control.

And right now, Trent has it all, and I have none.


THIRTY-ONE
TRENT


When he opens the penthouse door, Alicia walks in with what looks to Trent like a new confidence. She’s wearing tailored trousers, heeled boots and a cropped leather jacket that hugs her like a second skin. Simple, yes, but exuding a quiet, simple authority that’s new.

Yet, there’s something about her beauty today that makes his skin prickle… like stepping too close to a live wire.

He’s taken his eye off the ball with this one. But he tells himself this is his moment, his decision. He gestures for her to take a seat opposite him.

Alicia sits. Crosses her slim legs, slow and deliberate, and folds her hands in her lap. He thinks she’s lost a bit of weight; her cheekbones look even more chiselled, her long hair framing her stunning, understated features.

She doesn’t break eye contact, and he gets the distinct feeling she’s under the impression she possesses some kind of power here.

Trent straightens his tie, and he thinks about the first time he laid eyes on her, just a few weeks ago. He’d had high hopes for her back then, had believed she would help him gather some intelligence on Betts and provide a nice little distraction while he got what he wanted. He hadn’t been disappointed. The detail in the financial report she’d compiled had blown his socks off.

He had to hand it to her: she’d come up with pure gold. Exceeded his expectations. His best people had been unable to penetrate Betts’ iron-clad defences through legal channels, so he had some searching questions as to how she’d landed such incriminating information.

Now he had what he wanted, Alicia had served her purpose; she could be cut loose just like he’d done with the others.

What a relief it would be to finally drop the Mr Nice Guy act.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ he begins smoothly, unfazed by her cool stare. ‘You know I think very highly of you, Alicia. After all, I recognised your potential, your drive. But recently, things have shifted. It’s become clear that our shared vision of the future doesn’t quite match.’

He watches her face, expecting a flicker of confusion, maybe hurt. But there is no such reaction. It’s clear from her eye contact that Alicia is actively listening to him, but she’s also managing to look unnervingly detached.

‘No hard feelings,’ she says coolly.

‘But hey, come on… I’m intrigued. How did you get that intel about Betts?’

Alicia tips her head, a faint, almost imperceptible smile playing over her lips. ‘I never divulge my sources.’

Ha. There’s that old Alicia attitude that attracted him to her in the first place.

‘What makes you think you’re entitled to anything from me?’

Trent blinks. For a second, he wonders if he’s misheard her. Then he laughs, a sharp bark of disbelief.

‘What makes me think I’m entitled?’ he repeats, leaning forward. His tone hardens. ‘Maybe it’s because I own the penthouse you’re currently living in, or the fact I pay you a ridiculously high salary. Or maybe it just comes down to the fact that I own this entire building and everyone in it.’

The words hang in the air between them, but Alicia does not flinch. She remains perfectly calm, her eyes still locked onto his.

‘Things have changed, Trent. Things you don’t know anything about yet.’

Trent feels the stirrings of irritation growing stronger. He’s always made it his business to keep smart and alert to what’s happening around him. But he’ll play her game, just in case she’s going to reveal something interesting. ‘Let’s hear it then. Time for you to be honest, Alicia.’

‘It wasn’t me I was thinking about.’

He leans back in his chair, spreading his arms. ‘Then enlighten me… what the hell are you talking about?’

The silence stretches for a few long moments before she speaks.

‘I gave you the chance to tell me the truth about what happened to Saskia Portman,’ she says, her gaze never wavering. ‘And you lied through your teeth.’

Trent freezes. Just for a second. Then he laughs again, although this time, even he can hear it has a new forced, brittle sound.

‘I lied? About what, exactly?’ He’s struggling to keep the irritation out of his voice, but he’s rattled. He is definitely rattled.

‘You lied about everything.’

Alicia takes her phone from her bag and presses the screen.

Trent looks down, and his blood runs cold. On the screen, grainy CCTV footage plays. It’s the footage of him and Saskia. In the pool. There’s no sound on the video, but he can hear her laughter echoing faintly in his head, the way it mingled with the ripple of the water. Then the scene shifts. The struggle.

His hand on her leg, the sharp splash as her body hit the water.

Oh God, he can still feel the sting of chlorine in his nose from that night and the sickly-sweet smell of spilled champagne, sticky and clinging to his hands.

He forces himself to breathe slowly. Anger will expose him, and the last thing he needs is to look like a man backed into a corner – even if that’s exactly what he is.

Trent lunges for the phone, but Alicia is faster. She pulls it back, holding it just out of reach.

‘I can let you have a copy, but you can’t have my phone,’ she says calmly. ‘The original is quite safe.’

Trent’s face darkens. ‘Is Betts involved in this?’ he hisses.

Alicia nods. ‘That’s how I knew the footage existed in the first place. He’d had a tip-off the CCTV was working the day Saskia died and that you had a copy of the footage. You tried your best to bury it, but’ – she shrugs – ‘here we are.’

Trent’s jaw tightens. His mind races, calculations firing. He can feel the fury bubbling beneath his skin.

‘If you’ve seen the footage then you know I didn’t kill Saskia. It was an accident.’

‘Absolutely,’ she says. ‘You didn’t kill her. But you didn’t help her either.’

‘I did… I tried to resuscitate her! I⁠—’

‘And when it didn’t work, you ditched her. Dumped her back in the water. You didn’t call an ambulance or the police. You only thought about your own skin, even remembering to clear away the evidence of your champagne glass. Then you buried the CCTV footage and lied to the police.’

‘It wasn’t me who buried it,’ he says. ‘I was blackmailed over the footage.’

Alicia shakes her head. ‘You’re still lying now.’

‘No!’ he hisses, his voice low and venomous. He knows exactly how this footage has surfaced. Ingrid has always been shrewd, paranoid enough to protect herself, which was why he’d been forced to make the deal with her.

‘Ingrid has access to all the rooms in the building. She hijacked the footage the night Saskia died, and I had to make a deal with her. A big lump sum and a job for life here at The Orbit.’

‘Ingrid?’ she gasps.

Now he sees the shock on Alicia’s face before she swiftly recovers.

‘You could have gone to the police regardless.’

‘I had to think about The Orbit! We’d just opened – it would have been a PR disaster if the press had got hold of the footage and⁠—’

‘That’s just business, Trent. Saskia was a real person with a life, a future. She was someone’s daughter.’

‘You don’t think I know that? I think about it every day. Every time I close my eyes… her face is there.’

Alicia gives him a sceptical look.

‘What is it you want?’ he asks finally, his voice a low growl.

Alicia leans forward, her expression cool and unreadable. ‘What do I want to stop me from handing the footage over to the police, you mean?’

His fists clench beneath the table, but he forces himself to stay composed. He waits.

Her voice is softer now, almost conversational. ‘First, let’s be clear: don’t underestimate me, Trent. I can, and will, ruin your life without hesitation, if I need to. The press will be queueing up to speak to me if I put word out.’

He forces himself to stop grinding his teeth. He’s so used to being the one in control, to pulling the strings of everyone around him. This reversal of power is dizzying and unnerving.

‘Tell me.’

Alicia’s gaze is steady on his. Then she smiles again, that ghost of a smile that twists into him like a knife.

‘I want enough shares in your company to give me a controlling stake. And I want to live rent-free here in the penthouse… when you move out.’

‘Move out?’ Trent stares at her, stunned into silence. For a moment, the only sound in the room is the faint hum of the air conditioning. Then he laughs, a short, bitter hacking noise.

‘You’re insane,’ he says. ‘You seriously think I’ll do all that? Do you have any idea who you’re dealing with?’

Alicia’s expression doesn’t change. ‘I know exactly who it is I’m dealing with. A man who thinks power is absolute, as long as he’s the one holding it. But here’s the thing, Trent. Power is transferable, and you’re not holding it anymore – I am.’

He stands abruptly, the chair scraping loudly against the luxurious marble floor-tiles he personally went to Tuscany to select. How meaningless that seems now. What a joke that he’s fallen so far he’s trying to justify himself to some waitress who’s trying to screw him over.

How did it come to this?

But the look on her face tells him she hasn’t finished with him yet.

‘I have a confession, Trent. When I came here, I was already working for someone. Not Elevate and not as a waitress. That was a smokescreen.’

‘I see,’ he says wryly. ‘Seems I’m not the only liar around here then.’

‘I’ve been working for Steve Betts for the last two years gathering information for him. And you’re my latest mark.’

‘What?’ He towers over her, his shadow stretching long across the table. ‘You sly little bitch.’

But Alicia doesn’t flinch. She remains seated and composed. As if this entire conversation is unfolding exactly as she expected.

‘You have no idea who you’re messing with,’ he says, his voice low, menacing. ‘This is dangerous territory, and you’re way out of your depth.’

Her gaze flickers to the screen of her phone and the paused CCTV footage. ‘Am I really? Because from where I’m sitting, you’re the one with everything to lose.’

He wants to lash out, to rip the phone from her hand and smash it to pieces. But he knows that will solve nothing. He knows only too well that the original footage is well beyond his reach.

‘So you’ve sold me out, am I right? You’ve told Betts about this CCTV footage? He’s paying you well, is he? To destroy me? To destroy my Manchester plans?’

Trent stares at her, his mind a whirlwind of rage and desperation. He’s messed up big-time, bringing her here into his life. He’d sensed from the beginning there was something different about her. Different and novel, he’d thought… but never dangerous. That’s why he hadn’t yet got around to looking into her background. He’d been too busy obsessing about how to get the better of Steve Betts.

‘He’s not paying me at all. Let’s just say we’ve got unresolved history between us, and he’s blackmailing me. If I don’t do as he says, he’ll hurt my family.’ Trent opens his mouth, and she holds up her hand to silence him. ‘My sister and son have gone missing, and I think Betts knows where they are, but he’s holding it over me to get information on you.’

Trent glances at the phone and back to her. ‘OK, so cut to the chase. Where does all this fit together? Where do I come in?’

‘Betts told me, after this job, he was going to cut me free. But I don’t believe him. I don’t think I’ll ever be free of him. And I need to find out where my family is.’ She looks down at her hands, breaking eye contact for the first time. ‘I wondered if you had any ideas how to help me… in return for the original CCTV footage.’

‘You’ve got a big problem, and I’m not talking about me,’ he says carefully. ‘I’m talking about Steve Betts. If he has anything to do with your family going missing, then you’ve got a very big problem indeed. He’s in another league, you know that, right? He’d kill them and bury them deep without another thought.’

Her face changes, and he knows he’s hit the bullseye, found her weak spot.

‘Tell you what. I’ll consider your terms. But there’s something else that will help to serve us both.’

She waits for him to continue.

‘I want you to bring Betts here. Don’t mention me; tell him I’m away. Tell him you’ve got what he needs but you need to meet with him here. Up in the top-floor suite where we held the summer party. I’ll block all the cameras out, so you won’t be seen.’

He can wriggle out of this mess; it’s not too late to turn it to his advantage. He just needs to get his thoughts in line.

‘OK, I can do that.’ She shrugs. ‘Provided you get the shares paperwork done in time and agree to my terms, that is. Then you get the footage back.’

He nods, grudgingly impressed by her refusal to give an inch. ‘I’ll call my lawyers now. As you know, they can move very fast when I need them to.’ He’d got them in from their offices just around the corner when he originally asked her to sign the NDA. Giving up a few shares won’t kill him… not if it means getting his hands on that damn footage and ruining Betts.

