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Prologue
Estella Grant trailed one hand languidly along the table, her eyes fixed on the most dangerous of the three men in the room. She knew what they all saw as she prowled toward them. Sex spilled in the sway of her hips, the parting of her bright red lips, the indiscriminate hunger in her gaze. All three unconsciously straightened their spines as she closed in on the men. One, her husband; the second, her lover; the third, a dead man.
“Hello, darling.” She kept her eyes on her husband, voice dripping with desire. It was so easy when you knew how: a little bit breathless, a little bit lower, just a hint of what was almost a moan. She wet her lips with her tongue, felt everyone’s eyes on her like a caress. She didn’t even glance at her lover; that would be suicide.
“Hey babe, what you got for me?” Her husband slid his hand around her waist and tugged her in hard. Possessive. Her pelvis, firm against his thigh. She caught, out of the corner of her eye, her lover’s feet shifting. She barely faltered — you’d only see the flinch if you were paying careful attention — and she didn’t take her eyes off her spouse for a heartbeat.
She slipped her hand into her handbag and pulled out her phone.
“Just this,” she said. She held the phone up and pressed a button. A man’s voice spilled out, all bravado and beer-soaked. I can take you right to him. He’ll never see it coming. Estella took advantage of the bombshell to sneak one ferociously fast glance at her lover, willing him to be the man she so badly wanted him to be.
Everything happened fast. Adam Grant, her brother-in-law, lunged forward in a desperate bid for the door. He’d barely made it three steps before the shots rang out, two, in quick succession. Estella flinched; she couldn’t help it. She was a human being, despite all the news reports. Adam flung himself forward, crashing violently to the floor, hands up to protect his head. Another shot rang out and he twitched before going still, eyes open, his face turned away as though to save himself from the sight of his own brother murdering him.
“Oh jesus,” said her lover — Simon Hartmann — her husband’s lawyer. “I can’t be here, I can’t— Oh fuck!”
“You always come through for me, baby,” said her husband, Mike Grant, head of the family business. He jerked her chin up and kissed her, hard. No tongue of course.
She pulled back.
“You know I do.” She one-upped him, licking his neck, drunk with bloodlust and power, while Adam bled out on the floor before them.
“End scene,” said the voice. Eloise stepped out from Estella’s skin, the dirty warehouse disappearing from behind her eyes, nothing but a bland hotel conference room and the stench of desperation. The casting team were all leaning back in their seats, looking thoughtful. Eloise couldn’t breathe. The casting director didn’t even spare them a glance. Instead he stepped toward her and offered her his hand. “Congratulations,” he said as he grasped her sweating palm. “You’ve got the part.”
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Three Years Later
“Hello, trouble!”
“Hello… problem child?” Ellie returned her younger sister’s unexpected greeting with a cock of her head, as she dropped her keys into the bowl on the hallway table and kicked off her shoes. She heard Zara laughing as she padded down the hall toward the kitchen.
Zara’s house was a tiny red-brick Victorian, wedged into a row on a back street of Northcote. It was a rental — of course — but she’d hung onto it for six years now, and it was as much Ellie’s second home as if she lived there herself. It was stifling hot this evening, the bricks holding onto the roaring heat of the day, and Ellie was already sweating from her short walk from the train station. She pulled off her t-shirt and wandered into the kitchen in her bra and skirt.
“Oh, put it away!” Zara gazed skyward for strength at the sight of her sibling. “We all know you actresses spend thousands of hours at the gym, you don’t need to shove it in the faces of us ordinary people, especially those of us who once pushed out an entire human child.”
“It was so worth it,” piped a voice from the dining table. Ellie met her sister’s eyes and they both burst into laughter. “I mean, imagine life without me,” Arthur persisted, glancing up from where he’d been concentrating on his sketchbook.
“I literally could never,” Ellie said, truthfully. Thirteen years ago, she’d been in her sister’s hospital room, arms full of a red wrinkly baby and, frankly, terrified by his existence. But now, looking at the lanky teenage boy with the floppy lesbian haircut and big brown eyes, she couldn’t imagine anything worse than a world without Arthur Graham in it.
Zara rolled her eyes, miming pulling out her hair at the roots, but she couldn’t hide her smile. “You’re alright, kid,” she said, as if he wasn’t the light of her entire life. He rolled his eyes right back, but wiggled his shoulders slightly with happiness as he lost himself back in his drawing. Ellie felt that thing she felt all the damn time in this house, the thing that still made her want to live in these people’s pockets: huge, epic, world-changing love.
“Weren’t you on dinner?” Zara grabbed her attention back, tapping her fingers on the bench.
“Me?”
“Yes, you. You said, don’t worry, I’ll bring Thai. Should I take it from your empty hands that you’re failing to feed us?”
“Holy shit.” Ellie slapped a hand to her sweaty forehead. “I completely forgot. My day was nuts⁠—”
“I mean, duh,” Zara agreed. “I’m not really surprised, considering-”
“Rehearsals ran late, then I left my phone in the theatre and had to sprint back for it, since it gets locked up by five-thirty and I nearly died from sweat-loss by the time I made the train-”
“It’s fine, El, it’s too hot to eat anyway.”
“Speak for yourself!” Arthur’s head snapped up, his eyes wide with horror.
“I’ll order us pizza,” Ellie assured him, apologetically.
“Gross.” Zara screwed up her nose. “I can’t think of anything worse than hot cheesy bread in this weather. I’ll make us a salad. A huge salad,” she added, acknowledging Arthur’s protest before the sound came out. “Oh my god, with some toast, or something,” she stopped him, again. “I swear to god, growing boys...”
“It’s only going to get worse,” Arthur announced cheerfully. “Wait til I’m fifteen, I’ll be taller than you and so hungry. I’ll eat like, eight Weetbix every morning.”
“Jesus christ,” Zara sighed. “Thank god you’ll be old enough to get a job by then, my young friend.”
Ellie collapsed onto the couch, the combination of her heat-addled scatter-brain and her sister’s money woes making her feel a little bit like a failure. The living room was faintly cooler than the outside world, the ancient air conditioning unit groaning under the unrelenting heat of Melbourne in February. The fires in the surrounding countryside had only just died down in the last couple of weeks, finally dowsed by a short bout of heavy rain. Still, the oppressive heat felt like a weighted blanket over the city. Her sister had set up portable fans; one ruffled the pages of Arthur’s sketchbook every time it rotated past him, gently lifting his sweaty brown hair off his forehead as it went. The other sent a small breeze past Ellie, and she picked up her own hair — the exact shade as her sister and her nephew’s — and gathered it into a bun on the top of her head so she could feel the air on her neck.
“Sorry,” she apologised again, calling toward the open-plan kitchen where Zara was dicing bright pink watermelon on a huge wooden chopping board. “I’ll do dinner next time, I promise.”
“I mean, you’re going to get your massive break now, aren’t you? You can probably buy all the dinners from here on out.”
Ellie snorted. Her mid-level success as an actor was an old source of teasing from her younger sister. Their whole lives Ellie had talked of making it big, of making the kind of Hollywood money that would change all their lives forever. That had only intensified when Arthur had arrived into the world. She openly daydreamed of the day Zara would never have to go to work again, because Ellie had signed an epic movie deal. Problem was, Melbourne wasn’t exactly Hollywood, and big breaks were few and far between.
“Not sure this show will be that massive, Zazzy,” she said with a sigh. “This is more of a kudos kind of job… gritty theatre for the reviewers. Make me look good before the next big round of auditions. Show my serious side: Eloise Silver — not just a soap star.”
“I’m not talking about fucking Samuel Beckett, you ning-nong. I meant Estella Grant. That’s going to be epic, isn’t it?”
“What do you mean?” Ellie curled her legs up on the couch and turned her whole body to face her sister. “Estella was an awesome role, but that series is wrapped. It sure as hell got me noticed, but I wouldn’t call it epic.”
“Mate.” Zara dropped her knife. Her big brown eyes went even larger than her son’s. “Are you fucking kidding me? Do you literally not even watch the news?”
“Huh?” Ellie had no clue what Zara was on about. “No, I’ve been living and breathing rehearsals, you know that.”
“No one told you?”
“No one told me what?”
“Oh my god. The Grants went nuclear this week. Multiple murders, in-fighting, gang shake-ups, cross-country drama. There’s no fucking way this won’t be another series.”
“Oh shit.” Ellie swallowed, hard. It was a strange feeling impersonating a real, living, breathing woman, who also happened to be one of the most connected and dangerous criminals in the city. Ellie had played the part with gusto — the sexed up femme fatale turned spurned woman — but hearing that her alter-ego Estella was out there, committing more crimes, gave her a familiar flash of serious discomfort.
“Mate, this is massive.” Her sister wiped her hands on a kitchen towel and dropped it on the bench. She came out of the kitchen, hands akimbo, her eyes bright. “Mike Grant is dead. Looks like Estella is in charge now. She’s the king pin, the head honcho… the queen pin? Season seven of Universe Below is going to kill it. And you— ” Zara pointed a goofy finger gun right at Ellie’s head, “—will be the starring role.”

“This is fucking weird,” Ellie said, two hours later, an almost empty still-sweating bottle of Stone & Wood in her hand. The beer sat heavily in her stomach despite only eating watermelon salad for dinner. The label was half-gone, picked off by her agitated fingers. “So fucking weird,” she repeated, lost for how to feel.
Zara flicked off the TV remote. They’d watched the 7PM news on the ABC, then, after Arthur had gone to bed, Ellie had channel surfed for every bit of coverage she could find. It hadn’t been hard; every news channel had breathless updates. The Grants were big business in Melbourne. The most surreal moment had been when the ticker-tape on Channel Ten had gleefully referenced the idea of another season of Universe Below, as though this further round of brutality was mere entertainment. Her own face had appeared in the background — blonde wig, blue contacts and all — a scene from the season six promo, as though she and Estella Grant were really and truly the same person. That, Ellie thought, trying to unclench her shoulders from her ears, was not an enjoyable thought.
“You hate this.” Zara frowned, reflecting her own expression back to her. Zara was younger by two and a half years, but between Ellie’s overly careful I’m on TV skincare routine and the tumultuous events of Zara’s life, people often thought it was the other way around. “I honestly thought you’d be excited as hell about a role like this.”
Ellie took a breath. A tiny shiver at the back of her neck confused her. The role did excite her. From a pure acting-challenge point of view, Estella was a dream come true. She made for spectacular television. “It’s just… creepy,” Ellie admitted. “She’s dangerous. Like, seriously dangerous—” she gestured to the blank TV screen, that had reported five murders and three attempted murders from that Wednesday alone. “And playing her means tapping into someone who’s that… awful.” She struggled to articulate her complicated feelings about Estella Grant. You couldn’t play someone for eight hour-long episodes of television without getting somewhat close to them, psychologically. It was an odd feeling: deeply satisfying, but definitely… dark.
“You could say no?” Zara said tentatively. Ellie smiled at her little sister. She knew that Zara too — while working her arse off as a nurse — also daydreamed about Ellie making it big, though she’d never ever say it out loud.
“I probably couldn’t,” Ellie corrected. “My contract had a clause in it for future reprisals of the role. Besides,” she sucked in a deep breath, “it would be a lead role in a massive series.” She and Zara exchanged glances, and she could see the excitement growing in her sister’s eyes. She knew, deep down, that it was a reflection of her own. “I mean. They might not even make it?”