As she walks to the door, Alicia pauses, turning back to him and holding up her phone. ‘One more thing, Trent. If I sense you’re planning something – if I catch even the faintest whiff of betrayal – this footage will be posted on every major social channel by the morning. Understood?’

Trent doesn’t answer, his jaw clenched so tightly it feels as if his teeth might crack. To say he’s underestimated Alicia just doesn’t cut it.

‘Good,’ she says. ‘I’ll take that as a yes.’

And then she’s gone, leaving him alone in the room.

She thinks she has the upper hand, but she hasn’t got a clue how far he’s willing to go to protect what he has.


THIRTY-TWO
JEN


FRIDAY

Jen steps out of the cab, tightening her grip on Brodie. She’s exhausted, hours at the station, waiting for trains, dozing off and waking with a jolt…

The rush of traffic roars past, horns blaring impatiently. The car radio had been droning on since they left the station – some phone-in show, voices overlapping, a heated debate about something meaningless. It was a wall of noise, mixing with the blood pounding in her ears and the worsening panic clawing at her chest.

Brodie shifts in her arms, letting out a small whimper, and she presses a kiss to his temple, her pulse racing. She has to keep moving. She has to find Alicia before Pete finds her again.

Brodie stirs slightly but doesn’t wake. He’s a warm, limp weight in her arms, his little body too light, too fragile. The infection and fever have wrung him out over the past week, leaving his usually chubby cheeks a little hollowed and his skin pale. His dark lashes fan against his cheek, his lips slightly parted, and Jen presses a kiss to his temple before shifting him higher against her hip.

She checks the address on the letting agent’s details again. This is definitely the place Alicia is renting. But it’s not the London she imagined.

The street is lined with peeling, graffiti-tagged fences and wheelie bins overflowing with rubbish. A couple of teenagers in hoodies loiter on the corner, watching her with vague disinterest as they pass a vape back and forth.

The house in front of her is worse than some of the others – peeling paint, rotten window frames, the front door scuffed and dented.

Surely to God this is not where Alicia is living?

All this time, Jen has felt resentful, imagining Alicia living it up in London while she’s stuck in Nottingham, dodging Pete’s temper – all down to her own disastrous choices, granted.

But this? This is a nasty little bedsit on the wrong side of town. Why would her sister choose to live here when she has so much cash to splash? Jen’s head is thumping, her breathing hitched. But she steels herself and presses the doorbell.

The silence stretches out and Jen shifts her weight, one foot to the other.

Please answer. Please be here.

She rings it again, jabbing harder.

Nothing.

Her breathing quickens. The longer she stands here, the more exposed she feels.

She glances behind her, scanning the street. Pete could be anywhere; he’s always had this way of pre-empting what she’ll do. He could easily have followed her… if he’d managed to recover.

When he crashed into the bathroom, he dragged her downstairs into the living room, Brodie screaming, her yelling. His face… He’d looked so crazy. Truly crazy, like he’d lost his mind.

The moment she swung the full weight of that metal giraffe sculpture into the side of his head, she’d known she was past the point of no return. She thought she’d killed him at first.

But even with blood trickling down his face, he’d got to his feet, roaring her name, stumbling after her as she’d grabbed Brodie, his changing bag and her handbag and bolted.

She’d made it to the main road and flagged down a cab, hands shaking, breath coming in ragged gasps. She’d glanced behind her to see Pete stumbling after her, weaving into the road and back onto the pavement, waving Brodie’s bunny in the air like a madman.

She was already in the cab when she realised she hadn’t got her phone. Pete had snatched it up in the bathroom. And she didn’t know Alicia’s number by heart.

All she had was this address, scrawled on the letting agent’s printout Alicia had brought home with her the day she told Jen it was happening – she was moving to London.

She looks down at it now, fingers tightening on the crumpled paper.

‘Can I help you?’

Jen jumps, spinning around. Brodie stirs on her shoulder but settles back down again.

A smiling young woman stands behind her, wheeling a bicycle and holding keys. With wild curls tied up in a messy scarf, silver rings on every finger and a battered leather satchel slung across her chest, she looks like a friendly hippy and Jen relaxes slightly.

‘Who is it you’re looking for?’

‘Alicia Turner. My sister,’ Jen replies.

The woman pulls a face. ‘Jeez, bad luck. Alicia moved out ages ago. Someone else is in her bedsit now.’

Jen rocks on her feet slightly and shakes her head. ‘But⁠—’

The woman studies her for a moment, her gaze flicking to Brodie, still asleep in her arms.

‘Can I ask your name? I’m Amanda.’

‘I’m Jen. Jen Turner,’ she says. ‘And this is Brodie. He’s Alicia’s little boy.’

The younger woman’s expression softens. ‘Fair enough, you passed the test. I was told I had to get your name before I spoke to you.’

Jen frowns, her heart skittering. ‘What?’

The woman gestures toward the grubby door in front of them. ‘I have a message for you. Come inside.’


THIRTY-THREE
ALICIA


Steve Betts clocks me the second I walk in, his gaze slicing through the dim light of the small café like a knife. He’s hunched in the corner, sprawled out in that lazy way of his, but his eyes are cold and sharp – daring me to make this worth his time.

‘You’re late,’ he snaps, before I’ve even sat down.

‘I’m here now.’ I clear my throat to cover up the tremble in my voice. ‘You wanted an update?’

His glare pins me to the chair, unblinking. ‘Your family’s gone missing, and you think that’s on me? If I’d taken them, you’d already be digging graves.’

I shake off the horror of his comment and force myself to focus on what I came here for.

‘But you sent that psycho Pete Scothern to my sister’s house, and you know he’s the reason they’re missing.’

‘Yeah, well, the knobhead’s not answering my calls, is he?’

That confirms he doesn’t know Scothern’s dead yet.

‘But I’ll find out what’s going on. Can’t say fairer than that, can I?’ His expression darkens. ‘Now, where’s my update on your findings?’

‘There is something, but… I’m not sure what it means. I’ll need to show you.’

Betts leans forward, his harsh cologne smelling stronger than ever, as if it’s trying to mask something rotten. ‘Are you winding me up, being so secretive?’ He glances around and drops his voice, low and menacing. ‘What exactly have you found?’

I lean back, the edge of the chair digging into my spine. But I keep my face straight. ‘I’ve searched his office, his files… everything. There’s nothing there.’

Betts stares at me, his lips disappearing into a thin, mean line. His bulk looms across the small space between us. I thought I’d feel safe insisting we meet in this little café, but I feel far from that.

‘But you’ve got something, yeah? So, what exactly have you found?’

I’m not going to tell him about the CCTV – that’s going to be what buys me shares in Trent’s company. But Betts’ suspicious eyes drill into me, and saying nothing will only make things worse.

‘There was… something. But I need to show you. To explain. It’s worth your while, that’s all I can say.’

‘When? I haven’t got time to mess around like this.’ His snappy tone slices through my hesitation. ‘It’s the council’s decision next month, and I need something now, so I can do maximum damage from leaking it.’

‘Tonight, at The Orbit,’ I say quickly. ‘Trent’s away until tomorrow, and there are no events on. It’ll be quiet, and you can see for yourself.’

Betts leans back, his thin lips curling into a slow, cruel smile. ‘Well, well. Looks like you have been sitting on something, after all. Give me a clue at least.’

‘I told you… it’s complicated. Accounts, linking him to shell companies for… I need you to see it, Steve – I’m sure you’ll understand it much better than I can.’

He narrows his eyes. ‘It had better be good, Alicia. You owe me, and you know why.’

The weight of that night three years ago presses on my chest. I feel it even now, his hand around my waist, his grin splitting his face. He thought he owned the world.

‘I haven’t forgotten,’ I say quietly.

Betts’ gaze is sharp and unrelenting. ‘You trapped me,’ he spits.

‘You trapped yourself,’ I snap, my anger rising through the fear.

He slams his fist on the table, the sound thudding through the small café. Heads turn at nearby tables, and I look down at my hands. But Betts doesn’t care.

‘I lost everything because you framed me,’ he growls. ‘My reputation, my deals, my life. You really think you’ve got the upper hand, don’t you? You’ve no idea what I’m capable of.’

‘I don’t think I have the upper hand at all, but remember your promise to me,’ I say tightly. ‘If I pull this off, you let me go.’

‘We’ll see about that,’ he says from behind gritted teeth. ‘You’re going nowhere until I say so. Until you give me what I need to completely crush Connors.’

He’s never going to let me go, no matter what I bring him. I can see it in his face, hear it in his voice.

The tension feels suffocating, the air between us thick and cloying. Finally, he leans back and says, ‘Eight o’clock tonight at The Orbit. Mess me around at your peril.’

I stand up quickly, my chair scraping noisily on the floor. ‘You’ll get what you want. Just be there.’

I walk past the tables, my pulse roaring in my ears. Outside, the light is starting to fade. I stand, taking in the fresh air. I look around at the still-busy street, people walking in different directions.

My heart pulls. Where is my son? I have to do something if I don’t hear from Jen soon. Betts is a liar and can’t be trusted. He might well be involved in their disappearance.

I cross the street, leaving the café behind. Tonight will change everything. One way or another, this all has to end.

I just hope I’m the one left standing.

Later, the artificial fluorescent glow of The Orbit’s foyer fights with the natural light outside. I stand near the glass doors, my arms crossed, every muscle wound so tight it hurts. Steve Betts is late, and the waiting churns my insides. He’s controlling this situation – controlling me. Like always. My throat tightens with fury and helplessness.

Barry, the doorman, gives me a guarded look from outside. He senses my nervousness but knows to leave me be.

I catch my reflection in the glass. I look haunted and pale, like someone who hasn’t slept in days. My sister. My son. I know Pete Scothern isn’t a worry anymore, but where are Jen and Brodie?

The doors hiss open, breaking my thoughts. And there he is. Betts. His broad shoulders fill the space, a figure of menace entering the sleek, polished world of The Orbit. He scowls at Barry like the man is beneath him. His suit looks expensive, but his loose tie and rumpled shirt scream carelessness – a man who’s now too arrogant to care about appearances.

I step toward him and get a whiff of whisky. ‘Been waiting in a bar since I left you?’ My snide remark slips out, and I close my mouth quickly. I need to keep on his right side. For now, at least.

‘You’ve got some nerve,’ he says, brushing past me toward the lift without breaking stride.

My stomach twists with hatred as I follow him. This is it. He’s here, and all I have to do is get him up to Trent and let him take care of the rest.

The lift doors slide shut, trapping us together in the small, mirrored cage. I flash my key card at the digital pad, my hand trembling just enough for him to notice.

‘I’ve been doing a bit of thinking. Why would you drag me out here, Alicia?’ His eyes rake over me with a disdain that makes my skin crawl. ‘I can’t work out why you couldn’t just tell me in the café what you’ve found.’

I look up at him, defiant, even amid my fear. ‘I’ve got a question that needs answering first. Where are they?’

His head tilts slightly, amused. ‘Who?’

‘Don’t play games,’ I snap. My voice is sharp, but I know Betts will smell the fear like blood. ‘My sister. My son. Where are they?’

Betts shifts and leans close, so close I can feel his breath on my cheek. His voice drops, a low, dangerous growl. ‘I’ve told you before. I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.’

My fists clench. ‘You’d better not be lying to me.’

‘Or what?’ A slow, mocking smirk spreads across his face. ‘Listen. I put a guy on house watch, and he says the police have been at the property, but there’s no sign of your sister or the kid, and Scothern has gone AWOL. I’ve had no contact. I might investigate a bit further… or not. Let’s see what you’ve got for me, first.’

Cold, sick dread spreads through me. No sign of them. No contact. That could mean anything. Anything. But if Betts is telling the truth, then the situation might be even worse than I’ve anticipated, because with Scothern dead, nobody will know a thing about where he might have taken them.

I tighten my fists, nails biting into my palms as I force myself to stay calm. My mind is already spinning through the worst-case scenarios – the police finding the bodies of my sister and son. Scothern murdering them before taking his own life…

No. No. I clamp down on the thought before it unravels me.

I squeeze my eyes closed to get a grip, and when I open them, Betts is watching me. That smirk still curling his mouth, like he’s actually enjoying my pain. Like he can smell the fear and is loving it.

This is all his fault. All of it. Hatred burns through my chest, sharp and searing, but I swallow it down. I can’t afford rage right now. I can’t afford anything except to keep myself in check.

I force my expression into something blank, something that won’t give me away.

I don’t know where my family are. I have nothing to bargain with. But I’ll be damned if I let him see my pain.

The lift pings, the doors sliding open at the seventieth floor. My heart thunders against my ribs as I step into the hushed, luxurious hallway. The smell of polished wood clings to the air – usually, a pleasant scent, but today, it just makes me nauseous.

I glance at my phone. No signal. Which is odd, because we had signal at the summer party.

Swallowing hard, I force my feet to move. ‘Come on,’ I say, keeping my voice low, controlled. ‘You want to see what I’ve found, don’t you?’

Betts doesn’t reply, but I feel him watching me, weighing up whether this is worth his time. Then I hear the soft scuff of his shoes against the floor as he follows.

I lead him toward a concealed stairwell at the end of the carpeted landing.

I slow down, glancing back just enough to meet his gaze. ‘You ready for this?’

Betts tilts his head, amused. ‘You tell me.’

I step forward – then stop.

There’s movement up ahead. A flicker of shadow in the glass reflection.

And then I see him.

Trent.


THIRTY-FOUR


Trent leans against the wall at the far end, right by the door to where the summer party was held. His stance is lazy and casual – too casual. But his eyes give him away. They’re locked on us, calculating and ready.

Betts stops walking. The muscle in his jaw pulses. ‘You told me he was away.’ He turns on me so fast I flinch. His face twists with rage. ‘You set me up again, you bitch.’

‘Set you up?’ My voice is low, seething. ‘I’m the one trapped in your mess.’

Trent pushes off the wall and walks toward us. The air turns suddenly brittle, and for a few seconds, no one speaks.

‘Let’s take this upstairs,’ Trent says at last, his voice calm and reasonable. His eyes flick to the black domes of the security cameras overhead, before he looks back at Betts. ‘No monitoring up there. We can clear the air, once and for all.’

Betts hesitates. He’s weighing it up. His eyes dart to me, then back to Trent. His fists flex. A slow nod.

They move toward the stairwell. But I can’t follow. My feet won’t shift. The second they disappear, I force air into my lungs and move, keeping my steps light and silent against the carpeted steps.

At the top, I press against the security door, peering through the glass.

The Orbit has an incredible skyline bar, but this side of the rooftop is brutal. Steel and concrete, cast in the stark glare of industrial floodlights. Thick cables snake across air-conditioning units, and metal piping runs all around the perimeter. It’s a place built for function, not for leisure, or escape.

Betts and Trent face each other in the open, bodies tense, reminding me of rival animals about to strike. I don’t know what Trent has planned. My job was just to lure Betts here, and from that point of view, my job is done.

But I’m not going anywhere yet. I push the bar of the security door and open it a touch so I can hear what’s being said. I check my phone again… there’s nothing. Quite unusual at the top of a building in central London. It’s like I’m in a dead zone…

Betts’ voice is sharp, venomous, pulling my attention back. ‘You’ve been playing me all along, haven’t you? Using her to dig up dirt. I should’ve known.’ He gives a harsh laugh. ‘What you don’t know is I got to her first. She’s been working for me for the last two years.’

Trent doesn’t even flinch. I’ve already told him this, but I know he’ll still be reeling from the shock of it, of me demanding the truth about Saskia when I’ve been lying and betraying him all along.

‘I didn’t need Alicia to find the dirt on you.’ Trent’s voice is calm, but there’s an edge to it. ‘You’ve been dirty your whole life, Steve. Everybody knows it, except Manchester City Council. You’re just pissed now because you’ve finally run out of places to hide.’

Betts’ face darkens. ‘You’re just as corrupt. The only difference is, I don’t pretend to be the good guy.’

Trent shifts, and for the first time, I see it. The tightness in his shoulders. The way his hands curl into fists. He looks like he’s starting to lose control. Trent exhales, slow and measured, but I see the way his fists twitch, like he’s itching to swing. Betts sees it too.

‘You should’ve stayed out of my business,’ Betts says, voice slick with satisfaction. ‘You’ve brought this on yourself because I will find a way to finish you.’

Trent’s eyes narrow. ‘Your business?’ He lets out a short, humourless laugh. ‘That’s a generous word for a money-laundering operation with a possible side of human trafficking. Next month’s Planning and Regeneration Committee is going to throw this out before you’ve even sat your arse down.’

Betts shrugs, unbothered. ‘You say that like you’ve got proof. But I know you, Trent. You wouldn’t be standing here if you had anything solid. You’d be making deals behind my back, letting someone else take the fall.’ His gaze sharpens. ‘So then, let’s hear it. What do you really have?’

For a second, Trent doesn’t answer. He holds Betts’ stare, assessing. Then he shifts his weight slightly, tilting his chin up.

‘OK, let’s see. Your investors.’ His voice is quiet but certain. ‘The ones funnelling cash through your properties. I know exactly how much is dirty, who’s behind it, and how much they stand to lose if you go down.’

Betts’ sneer flickers, but just for a second. A crack in his confidence.

Trent presses on. ‘And I wonder what they’d do if they found out you’ve been skimming? You think those people are loyal? They’ll drop you the second you become a liability. And right now, you’re looking very expensive to keep around.’

Betts’ jaw tightens.

He’s got him.

But then, just as quickly, Betts recovers. His smile is slow and deliberate. Something in my stomach clenches at the sight of it.

‘Nice try,’ he murmurs. ‘But I’m still standing, and do you know why?’ His voice lowers, turning lethal. ‘Because I’ve got something better. Something you can’t make disappear, no matter how deep you bury it.’ He leans in slightly. ‘Saskia Portman’s death.’

Trent goes still.

He doesn’t move a muscle, but I can almost feel the tension ripping through him. There’s a shift in the air, heavy and suffocating.

Betts watches, drinking it in like it’s his favourite game.

‘I don’t even have to say it, do I?’ he continues. ‘We both know what happened that night. We both know how hard you worked to wipe it all clean. But here’s the problem, mate.’ He smirks. ‘Nothing stays buried forever, and thanks to our mutual friend, I’ve got a very interesting piece of footage in my possession.’

He’s bluffing. Talking as if I’ve handed him the CCTV footage. Who will Trent trust… Betts, or me?

Trent swallows. His hands flex. And for the first time, I’m not sure who’s holding the cards anymore.

Then it happens.

Trent lunges.

A blur of movement. A grunt of impact. Betts staggers back, his arms flailing as he tries to grab on to something. Anything. But there’s nothing up here on the roof.

They’re both teetering at the edge.

I hold my breath. Hold it while silently praying my ordeal is about to end.

Betts staggers, his body frozen in time for a fraction of a second. A second that stretches and stretches like the paused frame of a movie… and then, just as suddenly, he’s gone.

A choked scream rips through the night as he vanishes over the edge.

I can’t breathe. My skull is pounding. I lean on the security door, and it swings wide open. Trent straightens, his chest rising and falling hard. He doesn’t move. Just stands there, staring into the abyss below.

Then he turns, and his eyes find mine.

Cold. Dark. Calculating.

She’s been working for me for the last two years.

A pulse of terror floods through my veins.

‘I didn’t give him the footage,’ I say hoarsely.

I should run, but I can’t move. I can’t even blink. For a moment or two, Trent just watches me, and I swear he’s considering whether to send me the same way as Betts.

And then he bolts. Across the rooftop and down the stairs over the other side.

I suck in a breath, stumbling back from the open door, my legs shaking so hard they almost give way. I run down the stairs to the lift, punching at the button repeatedly.

Betts is gone. He’s finally gone. And the feeling rising inside me isn’t just shock – or horror at what I’ve just witnessed – it’s relief that I’m free of him at last.

But now, there’s only one thing on my mind.

I have to find Jen and Brodie.


THIRTY-FIVE
JEN


ONE HOUR EARLIER

Inside the building, Jen follows the woman, Amanda, down the dim hallway, her arms tightening around Brodie as he stirs against her shoulder. She shouldn’t be here. Nothing about this place matches what she was told by Alicia, but Amanda says she has a message for her.

The air is redolent with the greasy tang of old cooking oil, the kind that clings to walls long after the food is gone. Beneath it, a stale damp, the slow rot of a place that’s been neglected for years. Her breath feels shallow, like she can’t bear to let the air inside herself.

A battered bicycle leans against the peeling wall, its front wheel twisted at an unnatural angle. On a scratched wooden table, messy piles of unopened mail sprawl in every direction, some yellowed, some curling at the edges like they’ve been left to decay.

How long since Alicia has been here?

The floorboards creak beneath her feet, warped and uneven, lifting in places like some malevolent force is pushing up from underneath. Jen feels sick to her stomach. She trusted her sister. Alicia, who had a life – a nice life in London with a good job. That’s what she said. That’s what she made Jen believe.

But this? This is something else entirely. This is definitely not good.

Her grip on Brodie tightens. The weight of him is grounding, but her pulse won’t slow. She’s attacked a man. She’s on the run and needs Alicia’s help.

But now, she’s walked headlong into something that doesn’t make any sense.

The dreary hallway seems to stretch, growing darker the further they go, the walls pressing in.

Amanda props her bike against the wall and gestures to a door.

‘This is me, ground floor.’

Jen shushes Brodie in her arms, hoping he’ll settle. ‘Where did Alicia stay?’

‘Third floor. She wasn’t here long at all.’

A flicker of unease tugs at Jen’s gut. ‘You said you had a message. Is it from my sister?’

Amanda reaches into her pocket and pulls out an envelope. She hands it over, and Jen’s heart stutters when she sees her name written across it. But the handwriting looks wrong. It’s not Alicia’s.

Brodie wakes fully with a soft whimper, his tiny body shifting in her arms. Amanda leans forward. ‘Want me to take him a moment while you read it?’

Jen hesitates, then nods, letting Amanda lift him from her arms. She bounces him gently on her hip as Jen swallows and tears open the envelope.

Hello Jen,

You don’t know me, but my name is Eleanor Summers and I’m a good friend of your sister.

Alicia went to your house in Nottingham and found you and Brodie were missing. She’s so worried, and I’m helping her find you as she has no way of contacting you.

If you’re reading this, you’ll know Alicia doesn’t live in the bedsit any longer.

Please call me immediately when you get this note. I will come and get you and Brodie, and reunite you with your sister. Then she can explain everything.

Eleanor has signed her name at the bottom and provided a mobile phone number.