The thought was unlikely. The series was produced by the legendary Jimmy Jenkins, a ferocious bulldog of a man. It had been epically successful, both in Australia and in overseas markets. Melbourne was a city that loved seeing itself reflected back on its screens and there wasn’t a person in town who couldn’t tell you the Grant family tree, or that of the Florellis — their main nemeses and competition for control of the streets. It was all down to Jenkins and his ruthlessness that the series was both unflinchingly real — no false names to spare the guilty, or the innocent — and flagrantly fictional for maximised sex and violence. The lawyers had had a field day, but the show came out with new seasons nonetheless. No, there was no way in hell they’d let this development pass them by, the very minute the dust had settled.
Right on cue, her mobile rang. She looked across at Zara, disbelief in her eyes. It must be a coincidence, surely.
“It’s my fucking agent.”
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Estella Grant paced the interrogation room at the Ascot Vale police station. Her face was streaked with mascara-black tear stains, not a shred of lipstick. She wore a black dress: high at the neck because she was in mourning, but fitted to her curves because she wasn’t dead yet. Her hair was in a simple knot at the back of her neck, as befitted the widow she’d suddenly become. Small wisps of blonde escaped around her ears to soften her appearance while dainty pearls decorating her lobes provided a hit of respectability. You never knew exactly what weapon you might need, so in Estella’s experience, it was best to come armed with them all.
She knew the cameras were on; they were always fucking on. Adrenaline fuelled her, making it impossible to remain still but she forced herself to keep the pacing slow. Just enough that she was stretching her legs, not enough to look maniacal when it was inevitably leaked to the media. She’d been here for sixteen hours now; the police just about wetting themselves in their desperation to strip her of her dignity and send her to a holding cell. They weren’t going to get the satisfaction this time. Estella had to do nothing more now than to wait it out.
This wasn’t her first fucking rodeo. Who did they think she was? All the pieces had been slid into place long before these imbeciles had even tied their clunky black boots this morning. All she had left to do was deliver her two lines and sit back and wait. Please excuse me, I’m grieving the loss of my husband and I will not be answering any questions without the presence of my lawyer. The thought they could intimidate her into anything more was frankly adorable. Checkers with a chess player.
She paced to keep the exhaustion at bay. A police station was no place to sleep and she calculated she hadn’t slept now for almost a full twenty-four hours. It was all she could do to keep her wits about her, as her vision blurred around the edges. The images kept flashing through her mind, the final fruition of years of planning. She’d thought of everything — everything — and her planning was watertight. She had a safety net, and a safety net for her safety net. Layers of obfuscation, of intimidation, of pure fear that she’d meted out through the ranks. Nothing was left to chance, not a single chip in her immaculate armour. None, that is, except Alison Hartmann.
Goddamn that woman. Goddamn Simon, and goddamn her own sense of misplaced honour! Alison would have sold her for dogfood in a heartbeat, and perhaps she should — Estella had destroyed her marriage after all — and yet Estella still couldn’t stomach the idea of Alison ending up in a shallow grave. Not considering her only real crime was to be hoodwinked by Simon Hartmann, an error in judgement Estella understood all too well.
It had been reckless of her. This was the one day that her entire life hinged on her actions remaining normal and yet she’d risked it all in a moment of panic. Years in the making and she’d changed things up at the last fucking minute. Up until 9:48AM yesterday morning, her plan had been to go neatly about her day — shopping in high street stores, getting a facial at her favourite day spa — all beautifully caught on security cameras and aligning perfectly with her credit card transactions. But when the tip-off came, she’d sped like a demon from hell on the freeway out of Melbourne, all the way to that tiny pinprick town in the Victorian countryside to save not one, but two lives, as it turned out. And now, all she could do was grit her teeth and hope she hadn’t destroyed her own life in the process.
She thought of Alison’s girlfriend, with her soft brown eyes wide with fear, like a goddamned trembling doe. She didn’t deserve a pointless death, even less so than Alison, who’d somehow still managed to betray her elegant disdain of Estella, even with her life hanging in the balance. A brief memory of Alison’s mouth, the way her lips had parted with the shock of Estella’s kiss, made her smirk, right there in the police station. She quickly pulled her face into line, but oh it had been worth it for the quick reminder of her dominance. Estella might be trash, she might be — gasp and grab your pearls — a criminal, not to mention a garden-variety home-wrecker, but now she was also the reason Alison Hartmann fucking lived and breathed and now they both knew it.
She took in a long deep inhale through her nose and sighed loudly from her mouth, the way her yoga teacher taught them. She remembered the instructor’s eyes widening the very first time Estella had entered the class. Fear, largely, but also — more entertainingly — irritation. Who was Estella Grant to muddy the chakras of this glossy sanctuary to enlightenment? Interestingly enough the yogi never got around to protesting after her classes quickly became packed, every suburban housewife within spitting distance wanting to tell their friends they shared a yoga class with a notorious underworld wife. That was way more exciting than a mere football WAG.
Her breathing settled, she retraced her steps for the thousandth time. Her information had been received on a burner phone, long since destroyed. No one from within the family knew she’d been in Gold Hill, except Devo — now neutralised — and Kenneth - who was probably loyal, but also implicated, being that he’d personally disposed of Devo’s remains in the Wombat State Forest. No, there’d be no trail to harm her from within. Her vehicle of choice had been taken from Kenneth’s never-ending garage of stolen cars with swapped plates, now simply switched out again: a ghost car. Her cover story wasn’t as sound as she’d previously planned but all her alibis were held in place with both a generous carrot and a hefty stick. As always, when it came to the Grants, it was all about mutually assured destruction, and Estella, it turned out, excelled at destruction.
Which left Alison. Ugh, and her pretty little fawn. Estella considered everything she knew about Alison Hartmann — quite a fucking lot, actually — and decided her only option was to continue to believe what she truly, deep down believed. Alison was a lot of things, but she wasn’t a fucking nark. Besides, Estella had promised her that she’d finally have her safety; what woman on the planet would play fast and loose with such a gift?
The door swung open, a faint creak on the hinges announcing two new arrivals. One was her lawyer, Sasha Vogel, tall, cold and elegant — shades of Alison, Estella belatedly realised — and the other, Detective Barry Dobson, the man who longed to be her nemesis. Estella had grown over the years to think of him as barely more than an annoying mosquito she’d love to slap, and she was delighted to see he looked as worn down and exhausted as she was, his face sallow and puffy, sagging with defeat.
“Barry.” She raised her eyebrows, as if she were dying to go another six rounds of refusal to cooperate.
“We’re free to go,” Sasha said, a note of icy pleasure in her tone.
“Don’t leave town,” was all the bluster Barry had left in him, and Estella found it in herself to smile. She fluttered her eyelashes at him and followed her lawyer out the door and into the night.

In the dark air, reality rapidly caught up. She couldn’t go home. Her living room was a crime scene, after all. Sitting in the back of the car, she tried to repress a shiver, only to find her hands were shaking. She’d never set foot in that house again, as long as she lived. Did any part of her truly regret it? A violent flash of the night before rushed over her in a wave and she tasted vomit, swallowing compulsively. She lifted her head to watch the dark city drift by and made herself go blank. She decided her only regret was how she couldn’t even pack a suitcase beforehand without raising suspicion. There was the smallest of overnight bags tucked in the footwell below her, barely more than a change of clothes and some toiletries. She forced herself to think of her exquisite walk-in wardrobe, with its acres of designer dresses and found, to her concern, that she barely cared at all.
Was it numbness? Was that the feeling? What was the appropriate emotion to feel when you had blood all over your hands? Five lives. Five deaths. She was too tired, as it turned out, to feel anything much at all. Instead she gazed out the window and watched the city lights blur into the darkness that surrounded her.
When the car slowed to a stop, she jolted sharply, her body on the cusp of sleep. She cursed herself; she couldn’t afford to lose even an ounce of vigilance, especially now. Kenneth, however, had his eyes studiously averted out through the front windscreen. He wouldn’t even look at her.
“I’ll walk you in,” he announced. Estella was — today of all days — sick of the sight of him, but tonight the dark unnerved her. It was laughable: Estella Grant was by any measure the most dangerous creature in Melbourne city tonight. Who could she even fear, the boogie man?
Kenneth was fifty-four years old, but you wouldn’t know it to look at him. His chest was a brick wall, his legs like concrete pillars. He’d been with the Grants as long as she had, though somewhere lower down the ranks until now. Now, he was indispensable. She thought of the bloodshed that had occurred over the last twenty-four hours of their lives and wondered exactly where such a man would stand now.
He opened the car door for her and stood between her and the street, before escorting her up to the glossy front door of the hotel. She nodded at him as the glass slid open, and he strode over to commandeer a large armchair in the reception area. He’d be there all night, keeping watch on the only set of elevators up. He was her last line of defence and she felt somehow sure, that tonight, he wouldn’t let her down, even though he too, had been interrogated for hours.
The young clerk at the front desk went sickly white as he took her name, glancing from her to the heavyweight fifteen feet away and back again. He didn’t make a peep about the arrangement though, and Estella was too tired to slip him cash or even smile. Fear would work just as well at this time of night.
Finally, the door of the anonymous hotel suite on the nineteenth floor closed behind her, and Estella swept the room for safety. She stripped off every item of clothing on her body and crawled immediately inside the clean sheets. She badly wanted a shower, but she couldn’t stand the sight of herself.
Another wave of memory threatened, the smell of blood sharp in her nostrils and she squeezed her eyes closed tightly. A single word formed in her mind: no. She breathed it, over and over — no no no no — until she was blank.
Tomorrow, she’d swing into action and claim for herself everything she’d earned. Tomorrow, she’d build something in the rubble of the empire she’d brought to its knees. Tomorrow, her new reign would begin, and her plan would slowly swing into action. But tonight? Tonight, for the first time in years, she would close her eyes and sleep like a fucking baby.
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“This—” Ellie pointed at Jared with her teaspoon, “is fucking bananas.”
“They’re blueberry pancakes, actually,” he replied mildly, looking up from his plate, mid-forkful. For a hot second she wanted to rub her agent’s carefully twirled blonde moustache into the maple syrup.
“I’m serious! What kind of insanity is this?” She gestured at the document on the screen of the iPad he’d laid on the cafe table between them.
“Look, I can’t lie, I’ve never seen anything quite like it,” Jared admitted. He chewed for a minute, his eyes on her face. “When Jenkins’s EA contacted me last night, I literally thought it was a joke. The news only broke two days ago. You can’t create a TV show out of an active investigation, it would bias a fair trial, if it comes to that. They’d slap a cease and desist on us so fast we wouldn’t have time to shit. But he was insistent: book Eloise Silver immediately.
She’s to hold off on all conflicting offers that may impact March through to June next year.”
“I can’t do that on an off-chance,” Ellie protested. “That’s prime audition period! Besides, that counts me out from every other ongoing role I could take this year. Surely, I have the right to take on whatever roles I like until a filming schedule is actually announced? It’s not like they could film this without me. Jesus, Jared… this story could all drag out for years!”
“Apparently Jenkins knows something we don’t, because Fallen
will foot the bill if they’re not on schedule.” Fallen was Jenkins’ production company, the same one that had bankrolled six previous seasons of Universe Below. “You’ll be well compensated whether you’re shooting or not.”
“That’s hardly the point.” Ellie screwed up her nose. “I want to be working. I don’t want to sit on my arse for months when I could be out there, building a name for myself. Fallen doesn’t own me.”
“Well, not exactly…” Jared hedged.
“Jared!”
“Look, when we signed for season six, it was a big deal! We discussed it at the time; Estella is an incredible role. Being promoted to lead for the upcoming season is one hell of a break. It could be just the thing you’re looking for. And besides, you agreed to be contractually bound to up to three seasons if her character was developed further⁠—”
“I didn’t know Fallen were going to become literal ambulance chasers! The bodies are barely even cold yet! What are we doing here?” Ellie started to feel sick all over again.