Jen’s fingers tighten around the note. What the hell is going on? She looks over at Amanda. ‘How did you get this note?’

‘When I got home yesterday, a woman was here. She said someone who used to live here needed to get a message to her sister.’

Jen takes Brodie back from her.

‘She asked me if I knew Alicia Turner, and I said I did, then she gave me the note and twenty quid and said there’d be another fifty for me if I managed to get this note to you if you turned up here.’

Jen stares at her, trying to make sense of it all and failing. ‘I’d call her, but I don’t have my phone.’

‘Here.’ Amanda is already fishing hers out of a pocket, no doubt thinking about her fifty-pound bonus. ‘Use mine.’

Jen dials Eleanor’s number, her fingers trembling. A woman answers almost immediately, and Jen clears her throat.

‘Hi, my name’s Jen Turner, and I’m at my sister’s bedsit in⁠—’

‘Jen? Oh, thank God,’ a woman gasps, her voice full of relief. ‘Stay exactly where you are; I’m on my way.’

Twenty minutes later, a silver Mercedes pulls up outside the house. From the hallway, Jen sees two women inside. She and Amanda walk outside.

The female driver, with short black hair, stays put, but the other – a tall woman with pinned-up blonde hair – steps out, passing Amanda some cash before turning to Jen.

‘You’re Jen,’ she says. It’s not a question. ‘I’m Eleanor and the driver is my wife, Hazel.’

Jen nods cautiously.

Eleanor’s voice softens. ‘You and Brodie are safe now. We’re taking you to see your sister.’

Jen glances at Amanda, who offers a small, encouraging nod. With one last grateful ‘thank you’, she carries Brodie to the car.

Inside, the seats are buttery leather, the expensive smell filling the air, and Jen thinks the vehicle must be brand-new. As the car pulls away, she can’t wait for answers.

‘Who are you?’ she asks. ‘Where has Alicia been living, and with respect, why has she never mentioned you?’

Eleanor meets her gaze in the rearview mirror. ‘She’ll explain everything herself soon. I’ve been trying to call her to let her know you two are safe, but her phone seems to be turned off. But we’re almost there now, so it won’t be long.’

‘Where?’

‘You’ll see.’

When the car finally slows, Jen’s breath catches.

Towering above them is an enormous steel-and-glass building, sleek and imposing, its windows reflecting the sky with its fading light as the sun drops lower and clouds gather.

Eleanor steps out and opens Jen’s door. ‘This is The Orbit. It’s where Alicia lives now.’

Jen stares up at it, incredulous. ‘You’re kidding me?’

Someone is playing a cruel joke here; they have to be.

Eleanor doesn’t respond, just gently urges her inside.

A uniformed doorman, a thickset man with crinkly eyes and a big smile bearing a polished nametag reading Barry, greets them with a polite nod. They step into a mirrored elevator, which glides smoothly up – higher and higher, until Jen thinks her ears might pop.

When the doors open on the fiftieth floor, Eleanor gestures ahead. ‘We’ll wait in our apartment until Alicia gets here. It shouldn’t be long now.’


THIRTY-SIX
ALICIA


I watch in horror as the blood from the body spreads in slow, thick ribbons across the pavement, dark and glistening, channelling into the grooves between the pavement stones. It pools near my shoe, but I don’t step back.

My phone is vibrating in my pocket now it has signal again. I take it out and see so many notifications.

Jen… Brodie…

I tap at the screen as, in the distance, sirens wail, growing louder, drawing closer. People clamour to the edges of the scene, backs pressing against shopfronts, eyes flicking between the body and the building.

Behind me, the crowd is swelling, pressing forward, drawn by the spectacle. People jostle, their faces lit with horror, with fascination. A man gasps. A woman cries out.

London hums all around us, restless and alive. The pavement is spotting with rain and there is stalled traffic all along the street. Brake lights jam on and off while horns blare, urgent and angry. All of it swallowed by the rising tide of panicked voices.

Text messages from Eleanor…

We have news… they’re safe… come now…

I tilt my head back, my eyes scaling the sublime jagged spine of glass and steel that pierces the night sky. The building is a shimmering blaze of light where figures move behind the glass, shadowed and frantic.

They’re safe…

I hear Eleanor’s voice calling out my name. I see a uniformed line pressing closer, but I don’t move. I can’t.

I’m in a trance, still staring down at the wide, staring eyes, the mangled body. A mash of blood, flesh and bone I can’t bear to look at. Then Eleanor moves to my side, whispering in my ear.

I barely register her hand gripping my arm, pulling me away from Betts’ lifeless body. My legs feel unsteady, the cold night air slicing through my clothes, but I move. I let her guide me back inside, past the hushed murmurs of onlookers, past the glances I don’t dare meet.

Barry the doorman is waiting in the foyer, a thick blanket draped over his arm, a steaming cup of tea in his other hand. He presses both into my grasp without a word.

‘I need to see Jen and Brodie…’

‘They’re safe, Alicia. Just drink the tea and I’ll take you to them,’ Eleanor says softly.

The blanket is rough but warm, the tea scalding against my fingertips. I wrap my hands around the cup and lower myself onto the worn leather chair in Barry’s office, forcing a slow breath.

Eleanor watches me closely, arms folded, concern shadowing her features. ‘You’re handling this… remarkably well,’ she says, her voice careful. ‘Most people would be shaking, in shock⁠—’

I nod and take a sip of tea to buy a second, letting the heat burn down my throat, grounding me.

‘I need to see my son…’ I feel all woozy, like I’ve been drinking.

I don’t tell her the truth. That I watched Betts fall. That I saw Trent push him. That my heartbeat is steady, not because I’m unaffected, but because I don’t have the luxury of breaking down. Not yet.

Instead, I meet Eleanor’s gaze, my expression smooth and practised. ‘I’ll be fine,’ I say. ‘Once I find my son.’

She insists I go with her to her apartment – so she can make sure I’m OK, she says. It’s the last thing I want to do, but Eleanor’s turning out to be a good friend, so grudgingly, I agree.

The elevator ride to the fiftieth floor is silent, except for the soft hum of the machinery. Eleanor stands close, arms folded, watching me as if I might crumple at any moment. I won’t. I can’t.

Hazel is waiting for us at the door. I catch something… a look… passing between them. Then I hear it. A soft, high-pitched giggle.

My breath catches. I know that joyous laugh…

A small shape moves in the corner of my vision, small and unsteady. I turn sharply, my heart seeming to slam into my ribs.

And then I see him.

A raw, aching sound I don’t recognize as my own emerges from inside me. My chest tightens, my throat clogs, and for a moment, I can’t move. I can’t breathe. I just stare.

Brodie’s little arms stretch toward me, his chubby fingers curling and uncurling, his face alight with recognition. My legs give out before I can reach him, and suddenly, I’m on my knees, arms wide, gathering him to me as he stumbles into my embrace. His small body presses against mine, solid and real.

I bury my face in his soft curls, inhaling his scent – baby shampoo, warm skin – and I try… and fail… to mask a sob of gratitude.

‘My baby…’ My voice cracks, my fingers gripping the back of his tiny shirt like I can keep him here forever.

Then Jen walks into the room – silent and shaking as she watches us. I look up at her, my vision blurred, and then suddenly, she’s kneeling beside me, wrapping her arms around us both.

‘I-I was starting to believe I might never see you both again,’ I whisper.

Jen shakes her head fiercely. ‘I promised you I’d look after him. And I did.’

I clutch my sister, clutch Brodie – my whole world right there in my arms.

I pull back just enough to look at Brodie’s face. His big, trusting eyes. His little pouty lips, his flushed cheeks.

‘I love you so much, sweetheart,’ I whisper, kissing his forehead, his nose, his cheeks. ‘Mummy loves you so, so much, and I’m never leaving you again.’

He giggles – pure, sweet, unknowing joy – and it breaks something inside me. Because after everything, after the terror, the loss, the gut-wrenching emptiness, he’s still here. He’s all mine, and I will never, ever let him go again.

‘We’re going out for a while, leave you two to talk.’ I look up to see Eleanor and Hazel in the doorway. ‘I’m guessing you’ve got a lot of catching up to do.’

Jen glances at Eleanor and nods before looking back at me. ‘I think you’re right,’ she says.


THIRTY-SEVEN
JEN


Alicia and Jen lock eyes. An unspoken sisterly bond, made out of scars and shared nightmares, tightens between them. Strengthened by survival.

‘Time for us to be honest with each other,’ Alicia says. Her voice is steady, but the weight behind her words feels crushing to Jen. ‘Who’s first?’

Jen lets out a slow breath and lifts a hand like a child in class. ‘Me. I can’t wait to get this monkey off my back.’ She hesitates. ‘Eleanor told me you’d been to the house and that’s how you knew we’d disappeared?’

Alicia nods. ‘That’s how I knew for sure you’d taken Scothern back, too. His clothes, his mail… it was all there.’

Shame burns through Jen’s chest. She drops her head, nodding, a bitter taste in her mouth. ‘I couldn’t tell you, Alicia. I… I just couldn’t.’ She forces herself to look up. ‘After everything I saw happening between Mum and Dad, how she could never break free of him. And I did the exact same thing, not once, but twice. I walked straight into the fire… again.’

‘I was so angry,’ Alicia says, her fingers curling into fists before she releases them. ‘I couldn’t believe you’d put Brodie in danger like that. But when I pieced it all together – your ultimatum of only keeping him a month, your stress, and the way you looked… I blamed myself.’

‘I’m so sorry. I knew almost immediately I’d made a terrible mistake. But I didn’t know how to fix it.’

‘So how did it end?’ Alicia asks, her voice quieter now.

Jen swallows then forces herself to speak.

‘Pete found the money you gave me, told me we were leaving. I saw it in his eyes – he was on the edge of losing control. The same way he had before.’ Her throat tightens. ‘When he broke down the bathroom door and dragged us back downstairs, I knew it was now or never. So, when he came at me like a wild animal, I swung the metal giraffe straight into his head.’

Alicia’s eyes widen. A slow, wicked smile creeps across her face. ‘You did that… to him?’

Jen nods, barely breathing.

Alicia blows out air. ‘I’m so bloody proud of you. I saw blood on the giraffe, but I didn’t know whose it was.’

Jen shakes her head. ‘It didn’t stop him. He was dazed, but still coming. I grabbed Brodie, ran, flagged down a cab and got to the train station. Brodie slept in the waiting room until the next train, but I couldn’t sleep a wink.’ She clenches her jaw. ‘He’ll find me again. Men like him always do.’

Alicia leans forward, gripping her hand. ‘Not this time, Jen.’

Jen frowns. ‘What do you mean?’

Alicia holds her gaze. ‘Scothern is dead. He stepped in front of a car. Died on the roadside. A couple of streets away from your house. I saw him with my own eyes.’

‘Oh God. Oh no.’ Jen’s breath catches. Her hand flies to her mouth. ‘That means I… I must have killed him.’

Alicia grips her shoulders. ‘Never, ever say those words again.’ Her voice is firm. ‘You didn’t kill him. You saved yourself. You saved Brodie from a monster. That’s all you need to tell yourself.’

Jen’s face crumples, and Alicia doesn’t hesitate – she pulls her into a fierce hug, wrapping her arms around her sister and holding on tight. Jen’s shoulders shake, sobs building, breaking loose in ragged gasps against her sister’s shoulder. Alicia smooths Jen’s hair with one hand, whispering soft reassurances, even though her own heart must be hammering with all that leftover fear.

‘It’s over,’ Alicia murmurs, squeezing her tighter. ‘You did what you had to do. It’s over now.’

Jen pulls back just enough to look at her, eyes red and swollen, and Alicia forces a smile, brushing a stray tear from her sister’s cheek. Jen lets out a shaky laugh and leans back into the hug, both of them swaying a little, holding on like they might break apart if they let go.


THIRTY-EIGHT
ALICIA


Jen busies herself with Brodie, showing him how to bang a wooden spoon on upturned pans, the sound loud and joyful in Eleanor’s small living room.

I watch the two of them, my chest tight.

It kills me that Jen feels an ounce of guilt over that piece of filth, Pete Scothern. But that’s just the kind of person Jen is. Me? Not so much.

Which is why I can live with what I did to Steve Betts.

He stole two years of my life. He threatened my sister and my child.

And in the end, I led him straight into the trap that would finish him off.

‘Your turn,’ Jen says softly, snapping me from my thoughts.

I force a breath, steel myself. ‘Let’s start with why I left Nottingham.’

Jen nods. ‘That’s a good place to start. I’ve wondered about it every day since you’ve been gone.’

I exhale. ‘There’s something you need to know first. My business – the one you always called “mysterious”?’

‘Made you good money, but I never really got to the bottom of what you actually did.’

I lean forward. ‘I was a private investigator for infidelity cases.’

Jen narrows her eyes. ‘Like… catching cheating husbands?’

‘More like setting them up.’ A slow smile tugs at the corners of her mouth. ‘Ever heard of the term “honey trap”?’

Jen’s eyes widen.

I nod. ‘That’s how I met Steve Betts.’

I tell her how Betts’ wife approached me after he’d had multiple affairs. ‘He’d gaslight her, telling her it was all in her imagination, and he told her she’d never get her hands on his money if she went for a divorce.’

‘He sounds a total monster,’ Jen says with a frown.

‘You have no idea,’ I say. ‘Anyway, his wife wanted out of the marriage to start her life again with her kids, and so she needed the evidence for court. We decided, when he attended an overnight conference in Newcastle, that would be the perfect opportunity for me to do my thing.’

I go into detail for Jen, dredging up that night, just over two years ago, when I arrived at the dimly lit cocktail lounge at the Malmaison at Newcastle Quayside. I’d ordered a cocktail while I waited. Fifteen minutes stretched out like an hour, before Betts finally arrived. He sauntered in, alone. I could see him at the bar, looking around like he owned the place.

‘I took a seat at the bar, facing away from him. His voice carried enough for me to hear him ordering a whisky.

‘I watched him from the corner of my eye. His phone was practically glued to his hand. Ten minutes later, he was already on his second whisky and still scrolling. He looked up idly at first, then I saw him double-take. I could almost hear the gears turning in his head. Woman alone.

‘When my cocktail arrived in a fancy glass with a cherry on the rim, the barman grinned and said the gentleman at the bar had just paid for my drink.’

‘Sounds a real charmer,’ Jen remarks.

‘Oh yes. He sauntered over and said, “I can’t see a beautiful girl paying for her own drinks.” Can you believe it? Anyway, he invited himself to sit on the bar stool next to mine and then began to non-stop talk about himself and how amazing he was.’

‘No way!’

‘Yep. He covered his business ventures, his connections, his expensive tastes in the first twenty minutes. I nodded in all the right places, asked a question here and there to keep him fully engaged.

‘When he invited me to dinner, I played it coy at first. “I’m not sure,” I said, checking my watch. I said I’d love to, but that I had to prepare for a meeting the next morning.’

‘Bet he didn’t like that,’ Jen says.

‘He became even keener, and I knew he saw me as a challenge. “Dine with me and you won’t forget it,” he said. “I’m talking Michelin star, probably the best night you’ve had in your life.”’

Jen laughs. ‘This guy! You must have wanted to burst out laughing.’

‘His arrogance was off the scale. But I knew that anyway, from talking to his poor wife. After dinner, he leaned closer over coffee and told me categorically that he wasn’t married. He said, “It’s just me. No ties.”’

Jen raises her eyebrows. ‘What a toerag!’

I nod. ‘I played the part of the attentive listener, while the tiny, covert camera nestling in my buttonhole did its work.’

Jen grins. ‘Brilliant, love it!’

‘He said we could stay at the hotel together, that night. “No one will know. Just you and me. How about it, Alicia? We’d have so much fun.” And my little camera captured it all. Every word, every slimy move. Steve Betts was busted. His wife filed for divorce and forced him to leave the family home. He had a drug habit and a drink problem, and she got a court order to stop him seeing the kids.’

‘Serves the dirty rat right.’ Jen scowls. ‘But how does this fit in with why you left Nottingham?’

‘I’m getting to that, but it’s important for you to understand what kind of a man he was and that he was guilty as hell,’ I explain. ‘Within a month, my life became a living nightmare. My flat was broken into – my possessions not stolen, but rooms trashed. Bitch daubed in red paint on my front door and my car. I narrowly missed being killed in the street when a car jumped a red light, and just as I managed to leap back at the last moment, the driver screamed, “That’s for Steve Betts!” from the open window.’

Jen’s expression is one of pure shock. ‘And you never told me any of this?’

‘Someone was looking for revenge. I didn’t want you dragged into it. So, I moved out of the flat and rented another one on the other side of town. Within days, I got a note shoved through the letterbox. We know where you are. There’s nowhere to run, bitch.

‘This continued for months, and then Betts contacted me with a proposal. If I agreed to work as an unpaid investigator for him, sniffing out the dirt on his business associates, he’d guarantee mine and Brodie’s safety.

‘I jumped at the chance to get out of the hellish situation he’d put me in. I did several jobs for him for no pay, but it meant I hadn’t got the time to do my own work.’

‘That’s why you lost your flat and looked so anxious all the time?’

I nod. ‘Then Betts told me he had a really big job for me in London, and this time, he’d pay me expenses. I couldn’t turn it down, but I couldn’t take Brodie with me. Meanwhile, I watched you, Jen, in the midst of a living nightmare at the hands of that piece of shit, Pete Scothern. I didn’t tell you why I was running, but I knew you needed to run with me… and so, we hatched that plan together.’

‘I’m following you so far,’ Jen says.

‘When I got to London, Trent Connors, the owner of this building’ – I sweep my arm around Eleanor’s apartment – ‘offered me a way out without knowing he was my mark. Ironically, Trent wanted me to dig the dirt on Betts! But he offered to pay me an absolute fortune to do it.’

‘So that’s where all your money came from?’

‘Yes. I couldn’t turn it down, and obviously, I couldn’t tell Trent I was supposed to be in cahoots with Betts. I tried to play them both, and… well, it went horribly wrong as you might expect. I had no choice but to work for Trent because I knew I’d never escape Betts. I planned to get enough money for us all to start a new life abroad.’

‘And now… what?’

‘Now, everything has changed, because Betts is dead,’ I say, a wonderful warmth washing over me.


THIRTY-NINE


The Metro, London – May 2025

Businessman Dies in Tragic Rooftop Incident

Steven Betts, 48, a prominent London businessman, tragically passed away on Sunday evening following an incident on the rooftop terrace of The Orbit, the capital’s newest luxury metropolitan enclave.

Emergency services were called to the scene shortly after 9 p.m. but were unable to save Mr Betts, who was pronounced dead at the scene.

Police have confirmed they are not seeking anyone else in connection with the incident, which they are treating as non-suspicious.

A spokesperson added, ‘We ask for privacy on behalf of Mr Betts’ family during this difficult time. We will not be making any further comment.’

Speculation runs wild.

Reader Comments:

@Simon_Says89: Jumper! I heard the guy had big money problems.

@SadieonX25: Have some respect! You don’t know that for sure.

@DartsDame180: Something funny going on at that place. A woman drowned in the pool there two or three years ago…

@Simon_Says89: Yeah that was an ‘accident’ too, apparently.


FORTY
TRENT


ONE WEEK LATER

The knock at the door is sharp and precise, slicing through the stillness of the penthouse and the five minutes’ peace he’s carved out for himself. He’ll miss this place.

Trent doesn’t look up immediately, his eyes remaining on the Manchester council documents in front of him, scribbling a footnote on one.

From his position in the lounge, he hears Ingrid get the door, her stilted greeting, followed by voices – low and authoritative. His pen stills.

Ingrid appears moments later, her expression composed as ever, though he detects the faintest edge of discomfort in her manner. ‘There are two detectives here to see you, Mr Connors,’ she says.

The announcement sends a sharp jolt through him, but Trent does not flinch. Instead, he leans back in his chair, setting the pen down. ‘Detectives?’ he repeats faintly. ‘By all means, show them through.’

Ingrid nods and retreats, and he allows himself a moment to steady his breathing. It isn’t fear – fear is beneath him – but certainly a prickle of irritation and concern. Police intrusions of any description are messy and nearly always disruptive. The week after next, his contact at the council has confirmed the Planning and Regeneration Committee will authorise the Orbit Manchester project, and it’s vital he keeps his focus on that.

Trent smooths his shirt cuffs, adjusts the angle of his chair and waits. Hopefully, this won’t take long.

The detectives enter a moment later, their footsteps muffled by the thick carpeting. The man is stout and heavy-set with a flushed face, while the woman is sharp-eyed, tall and thin, her short hair tucked neatly behind her ears. Trent doesn’t bother to rise but gestures with a vague sweep of his hand for them to sit.

‘Thank you, Ingrid,’ he says, as she discreetly retreats back down the corridor.

As expected, the detectives falter slightly, their steps slowing as their gazes are drawn to the sprawling vista of London sixty-five floors below them. The effect is always the same. People can’t help but gape at the skyline, and the city stretching endlessly in every direction.

It’s a view few ever get to see and enjoy, and as he likes to remind himself: fewer still can claim it as their own.

‘Detectives,’ Trent says smoothly, folding his hands in his lap, ‘what can I do for you?’

The woman resists the magnetism of the view first, her gaze snapping back to him. ‘Detective Sergeant Kelly Harper, and of course you’ve met Detective Inspector Ajay Kumar,’ she says.

Trent swallows. Repeats the name silently to himself. Ajay Kumar. And then it clicks.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

‘Mr Connors,’ Kumar says with a smile. ‘It’s nice to see you again. We’re here about some new information that’s come to light regarding the death of Saskia Portman. As you might recall, I ran the original investigation.’

His comment lands like a gut punch, but Trent doesn’t let that show. They can’t know about the CCTV footage. He’s given Alicia everything she asked for and she’s returned the memory stick, so there’s no risk from that quarter, and Ingrid’s loyalty is watertight.

He leans back slightly, his expression one of polite interest.

Harper continues. ‘We’re revisiting the circumstances of her death. Could you tell us again about the night Miss Portman died?’

Trent exhales, his eyes flicking briefly to the window. ‘You’re aware I’ve been through this many, many times already?’ He allows just a hint of weariness to edge his voice. ‘We’d had a night out, and Saskia had had far too much to drink. I came back to the penthouse, and she went up for a swim. Sadly, it seems she slipped, fell into the water and drowned.’ He ignores Harper and looks at Kumar as the senior detective. ‘Can I ask what all this is about?’

‘You came back to the penthouse that night?’ Harper continues, her voice low, almost monotone, but Trent can hear the weight of authority in it. ‘Are you sure about that?’