“We’re making great television.” Jared raised his voice over the hum of the busy cafe. “We’re not getting our arses sued by Jimmy Jenkins, who, by the way, you do not want to fuck with. And we’re getting you your big break. All you have to do is agree to a four month paid holiday next year if this shitshow of a schedule falls over.”
“This could fuck up my career forever,” Ellie groaned. “Why the hell did we sign this thing?”
“Because it could also make your career, for once and for all. You want to be a star, Eloise Silver? Then buckle up kiddo, because Estella Grant is your ticket to fame.”

Ellie was glum the whole train ride back to Zara’s. She had her own apartment in Brunswick, high above Lygon Street, because she liked being in amongst it all and just a quick tram ride to the city. But some deep part of her avoided the emptiness of the place. It wasn’t that she didn’t like living on her own, it was more that she didn’t like living without her family.
Zara had pushed a few times over the years for Ellie to formally move back in with her, but despite the best-friend closeness of their sibling relationship and her love for her nephew, there was a part of Ellie that knew for her own self-preservation she had to say no. That for her sister’s own sake, she had to say no. They’d been through too much together, had their lives far too entangled to ever go back there, to that point where no one could conclusively say whose life belonged to who. And so Ellie technically lived two suburbs away and yet spent half her week at her sibling’s house.
She watched the familiar scenery flash by the train window, the backs of the same houses whizzing past, the same graffiti-covered walls, the same level-crossings, the same station names. Getting off at Dennis, she sucked in a deep breath of hot sweaty air as the train doors opened. It was only a block to Zara’s, but she was damp with perspiration when she all but fell in the door with a groan.
“Shh!” whisper-yelled her nephew. “You’ll frighten Genevieve!”
“Everything frightens Genevieve,” she told him, as she crossed the living room to pour herself a giant glass of iced tea from the fridge. “Genevieve is scared when you slice her carrot sticks the wrong way. I can’t be held responsible for giving a guinea pig a heart attack.”
“She’s seen some things.” Arthur frowned up at her from his position on the floor, the small ginger creature on his lap. “She witnessed her sister’s murder.”
“That’s true.” Ellie came and sat cross-legged opposite him. She took a long sip from her glass and reached over to scratch Genevieve’s head. “I’m very sorry for your loss,” she said gently. Genevieve made a little rumbling-squeaking sound that Ellie was pretty sure meant she had no real residual trauma from the fox attack in the backyard she’d survived three years ago. She seemed fully appreciative of her smug little life as a spoiled indoor pet. “How was your day, kiddo?”
“Pretty good,” Arthur said. “Wilton came to school with green hair and Miss De Lucca said that he’d be suspended if it wasn’t brown again by Monday because it’s against the uniform rules. Which seems dumb. Like how does green hair stop anyone from learning?”
“I don’t know,” Ellie agreed. “It does seem dumb.”
“Are we adulting, Eloise?” called Zara’s voice from her bedroom across the hall. Ellie sighed.
“Yes mum,” she called back. That was a joke. Their mum hadn’t adulted in… well, ever. Ellie looked at her nephew, who had his eyebrows raised, waiting. “It’s indoctrination,” she staged-whispered. “They’re trying to turn you into good little capitalist soldiers.”
“I don’t know what that means,” he whispered back. “But it sounds stupid.”
“Totally,” she kept her voice low. “It’s about demonstrating school pride through respect for your uniform,” she projected her voice for the audience across the hall. “Resist,” she added in a whisper. Arthur giggled.
“I know what you’re doing,” Zara called out again. “Arthur, don’t listen to anything your aunty says, she’s a starving artist.” There was a rustle as she got off the bed and padded across the hall. Zara pointed sleepily at her son. “We need someone in this family to be a lawyer or an accountant or something, okay?”
Zara was joking, but the huge dark circles under her eyes added a weight to her words that made Ellie’s heart sink. She glanced at Arthur, but he was busy feeding Genevieve a blade of grass he’d harvested from the yard, happily ignorant of the adult woes around him.
Zara collapsed onto the couch beside them, her t-shirt and pyjama shorts wrinkled from what looked like a failed attempt to nap. She was on night duty that week, so Ellie stayed overnight to supervise Arthur, while her sister tried to sleep during school hours. She looked wrecked.
“You doing okay, Florence Nightingale?” Ellie tried to keep her voice light. Zara shot her a slightly huffy, indulgent look. They both knew what she really meant.
“I’m fine. You don’t need to big sister me, I promise. Just sick of nights. Ward’s been feral.”
“Sick people keep wanting things from you, huh? So rude.”
“So rude,” Zara agreed. “Can you get me one of those too please?” Ellie went and poured her sister a cold iced tea and sank down on the couch next to her. “Tell me about your meeting.” Zara nudged her thigh with her feet.
“Ugh, ridiculous.” Ellie launched into the story of Fallen’s demands and Jared’s assessment. “I have auditions for that indie film next week, but if I’m in the running I’ll have to tell them that four months early next year are blocked out just in case. It’s one thing to turn down one role for another, but another thing altogether to turn down something good just on the off-chance. And it’s such an off-chance. Like are the writers literally just waiting around to see a conclusion and then start writing? What does that even look like? Estella behind bars?”
“They could write a whole damn series about the last week,” Zara said. “I’d watch the hell out of that. What a tale. Blood and betrayal, Estella’s husband taken out. Estella tipped to take over. Oh my god, you don’t think she killed him do you?”
Ellie clenched her jaw. This was the whole crux of it for her. Zara looked ready to munch popcorn over the details, but Ellie would have to be complicit in turning real deaths into entertainment. It felt queasy. She opened her mouth but caught sight of her sister’s exhausted eyes. There were better people to complain to, about what she was paid to do.
“I’m not Estella’s keeper,” she grumbled instead. “I have no idea what that woman would or wouldn’t do.”
“What would be more satisfying to play?” Zara mused. “A husband-killer or a grieving mob boss?”