Trent blinks, prickles of discomfort creeping up his spine. ‘I’m very sure.’ He pauses before adding, ‘What’s this new information you mentioned?’

‘We’ll get to that in a moment.’ Kumar’s expression remains impassive. ‘We’d like you to come down to the station for further questioning.’

Trent freezes, the room seeming to contract around him. That doesn’t really sound like a request. It’s rare he feels hemmed in and cornered, although he knows better than to let it show.

‘Fine. I’ve nothing to hide,’ he says, his voice as smooth as ever. ‘But in return, I think I have a right to know what the new information is you mentioned.’

Harper steps back, pulls out her phone and presses the screen, angling it toward Trent.

He feels the colour drain out of his face in an instant.

‘That bitch!’ he mutters, past caring that the detectives are there to hear him. ‘Alicia Turner. She’s given you this, right?’

‘I’m sorry?’ Harper frowns.

‘What’s she been telling you?’

‘We’ve had no contact from anyone of that name,’ she says carefully. ‘Our information has come from someone else, a very reliable source.’

He catches sight of Ingrid hovering in the hallway. Her face pale, her eyes wide.

For a second or two, the words hang in the air like a thunderclap. For the first time, Trent feels his mask shift, his mouth opening slightly before he clamps it shut.

‘This footage must be fake,’ he says, his voice sharp. ‘I can assure you, I’ve done nothing wrong.’

Trent feels the floor beneath him tilt, the certainty he’s always carried – his untouchable status, his carefully constructed fortress here in the sky – it’s all cracking at the edges.

He’s led out of the foyer of The Orbit in full view of a growing crowd of onlookers. A cluster of press jostle for the best spot, shouting out questions and snapping cameras.

‘Have you been charged with the death of Saskia Portman, Trent?’

‘Did you kill her?’

He keeps his gaze on the ground in front of him as he considers the irony that, only two years before, he’d walked in through this very same entrance, patted on the back by these same journalists, told he was a genius for creating this tremendous, iconic building.

Something makes him look up, and he locks eyes briefly with a woman who looks vaguely familiar. She’s standing back from the noisy crowd, watching quietly, with a detached integrity that somehow cuts to the core of him. But he can’t quite place her.

The back door of the police car opens, and an officer presses a hand to the top of his head as he clambers in. He steals a final glance at the woman and now sees she’s holding up an A3-sized poster featuring a photograph.

Printed across the top in bold red letters are the words, Justice for Saskia.


FORTY-ONE


A FEW DAYS EARLIER

New Reply to Thread: I Miss Her Every Single Day

Hello Saskia’s mum,

You don’t know me, but I’ve recently learned about your daughter’s tragic death, and I want to start by saying how deeply sorry I am for your loss.

Saskia sounds like such a wonderful, kind person, and I can feel the love you have for her in every word you’ve written here on this thread.

This is going to sound unusual, but I have some important information about Saskia’s death. I can’t go into detail here, but I believe it could help answer some of the questions that must be keeping you up at night.

I understand you might worry I’m not genuine, but I promise you that’s not the case.

I’m a mother too, and I can only imagine the pain you’re feeling. I don’t want to cause you any more distress, but I also feel it’s important you have the full facts.

If you’re willing, we can meet in a public place – somewhere you feel safe. I have something for you that will help to answer all your questions about what happened to your daughter that night. I won’t be able to offer any further involvement myself, but I truly believe this could help to bring you closure.

I’m leaving my email address below. Please feel free to contact me directly if you’re open to meeting up. I’m looking forward to hearing from you and I hope this message brings you even the smallest step closer to finding some peace.

Take care,

[The author’s name has been withheld]


FORTY-TWO
ALICIA


The message from Saskia’s mum sits on my phone like an unexploded bomb. I stare at it long after I’ve read it, wondering if this is the moment where everything changes. Again.

I’ve spent the morning thinking about what I might say to her if she replies, how I might begin to tell her what I have in my possession. Apologies seem too small for what she’s lost, and promises feel so insincere, even though I mean to deliver everything I’ve offered, if she accepts.

What I’ve done and what I’m about to do… none of it will bring Saskia back. The last thing I want to do is crush this woman even further. But who knows, maybe it will galvanise her to action and, in turn, stop someone else from sharing Saskia’s terrible fate. Maybe it will be enough.

Barry the doorman pulls open the heavy glass door and tips his hat. ‘Morning, Miss Turner.’

I force a smile and shake my head. ‘Told you before, Barry. It’s just Alicia,’ I tease, my voice light. The thought of him addressing me like that feels ridiculous, like wearing someone else’s clothes.

I’m a wealthy woman now, yes, but the money came at a cost I can’t ignore. Trent’s leaving the penthouse at the end of this week, just as I asked, but he’s just moving to another floor for now, until he gets sorted somewhere else.

As an extra sweetener, I managed to get him to issue me with a rent-free two-year lease on the penthouse as part of my directorship of his company. Provided I keep my promise not to go to the police.

The street outside hums with life. Red buses rumble past, their tyres splashing through the early morning rain. A black cab crawls up behind a delivery van, its horn blaring as a cyclist negotiates the traffic. Pedestrians flood the pavement, heads down, clutching their takeout coffees and phones, moving with a singular purpose. The air is sharp with exhaust fumes, cut by the occasional waft of warm pastry from a nearby bakery.

I walk the short distance to the small café, clutching my bag – with its precious contents – tightly. The café door jingles as I push it open, and I inhale as the familiar warmth and scent of good coffee wrap around me like a comfort blanket.

The café is busy but not packed. Conversations hum at scattered tables, the hiss of the espresso machine punctuating the air. I scan the room, searching for Mrs Portman – someone who might look like Saskia – but my gaze hitches on someone entirely unexpected.

The realisation comes an instant later, and it feels like an electric shock. A strange, crawling sensation ripples across my skin before my mind catches up.

The woman at the corner table is already watching me.

She stands slowly, her movements deliberate. Her face is familiar in a way that sends a shiver right through me. What the hell is she doing here?

‘Hello, Alicia. You’re here to see me,’ she says, her voice calm but with an edge that makes me shiver.

I blink, my throat suddenly dry. ‘Janice?’

‘Yes. I’m Saskia Portman’s mother.’

Her sharp eyes, the same ones that watched me every time there was an event at The Orbit, that I can now see look so much like Saskia’s… they’re pinned on me now. My brain is feverishly trying to make sense of what’s happening here, but Janice gestures to the table behind her.

‘Let’s sit down,’ she says simply, as though it’s not strange that she’s here, waiting for me, when I thought I was meeting someone else. A stranger.

I pull out a chair and sit down, my legs feeling a bit unsteady.

‘Why did you ask me to meet you, Alicia?’ she asks.

I open my mouth to answer but then hesitate. The truth feels too raw to just come out with it straight. ‘I… I came across your posts on the bereavement thread,’ I say, frowning. ‘And I’ve got something for you that I hope will help you. But wait… you lost Saskia, your daughter, and yet you work at The Orbit where she… where it happened?’

Janice nods. ‘You have to understand, when the investigation into my daughter’s death ground to a halt, I felt desperate. I had to do something… anything to stop myself from going under. I’ve worked in hospitality all my life and that experience got me in at Elevate because I knew they did some of the Orbit events.’

It was the same reason I’d started working for Elevate – to get close to Trent Connors to appease Steve Betts. Little had I known Trent would offer me the job of my dreams and the chance to get away from Betts, plunging me into a battle between the two of them.

I think about Janice watching me resentfully from the other side of the room whenever I was with Trent in my fancy clothes and jewellery. Now I know she’d have been constantly thinking about her daughter.

‘I felt like you hated me,’ I say quietly.

‘Hated you? No. But I could see you falling for Connors in the same way Saskia did. I watched him watching you almost from the moment you arrived, but I couldn’t warn you, so when you spilled the drinks, I saw my chance to get you away from him.’

Now the way she’d instantly fired me makes more sense. ‘You were trying to save me, because of Saskia.’

‘You reminded me a bit of her: your manner, your looks,’ she says, her voice soft but steady. ‘Saskia was bright and beautiful. Optimistic, too. The kind of person who always expected the best from life. She wasn’t naïve… just… hopeful.’ She smiles faintly. ‘She was everything I wasn’t, really.’

I nod but say nothing, letting her speak at her own pace.

Janice looks down at her hands.

‘When she got an offer to work in London as a hospitality hostess for big corporate events, she was over the moon. She couldn’t pack fast enough. I told her to keep her wits about her, warned her that London wasn’t like home. But Saskia… she was too excited to listen.’

Her damp gaze flicks up to meet mine. ‘That’s where she met him. Trent Connors.’ She says his name like it’s a curse, her lip curling slightly. ‘She fell for him fast. Too fast. She told me he was charming and successful. Older, but not too old. Sophisticated.’ Her voice sharpens. ‘I didn’t like the sound of him. I told her to keep her independence, at least until she knew him better. But she was head over heels, moved in with him after just a few days.’

She pauses, sipping her tea. I notice her hands trembling slightly as she sets the mug down. ‘At first, she seemed happy. She called me every day, gushing about him – how generous he was, how much he adored her. Then I started noticing little things.’ Janice’s eyes grow distant. ‘She stopped going out with her friends. He didn’t like her posting pictures online – said it was tacky and unprofessional.’

‘Controlling,’ I say quietly, thinking about the information and photos I’d found in his folder.

‘I thought so, too. But every time I brought it up, she’d brush it off. Say I was being paranoid.’ Janice stares down into her mug. ‘Trent Connors was all she wanted to talk about when she called home. The police questioned him about what happened, you know. But he managed to wriggle out of any suggestion of wrongdoing. Led them to believe Saskia was off her head regularly on drugs and drink. Call it a mother’s intuition, but I’ve aways been certain he had something to do with Saskia’s death. I’ve just never been able to prove it.’

I regard her sadly. The pinched mouth, the deep creases around her eyes and forehead. The product of a thousand nights without sleep, mourning for her beloved daughter.

‘I watched you at all the events, right from that very first night when you joined the team as a waitress,’ Janice says, her voice dropping lower. ‘I saw you with Trent, and I wanted so badly to warn you, but… I felt sure, just like Saskia, you wouldn’t listen.’

I nod. ‘I probably wouldn’t have done a few weeks ago, but now… well, now I know he has a different side to him.’ I sigh and lace my fingers together on the tabletop. ‘This is so difficult for me, Janice, because what I have to tell you… to show you, it could finally crush you.’

She shakes her head. ‘I can’t get any lower. When I got your message, I was on the edge of giving up on everything,’ she says, her voice unflinching. ‘But I want Connors to pay if he’s involved in my daughter’s death. Justice for Saskia is what keeps me going.’

There’s a tiny light there, behind her mask of grief, and it reassures me she is ready for what I’m about to do.

My heart pounds in my chest, but before I can change my mind, I reach into my bag and pull out a sealed envelope. I slide it to her across the table.

‘Inside, you’ll find a memory stick,’ I tell her. ‘It will break your heart, but it will also tell you everything you need to know about how your daughter died.’

Her face pales. ‘The CCTV was working that night?’

‘Yes. He did a good clean-up job, but not quite good enough. I can’t get involved any further, but it’s your decision what you do with this. It’s the last copy that exists.’


EPILOGUE


The wind tugs at my hair as I stand high above London, clutching my son’s small, warm hand. The city sprawls before us, like a glittering, restless thing.

‘Look!’ Brodie exclaims, pointing to the river below.

I smile at the way he still has a capacity for wonder.

I inhale, filling my lungs. The weight I’ve carried for years feels so much lighter.

There was a time when I didn’t think I’d make it. When every step forward felt like trudging through quicksand. Times when I thought I’d lose myself completely.

But now, here I am. Standing tall again, and for the first time in forever, I’m not looking over my shoulder.

I’ve made mistakes – too many to count – but they led me here. To this moment.

To freedom.

I pick up my son, and Brodie wraps his arms around my neck and turns his face in to me, away from the wind. I hold him tightly.

‘Are we safe now, Mummy?’ he whispers.

‘Yes.’ I close my eyes. ‘Yes, Brodie, we are.’

This is all that matters.

Being together has always been the only thing that matters.

* * *

If The Waitress had you hooked and flying through the pages then you’ll be completely gripped by The Marriage, a completely addictive psychological thriller about a woman who marries her son’s murderer.

Get it here or keep reading for an exclusive extract.


THE MARRIAGE
AN ABSOLUTELY JAW-DROPPING PSYCHOLOGICAL THRILLER


Ten years ago he killed my son. Today I married him.


PROLOGUE
BRIDGET


April 2019

I stood in front of the full-length mirror in my new ivory silk dress. Simple and classy, it skimmed my curves but crucially remained demure in all the right places.

I’d had a salon spray tan. My moisturised skin looked smooth and youthful, but when I pinched the top of my hand, the skin did not spring back immediately. I’d curled my hair and pinned it up, adding a tiny sprig of fresh gypsophila here and there to soften my look, and applied a pretty pink lipstick, the latest spring shade according to the sales assistant at the department store make-up counter.

Peering closer to the mirror, I studied my reflection. Tiny lines fanned out from the corners of my eyes and lips. My cheeks gave way to a soft sagging that spoiled the razor-sharp jawline I’d enjoyed in my thirties.

In two years’ time I would be fifty years old, but age was just a number. Today, I felt young, vibrant and free. I’d planned this fresh start for what felt like a very long time.

Today, I would start a new life with a man twenty years younger than me.

In one hour’s time, I would marry the man I loved.

The same man who ten years earlier had killed my only son.


CHAPTER 1


2009

To the local residents, retired primary school teacher Mavis Threadgold was a familiar sight walking the streets of Mansfield, a large market town that lay in the Maun Valley, twelve miles north of the city of Nottingham.

Dressed in her honey-coloured mac, tartan scarf and sensible laced walking shoes, she pounded the pavements like clockwork, three times a day, always accompanied by her trusty two-year-old black-and-tan dachshund, Harry. Whatever the weather, the intrepid pair could usually be spotted on one of their favoured routes in and around the town. Not so different to many other dog walkers in the area, apart from the fact that one of Harry’s regular daily outings took place at 2 a.m.

It was this walk they were on right now. Mavis stood patiently as Harry sniffed around the base of a lamp post. She often reminisced about her teaching days as she walked. Indeed, this was her favourite time to do so, the streets being so quiet.

Their eye-wateringly early walk had started the year Mavis retired, when she had lost her class of thirty eager, fresh-faced pupils. She’d had a pacemaker fitted for her worsening atrial fibrillation, and with it had gained the most wretched case of insomnia. Every night, after sleeping soundly for three or four hours, her eyes would spring open for no apparent reason. But it wasn’t just the heart condition that kept her awake.

Retiring early had scuppered Mavis’s plans to live mortgage-free when her annual salary ceased. She’d bought her house late in life and her mortgage was due to be paid off on her sixtieth birthday. Sure, she had a pension, but having never married, and with only one salary to live on, she’d skimped on her contributions over the years and her income wasn’t nearly as robust as it might have been. In the end, she was forced to extend the mortgage for another five years to reduce her payments.

Walking was the solution to her insomnia. It was one activity she hadn’t had to cut down on to stay within her budget, and even better, following a brisk twenty-five-minute stroll – invariably between the hours of two and three in the morning – she’d take a cuppa back to bed before settling down again for another few hours’ shut-eye.

Mavis marvelled how every morning the streets were the same: calm, deserted and completely uneventful. Until now. About to cock his leg against yet another lamp post, Harry froze as an explosion of booming music came out of nowhere about fifty feet away from them, in the middle of the almost silent street.

The rear fire doors of Movers, the only nightclub left in town, were suddenly flung open and two flailing bodies ejected onto the pavement before a muscular doorman slammed the exit closed again.

Mavis bent down to scoop up a startled Harry into her arms and stepped back into the shadows, out of sight of what she assumed would be local thugs intent on causing trouble. But when her eyes adjusted, she realised she actually knew the two boys who were currently dusting off their clothes.

It was none other than Thomas Billinghurst and Jesse Wilson.

She’d taught Tom and Jesse twice, first in her Year 4 class and later, when they were both aged eleven in their final year before they went on to Mansfield Academy.

The boys had been as close as brothers, inseparable from nursery, and yet very different personalities. Mavis didn’t mind admitting they had been two of her favourites, largely because of what she affectionately called their double act. Tom would step in as a calming influence when one of Jesse’s hyper moments struck, and Jesse happily coaxed Tom to join in activities when his nature was to shrink back. They naturally complemented each other without thinking about it, and both were all the stronger for it.

She did a quick calculation in her head. They’d both be eighteen years old now. That made her feel ancient, although she was only sixty-five.

As they’d grown older, Jesse remained the wild one and the frequent subject of gossip in the town. Often in trouble, and when he wasn’t, it would never be very long until trouble found him. Poor Bridget certainly had her hands full with that one, Mavis reflected, especially given that she was a single mother.

Tom, on the other hand, had grown into a bright, sporty type. He came from a good family. Back in his schooldays, Jill and Robert Billinghurst were always first in line at the school’s annual parents’ evening. Over the years, Tom had developed into the sort of boy who excelled at whatever he turned his attention to. That was currently boxing, if Mavis remembered correctly. There had been a small report of a recent win in the local newspaper a few weeks earlier.

She was about to step forward to say hello to the boys when the two of them, clearly the worse for wear, suddenly squared up to each other. Mavis was accustomed to dealing with this kind of thing in the school playground. It was surprising how much grown men had in common with warring five-year-olds. But here in this quiet, dim street with just the faintest glow of orange sodium light, there was no trace of the two mischievous but likeable boys she’d once known so well, and an icy prickle crept around the back of her neck.

She opened her mouth, anxious to intervene before things got really nasty, but she hesitated as voices were raised, the harsh tones amplified. Then the pushing and shoving started. The look in their eyes, and such terrible accusations flying around. Things Mavis wished she wasn’t around to hear.

But she couldn’t just stand by. This had to stop right now.

As she moved out of the shadows, the altercation escalated. Their movements quickened, raw fury burning in their eyes and vicious words still spilling from between bared teeth.

Mavis gasped at a flash of something sharp and metallic. Holding a shivering Harry close, she tucked herself behind a large green recycling bin at the back of the greengrocer’s, watching with dread from amid the stench of rotten vegetables. What she saw and heard next caused the breath to catch in her throat. Her grip tightened around Harry’s soft, warm girth as she backed away into the safety of the shadows behind, her soft-soled shoes scattering loose gravel underfoot.

The boys turned for a split second, as if they’d seen or heard her, but the interruption was forgotten as one lurched towards the other.

Mavis scurried through a concealed alleyway that served as a shortcut to the back of a short row of shops, before emerging on the next street, where she put the dachshund down again and caught her breath. She fished in her pocket for her pay-as-you-go mobile phone and rang for an ambulance, covering the mouthpiece with her hand to muffle her voice.

‘There’s some kind of incident at the rear entrance of Movers nightclub in Mansfield,’ she said breathlessly. ‘It looks pretty nasty. There are two men fighting and I think someone might be about to get hurt.’

She ended the call amid a flurry of questions from the emergency operator.

When she reached the top of the hill, she stopped, tipped her head and listened, her heart quickening as the urgent drone of emergency sirens fractured the silence of the usually peaceful early hours. She turned and looked back down the hill over the town and saw several vehicles with blue flashing lights turn into the high street below.

Her heart squeezed, and for a moment she considered turning around and going back to see if everything was all right. She wondered if she’d imagined the flash of metal – her eyesight wasn’t what it used to be. Her hearing was temperamental too, and their words had seemed slurred; perhaps she’d misheard the terrible things they’d said, the awful accusations. Just the thought of dealing with the police, enduring the curiosity of the locals and, as a worst-case scenario, ending up as a witness in court … well, she couldn’t cope with that. Not after her heart operation. The doctor had told her she must avoid stress at all costs.

Harry pulled on his lead, eager to get home out of the chilly November air.

‘Perhaps there’s been a traffic accident, Harry,’ she wondered aloud, as if acting a part. It was good practice, because that was what she intended telling the police if they came knocking at her door. That she didn’t see what had happened because she’d almost been back home when she’d heard the sirens.

Sometimes the truth was hard to bear but even harder to speak, and although as a God-fearing woman she struggled with this approach, Mavis had always recognised the value of keeping silent and letting other people resolve their own troubles.

She knew both boys, she knew their families. Getting in the middle of those two sides – both of which contained rather volatile personalities, if she remembered correctly –wouldn’t end well.

Mavis had spent thirty years helping the young charges in her care to recognise the difference between right and wrong. She was a big believer in doing the right thing when one was able, but sometimes the truth was so shocking it was kinder and wiser to say nothing at all.

Hopefully it would prove to be only a scuffle, an alcohol-induced disagreement between two friends.

In Mavis’s experience, these nasty little incidents usually blew over in no time at all.


CHAPTER 2


The Mansfield Guardian

15 October 2009

Man dies after one-punch assault in town centre

An eighteen-year-old man has died after being taken to hospital in the early hours of this morning in a critical condition following an assault outside a nightclub that led to a bleed on the brain.

The incident happened just after 2 a.m. outside Movers nightclub and late bar on White Hart Street in Mansfield. The two men were ejected by security staff after a disagreement escalated between them inside the venue. The fatal assault then took place outside the rear entrance.

The Guardian understands that Jesse Wilson was hit by a man known to him. Police have arrested another eighteen-year-old local man, a middleweight professional boxer who recently qualified for the East Midlands Boxing Championships due to be held in February next year.

Police are appealing for witnesses.


CHAPTER 3
TOM


April 2019

The prison staff had done a good job, Tom thought. They had made a sterling effort.

The officers had prettied up the small, drab inmates’ chapel with a swathe of white satin draped artfully around the door. Small vases of freesias and pink roses adorned the windowsills and scattered red hearts brightened the small table where he and his new bride would soon sign the register.

Tom had surprised the prison governor when he’d applied for the marriage licence. ‘There hasn’t been a wedding here for over ten years,’ he’d told him. ‘But if that’s what you want, it is your right and we’ll do our best for you.’

He’d proposed to Bridget six months earlier. Put in a special request for a private visit. As he was almost at release date, he was granted use of the small visiting room for one hour. It was a space usually reserved for sensitive visits from family – to notify a prisoner of a death or news of a birth, that kind of thing.

Painted in an awful glossy green, artificial plants dotted the corners. A low coffee table with peeling veneer sat in the middle of a few scratched chairs. But there was a window overlooking the fields at the rear of the prison. While he waited for Bridget, he’d stood staring out at the grass, the sky, a scattering of gulls that swept through the expanse of grey cotton clouds as if to remind him of the size of the world out there. A world he’d soon be part of again.