Both seemed overwhelming in that moment. Ellie considered the difference between playing a woman sentenced to life in jail, or a woman willingly leading a bunch of brothel-owning, drug-dealing, money-laundering, murderously violent thugs. Overall, she preferred it when Estella had been simply an adulterer, the other stains on her conscience plausibly existing only by association. That was what her sister failed to understood about acting. For Ellie to do her job well meant delving deep into Estella Grant’s psyche. To have empathy for her. And that, right now, looked like willingly diving into the pits of hell.
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Estella awoke to bright sunlight streaming in through the windows. For a second her body tensed: fight or flight, ready to run. Then, for the first time in what felt like decades, she let all her muscles relax. She stretched luxuriously in the crisp hotel sheets and nestled her face into her soft pillow. The peace of the moment almost overwhelmed her, until a single tear leaked out from under her gritty eyelashes and she rubbed her face to stop.
Slowly, her consciousness fully returned to her, her brain now finally rested, beginning to fire up again. She flung back the covers. God, she had so much work to do. She took her time standing under the massive rain-head shower, washing it all away. The scent of blood — real or imagined — her own acrid sweat, the stench of a police station. Everything slipped away down the bathroom drain, washed clean with the suds of fragrant five star hotel shampoo.
She stepped out of the water and made herself meet her own eyes in the mirror. She raised her chin to really stare. The woman in the mirror was naked, wet-hair, no makeup. She looked, for an instant, terrifyingly vulnerable. She leaned her hands on the bathroom cabinet and narrowed her eyes in challenge. There she was. A sense of warmth flooded through her chest. No one could touch her now. She smiled at herself and felt leonine. An apex predator, top of her game. What a fucking turn around from little Estella Carletti, nineteen and obsequiously obedient. She walked away with a slight sway to her hips and began to dress herself.
Her options were minimal. She remembered checking today’s forecast earlier in the week, trying to figure out what to pack. She’d long thought of this day as E Day. The day after D Day. The day she’d get to wake up with the hardest part finally done. Time now to remake the Grant business into Estella’s business for once and for all. And here she was, all of a sudden, in that moment. Getting dressed in a simple skirt and silk blouse, all in black of course, just in case she was papped by swarming media. All she had to dress for this morning was low-key comfort while she took charge of the infrastructure, rebuilding her life in her own image. Tonight, however⁠—
Her thought process was shattered by the sharp rap on the hotel room door. She took only three seconds to grab her illegal handgun from the bedside table, the heft of the loaded weapon with a bullet ready in the chamber giving her a solid sense of well-earned power. She tried not to think of how sweaty her palms were. She glanced through the peephole of the door. She huffed and pulled it open.
“Apologies.” Kenneth strode in. “You didn’t answer your phone.”
“Can’t a girl get some sleep?” Estella wasn’t in the mood for this paternalistic, bodyguard shit he’d reverted to today. Her arm relaxed and she dropped her gun hand to her side. 
“I figured you would want to go willingly, not have the police turn up with handcuffs,” he said flatly and her spine went rigid, gun still in hand.
“What the fuck are you talking about?”
“Your lawyer called me, when you didn’t answer. Cops want you back for further questioning, an hour ago at this point.”
“Oh, for god’s sake,” Estella huffed. She crossed back to the bedside table and laid down the gun, picking up her pearl earrings and slipping them back into her lobes. “What does that little rat want now?” It was intensely aggravating, considering the mountain of work that towered over her. Jesus christ, it was almost like Barry had no idea how busy she was.
She tried her yoga breathing again in the backseat of the car as Kenneth drove her back across the city. She should have known. Barry had tried this kind of shit with her before. Haul her in, waste her time, keep her away from business, all with nothing new in his arsenal except to be annoying. He’d only succeeded in booking her once in their decades long relationship, and on the most minor of charges. He couldn’t ever seem to get it through his dumb hangdog head that she was untouchable. It was his consolation prize, after all: he would never be able to take her down — he didn’t have the balls — but he could irritate her.
She made Kenneth stop by her favourite cafe and run in to buy her a smoothie and an espresso. She wasn’t about to spend yet another day under those sickly lights without something real fuelling her. When they pulled up in the station carpark, the door of a black Lexus opened and Sasha approached, sliding in next to Estella in the backseat of the SUV. Her lawyer gave her a cool once-over.
“You know the drill.” She didn’t bother with greetings, or with stupid instructions, which Estella more than appreciated. Sasha was a rare beast. A defence lawyer happy to be on retainer for Grant family business and without a shred of dirt on her. She’d agreed to Estella’s terms without blinking because she believed in justice, not because she could be compromised. Once upon a time, having hold of a dirty lawyer seemed like an essential to Estella. But Simon Hartmann had changed all that. Another bonus to Sasha? She had no desire or inclination to fuck Estella. Long may that last.
Together they approached the station.
“Morning boys.” Estella flicked back her hair. The young constable manning the desk blinked rapidly and pressed a button that opened the reinforced glass doors to the interrogation rooms. Estella led the way, Sasha in her wake. She had no need to hide from Detective Barry fucking Dobson.
Another young officer held out his arm like a hotel concierge and opened the door to the same damn room she’d spent sixteen hours in yesterday. Estella strolled in, ready to do another round. And then she paused. Instead of the same old tired detective, a woman sat across from her. Her back was straight, her bearing regal. She was perhaps in her late forties, her face make-up-free and lined, her eyes as clear and sharp as her chin-length black bob.
“Who are you?” Estella snapped.
“Good morning, Mrs. Grant,” the woman said, her tone calm and confident. “I’m Detective Markos. A new taskforce has been assigned to this murder investigation — sorry for your loss— well, your losses, by the way — and I’ve been appointed the lead.”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Estella bit down on a stab of unease. “I want Barry back.”
“Take a seat, Estella,” the detective said. Her smile was shrewd. She didn’t drop her gaze. “You can call me Yolanda.”