‘Why a private room?’ had been Bridget’s first words when the officer escorted her in. Her beautiful face looked taut and concerned. ‘Tom? Is everything OK?’

‘Everything is perfect.’ He’d smiled, and they’d taken their seats.

‘I’ll be just outside the door,’ the officer, Barry, said meaningfully. It was against the rules for him to leave Tom and his visitor unattended, but he had been around for Tom’s entire sentence and he knew the reason for the visit. He left the door slightly ajar.

Bridget looked back over her shoulder, concerned. ‘You’re scaring me now, Tom,’ she whispered. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing’s wrong, Brid. I’ve asked you here because …’ He stood up and moved to her side, falling to one knee. ‘I want to ask you: will you marry me?’

A small sound escaped her mouth and her hand flew up to cover the bottom half of her face as her eyes glistened. ‘Oh Tom … yes! The answer is yes, of course I’ll marry you!’

They both stood and he embraced her, for the first time in the two years she’d been visiting. He buried his face in her clean, shining hair, inhaled the shampoo smell of almonds and vanilla. She pressed against him and his entire body responded, seeming to fill with raging desire as he held her closer, feeling her warm, firm thighs against his.

The door creaked open slightly and Barry craned his head around, raising his eyebrows to show it was time to sit down. Tom took a step back and let out a breath. God, he wanted her so badly. It had been so, so long.

‘I secretly hoped you might ask,’ Bridget said, dabbing at her eyes. ‘But I thought it would be after your release. I never expected this!’

‘I … I had to ask you now. I’m sorry there’s no engagement ring yet but I’ll put that right as soon as I can,’ Tom said, his body still tense and hot. ‘I think the last six months of my sentence is going to feel like six years, but now that I know we’ll have each other when I’m out, it makes it all bearable.’

They’d sat back down and talked about practicalities.

‘I can organise everything my end. We just have to decide when,’ Bridget said. ‘When and where and … how we’re going to tell our families.’

The stubborn throb of desire drained from Tom in seconds.

‘Yeah, I know,’ he said. ‘I’ve been thinking about that.’

They agreed it would have to be done soon after his release. ‘There’s going to be a backlash,’ Bridget warned. ‘Best not to give them too long to think about how they can cause enough trouble to change our minds about the wedding.’

When Bridget left, Barry escorted Tom back to his cell. ‘I’m guessing congratulations are in order, judging by the lady’s reaction.’ The officer winked.

Tom grinned and nodded. ‘We’ve just got to decide how to tell our families now. I’ve got six months to work out how to stop my mother starting World War III when she hears the news.’

On the landing outside Tom’s cell, Barry hesitated. ‘You know, don’t quote me, but you could get married in here. Mind you, your good lady might not be impressed. I mean, there are definitely more romantic venues, but it’d solve your problem about family kicking off, ’cos there wouldn’t be a thing they could do about it, would there?’

He opened the cell door and went off along the landing whistling the ‘Wedding March’.

And now here they were, just minutes away from their nuptials.

The prison staff had more than risen to the wedding challenge.

One of the senior officers had brought in his son’s navy three-piece suit and a white shirt for Tom to wear, and Barry had loaned his own brand-new brown leather brogues for the day. Tom’s neck felt uncomfortably damp under the starched collar of the shirt.

Jesse’s face flashed into his mind’s eye, the way it often did when he was nervous. Since the moment nearly ten years ago when the two investigating detectives came back into the claustrophobic interview room to tell him Jesse had died, his friend’s image had been forever seared into his mind’s eye.

The expression on Jesse’s face was always the same too, the one he’d worn the split second before Tom had issued that fateful punch. The exact point in time when he might just as easily have chosen to turn around and walk away. If only.

But now he had a second chance at life.

The door opened and the chaplain entered. He was a small, rotund man with thinning hair and dark-rimmed glasses. Around his neck he wore a buttermilk satin cassock. He held regular weekly services at the prison, but Tom had attended none of them.

Today, the chaplain clutched a sheaf of paperwork in one hand and balanced a purple velvet cushion on the other with the ring on it. Tom had worked more hours than he could count in the prison kitchen and also on additional cleaning duties to raise funds and the governor had allowed the chaplain to purchase a modest ring on Tom’s behalf.

It occurred to Tom that this, the morning of his wedding, was another of those life-defining moments when it was in his power to slam on the brakes or freewheel all the way into a tempting new life. A better life this time, filled with love and redemption.

The door opened again and there were hushed voices. Reedy classical music began, filling the corners of the room with its thin sound. Bridget walked in and Tom’s breath caught in his throat. She looked an absolute vision. Stunning. She wore a mid-length plain white satin sheath that clung to her toned, shapely body. Tiny sparkles played around the delicate straps and she clutched three calla lilies, their vibrant green stems elegantly bound with silver ribbon. On her feet were dazzlingly high silver sandals that showed off her glossy French-manicured toenails and neat, lightly tanned feet.

He knew what the lags and certain officers here were saying behind his back. He had purposely kept himself to himself inside, but there were a couple of guys he trusted and had bonded with. They’d told him things they’d heard when Tom wasn’t around. That he must be crazy to marry someone so old and it would never last. That she must be of unstable mind, as the mother of the man he’d killed … no decent woman would ever do that.

But what did their petty, spiteful opinions matter in the scheme of things? Soon he’d be a free man and he’d never have to see these lowlifes again.

People didn’t understand that the bond he and Bridget shared was special. Unbreakable. People outside were going to have similar concerns, and as Bridget had said many times when they’d discussed the issues they’d face, that was their problem.

In Tom’s opinion, Bridget looked a good ten years younger than her age. She’d barely changed from the days when he used to spend a lot of time at Jesse’s house. She was still a gorgeous-looking woman.

She walked slowly into the chapel, her eyes meeting his and the hint of a smile playing on her lips. Her ash-blonde hair had been curled and gently pinned up at the back so that soft ringlets hung down here and there. Carefully placed white flowers framed her delicate features.

Sometimes when he looked at her he saw Jesse’s eyes, his profile. But not today. Today she was Bridget Wilson, his soon-to-be wife. Mother of the young man he had killed with a single punch almost ten years ago.

Bridget had found it in her heart to forgive him, and through that decision she had saved him. She was his past, his present and his future all rolled into one, and he made a silent vow to himself that no matter how difficult things might be outside, he would let nothing and no one get between them.

He couldn’t wait to start their new life together. He just had one final hurdle to overcome.

He had to break the news about their marriage to his mother, Jill. And it would not go down well.

* * *

Keep reading here!
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A LETTER FROM K.L. SLATER


Dear reader,

Thank you so much for reading The Waitress; I really hope you enjoyed the book. If you did and would like to keep up to date with all my latest releases, just sign up at the following link. Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.

Sign up here!

I had such fun writing this book, particularly creating the spectacular glass and steel structure, The Orbit, with just my bare hands and a keyboard. Even more impressive, I wedged it into Central London – no planning permission required!

I remember, many years ago now, watching the construction of The Shard during my visits to London and wondering what sorts of people might work there, who might be wealthy enough to live there. I guess that might be where the initial seed of the idea for The Waitress first began: the premise of terrible deeds in a beautiful building, in the best city in the world.

I loved allowing my imagination to run wild with the glamorous world Alicia finds herself plunged into. Imagining the self-doubt and the imposter syndrome that threaten to overtake her as she fights to make progress. The real danger lurking beneath the glittering façade of The Orbit’s penthouse…

The Waitress explores themes of trust and redemption and the struggle to escape one’s past mistakes. Alicia must balance her ambition and dreams with family loyalty and the fierce love of her son. Not an easy task when everyone in her life seems to be trying to take those same things away from her.

I trust you enjoyed your whirlwind tour of The Orbit London at Alicia’s side. I hope the story surprised and also intrigued you at times. I love my job and I am so grateful my readers seem to love my stories.

This book is set in London and also in Nottingham. Local readers should be aware I sometimes take the liberty of changing street names or geographical details to suit the story (not to mention constructing the odd skyscraper).

I do hope you enjoyed reading The Waitress and getting to know the characters. If so, I would be very grateful if you could take a few minutes to write a review. I’d love to hear what you think, and it makes such a difference helping new readers to discover one of my books for the first time.

Thanks a million to all my wonderful readers… until next time,

Kim x

https://klslaterauthor.com
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THE GIRLFRIEND


My husband’s dead. She’s at my door. She owns my home…

When the doorbell rings, just days after my beloved husband’s sudden death, I don’t recognise the woman on our doorstep, with buttery blonde highlights and a diamond bracelet identical to my own.

My world implodes when she tells me that she is my husband’s girlfriend, that the baby in her arms is his son, and that she owns our cherished family home.

But she doesn’t want to throw me and my children out on the street. She says she’s no monster, that she wants her baby to grow up with brothers and sisters. With no family, no money and no home, I have no choice but to accept her offer.

Now her food is in my fridge and her beautiful clothes are in the wardrobe in our master bedroom, yet as she helps me with chores and plays games with my little daughter, there’s a part of me that’s glad I’m not on my own. And as we sip wine at the kitchen table, I wonder if we could even become friends…

But when I find a phone hidden in her underwear drawer, I discover her terrible secret. Could she have had a hand in my husband’s death? And what exactly does she want from me?

An utterly gripping psychological thriller from the number one bestselling author of The Marriage. If you like Gone Girl, The Girl on the Train and Lisa Jewell then you will be hooked by The Girlfriend.

Get it here!


BLINK


What if the person you love most in the world was in terrible danger… because of you?

Three years ago, Toni’s five-year-old daughter Evie disappeared after leaving school. The police have never been able to find her. There were no witnesses, no CCTV, no trace.

But Toni believes her daughter is alive. And as she begins to silently piece together her memories, the full story of the past begins to reveal itself, and a devastating truth.

Toni’s mind is trapped in a world of silence, her only chance to save herself is to manage the impossible. She must find a way to make herself heard. She must find her daughter.

A compelling, gripping thriller with a breathtaking twist that will keep you awake until the early hours. Perfect for fans of The Girl on the Train, Behind Closed Doors and The Sister.

Get it here!


THE MISTAKE


You think you know the truth about the people you love. 

But one discovery can change everything… 

Eight-year-old Billy goes missing one day, out flying his kite with his sister Rose. Two days later, he is found dead.

Sixteen years on, Rose still blames herself for Billy’s death. How could she have failed to protect her little brother?

Rose has never fully recovered from the trauma, and one of the few people she trusts is her neighbour Ronnie, who she has known all her life. But one day Ronnie falls ill, and Rose goes next door to help him… and what she finds in his attic room turns her world upside down.

Rose thought she knew the truth about what happened to Billy. She thought she knew her neighbour. Now the only thing she knows is that she is in danger… 

The Mistake is a completely gripping thriller that will keep you up all night, from the top ten bestselling author of Blink, Liar and Safe with Me. Perfect for fans of Gone Girl and The Girl on the Train.

Get it here!
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time, and a worryingly high number do not have a single book at home.

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:

	Reading to children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference 

	Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them! 

	Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations 

	Encourage them to listen to audiobooks 

	Support school libraries 

	Give books as gifts 




There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our websites: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk and www.JoinRaisingReaders.com.

Thank you for reading.
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