It was dark again by the time Estella finally stalked out of the station, but at least — to her grim relief — she wasn’t in fucking handcuffs. She was exhausted.
“What the fuck was that?”
Her voice was brittle. “You should have dealt with her.”
“She was unprecedented.” Sasha sounded strained. She wasn’t wrong. Yolanda Markos was everything Barry was not: calm, controlled, smart, a hint of a pit-bull beneath the surface. “But the strategy is the same⁠—”
“It’s not the same at all and you fucking know it,” Estella hissed. “Barry is a piece of piss. Yolanda is going to be a problem for us. We need to deal with her.”
“Well, no shit, Estella,” Sasha snapped. “But don’t forget what you pay me for. I’m your defence lawyer, I’m not going to take her out back and-”
“Careful,” Estella dropped her voice to a pitch that scared grown men. “I don’t like what you’re insinuating.”
“We’re both tired.” Sasha met her eyes. Sasha wasn’t scared of her, and Estella frequently wished she could remedy that. “Go home and get some sleep. Don’t do anything stupid. Stay the course and we’ll follow due process. When people fuck up about now, it’s because they panic and think they need to take action.” She put her hands on her hips and stared Estella down. “Don’t take any action. Especially not that kind of action. Are we clear?”
“Just do your fucking job.” Estella didn’t back down a step. It was always a pissing contest with Sasha.
“Take a break from yours,” Sasha retaliated. She turned her back to walk to her car.
“Sleep well,” Estella called after her, her tone dry.
“Sleep with the fishes,” Sasha shot back as she pulled open her car door. Despite herself, Estella started to laugh. Kenneth raised his eyebrows as he opened her door for her.
“What?” She rolled her eyes at him. “We all need to have girlfriends in our lives.”
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Months passed. Ellie’s season at Malthouse Theatre finished. Auditions came and went. She filmed two episodes of a police procedural, her character quickly sacrificed to a serial killer. She got a part in a new, edgy sitcom; she’d read for the lead but was selected instead to play the main character’s child’s weary schoolteacher. Then, it happened: she was asked for — by name — directly requested to read for a significant supporting role in what was — for Australia — a very big budget movie. Nicole Kidman was starring, of course, but Ellie had a shot at playing her troubled younger sister. She wanted the role so badly her teeth hurt.
“I just got the schedule.” Jared’s voice down the phone was dire, announcing the news like a death. In a heartbeat, Ellie knew what was coming.
“No. Absolutely fucking not, Jared⁠—”
“I’m sorry, hon. There’s no negotiating with a film schedule that size. They’ll be on location in Bali right when Universe Below has you booked.”
“Contact Fallen! Surely, they know by now whether they need me right then⁠—”
“I tried already, Ellie Bellie.” Jared’s tone was sorrowful. “There’s no wriggle room. I’m sorry. The casting directors loved you. They said they’ll remember you for other roles. But the timetable is unworkable with your other commitments. This one’s just not meant to be.”
Ellie hung up, desperately despondent. And then, just like that the rage hit. Who the hell did Jimmy Jenkins think he was? Reserving her on a shelf like a goddamned library book, just in case, when her very career was on the line? Surely if he understood what was at stake for her— surely he knew that his lead actor having a prominent role in a blockbuster would only benefit them, surely— Before she’d really even planned it out, she was in a cab on the way to King Street.
She stormed her way in through the glass doors, and across the vast marble floors of Fallen’s Melbourne inner city headquarters. Cool light spilled through huge floor to ceiling windows, but it did nothing to warm the place up.
“I’m here to see Jimmy— er, Mr. Jenkins,” she said to the receptionist at the vast gleaming front desk. The young woman’s head cocked to the side, her face impassive.
“Your name?”
“Eloise Silver,” she said sharply, her voice bouncing off the gleaming walls. It was a bit much, honestly. She wasn’t a famous actor, but she’d been in tons of medium profile roles at least, and the receptionist at the production company responsible for her biggest television job to date didn’t even know her face? Was this a power play?
The young woman offered her an insincere smile as she made a pretence of rechecking the computer before her. She tucked back a lock of impossibly silky black hair and tapped her shiny nails against the keyboard.
“I’m sorry, Eloise, but I don’t have you in his diary. Perhaps⁠—”
“Perhaps you could make an exception, considering I’m this close to tearing up my contract with Fallen, if they don’t stop messing with my career.” Ellie’s voice had gotten louder. It wasn’t like her; she’d sworn never to be one of those wannabe divas embarrassing herself like this, but she did unfortunately have a fiery streak she tried to keep in check, though today she was apparently failing.
The receptionist stood up. Her voice got very soft and Ellie had to lean in to hear her.
“I would suggest not shouting about sensitive contractual information right here in the foyer,” she said, with a note of warning in her tone. Ellie was about to argue her point when something about the young woman’s demeanour pulled her up short. If acting school had taught her nothing else — outside of a high threshold for public humiliation and personal trauma overshares — she’d absolutely learned to study people’s micro-expressions. This woman looked afraid.
“I apologise,” Ellie said immediately. She didn’t think anyone working in the television industry would be fearful of a bossy actor raising their voice, but something had clearly unnerved this woman. She found the name plaque on the desk. Lucia, Fallen Productions. “Could you book me a meeting with him, please, Lucia? As a matter of urgency? I’ll wait.”
Lucia remained on her feet. She considered Ellie for what felt like a long time, scanning her from head to toe. Her smooth brow was slightly furrowed.
“I would thoroughly recommend against having a meeting with Mr. Jenkins without a representative with you,” she said, enunciating her words carefully as if to imbue them with meaning. Ellie considered her and thought of her agent. Jared was a man who could be hard to reach when he wasn’t trying to reach you himself and Ellie most certainly wasn’t his only client.
“I’m sure that won’t be necessary,” she said easily. Lucia looked to be in her very early twenties, yet to gain the confidence that hitting your thirties gave you. Ellie tried not to sound patronising. “My agent is busy and I’m more than capable of⁠—”
“Eloise.” The sudden strength in the young woman’s voice stopped her in her tracks. “I would highly recommend you not meet with Mr. Jenkins alone.” Her eyes held Ellie’s with a sense of urgency. “If your agent isn’t available, may I suggest a manager or another representative. Make an appointment when that’s a possibility. And even then, I’d suggest making sure it’s absolutely necessary.”
Ellie stared back at her. Lucia didn’t move a muscle and Ellie wasn’t entirely sure if she was imagining the message being hinted here. She opened her mouth to clarify, but Lucia jumped in fast. “Mr. Jenkins is a busy man,” she smoothed over, all darker intonations disappearing from her sunny tone. “He’s very difficult to get face time with. Please go through your agent to iron out any contract issues you may have. Good luck!”
Eloise was dismissed. Out on the pavement she felt beyond deflated. Was this really happening? Losing out on a life-changing film role, purely at the whim of a production company who refused to even meet with her?
An icy wind blew up the street, sneaking through her unzipped puffer jacket and freezing her from within, a faint haze of rain stinging her cheeks. Melbourne in June could be a grim, grey place. It was only the first month of winter, but sometimes winter could feel like it lasted all the way until November.
Halfway down Little Collins Street, a small cafe beckoned, warm golden lighting promising a shield from the miserable day. She ducked indoors and ordered a flat white and an almond croissant, shrugging out of her jacket to take a seat near the window. With a flash, she realised who it was she wanted to speak to, so desperately it felt like a craving. She pulled out her phone and pressed call without second guessing herself.
“Well well well, if it isn’t Eloise Silver,” came the booming voice like a warm hug. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Hugo.” Something about hearing his familiar voice in that moment made her eyes flood with tears, even as she found herself smiling. “I’m sorry to bother you⁠—”
“You’ve never been a bother in your entire life. Have I taught you nothing? Never apologise for your presence! Announce it!”
Ellie cleared her throat. “Hugo, darrrrling,” she infused her voice with a strength bordering on arrogance. A Toorak matriarch; a Fortune 500 CEO; Anna Wintour as played by Meryl Streep. “I need to run something by you. Please take a seat.”
Hugo laughed. No matter where in the world he was — holidaying in Tuscany, playing the lead on Broadway — his heartiness was like a log-fire, even when transmitted via phone tower. “That’s better. Now. Entertain me.”
Ellie did. She infused her story with passion: the losses low and the sparkling, just-out-of-reach prize sky-high. In the retelling of her tale, she discovered the comedy in it as well as tragedy, finding herself able to laugh, after all, at her own missteps and misfortunes, and Hugo sighed along with her.
“What a travesty, Ms. Silver,” he pronounced when she was done. “What a terrible waste this all is.”
“I know!” The validation felt delicious. “The movie could have been a deal maker for me⁠—”
“Not the movie!” Hugo dismissed her. “Not the silly little film, Eloise. I’m talking about you, wasting all this time and energy chasing some role that doesn’t belong to you, when you already have this: the gift of Estella Grant.”
“I’m sorry, what?”
“Let me get this straight. In eight months time — barely eight months, in fact — you may well be delving into your very first starring television role — a leading lady — playing the most fascinating woman on the planet, and you’re not throwing yourself heart and soul into preparing for it? My word. If there was one thing I didn’t have on my bingo card for 2024, it was Eloise Silver falling short of my expectations for her.”
Ellie went silent. Hugo might be prone to dramatic statements, but even the idea she might disappoint him stung. It was Hugo Stafford — legend of Australian theatre — who’d given her a second chance after she’d failed in her first round of NIDA auditions, and admitted her to Australia’s top drama school. He’d looked her in the eye — weedy, eighteen-year-old Ellie, with her misguided yellow-blonde highlights and cheap shoddy clothes, away from home for the first time in her life — and told her that she had something rare inside her she could access, but she had to promise not to take it for granted. And from that moment on, she hadn’t. She’d decided that if Hugo saw something in her then it was there. Self-doubt be damned.
“But we don’t even know if the season is going ahead yet,” she said, her voice small.
“Rubbish,” Hugo declared. “Of course it is. Do you know how many thousands of actresses would cut your throat for a chance at that role? You’re lucky you haven’t been stabbed while sleeping! Thankfully you proved yourself the first time around, Eloise, because what a devastating Estella you played! Sex and death, temptation and defeat, murder and mayhem, oh my! Now, tell me you didn’t love being her.”
A woman outside caught Ellie’s eye, marching down the street past the cafe. She wore a bright red coat, picking her out amongst the usual sea of Melbourne city black, but otherwise her expression was shut down and grim. She walked as though she was trying to fold in on herself, to get as small as possible to hide from the cold and the rain. A slight limp betrayed how uncomfortable her tight shoes were at the tail end of a long, tedious work day. Estella Grant would never walk like that. Ellie raised her head.
“I did love it,” she said. “She’s ferocious. She’s terrifying, actually. A woman like that just… eats the world and everything in her path, and that’s fucking rare, to find a role like that.”
“Isn’t it?” Hugo agreed. “It’s one thing to play a supporting role, and another to be a main character. You can’t just skate by on this one, figuring things out when you get the script. This isn’t just your big break, Eloise, it could be your role of a lifetime! Award-winning! Unstoppable proof of your talent! You cannot let this slide by like some kind of mere job. You need to slip inside her. You need to inhabit her every dark thought. You must become her.”
“Oh my god,” Ellie breathed. Hugo was right. Estella Grant was the ultimate main character, not just as a TV role, but in her own life. Estella Grant wouldn’t be fobbed off by a mere receptionist; she’d kneecap Jimmy Jenkins himself if it suited her needs. God, Ellie had a long way to go if she was going to convincingly portray that kind of energy. “You’re right,” she decided, straightening her spine. “I need to go and embrace the monster within. If I have one,” she added, with a self-deprecating laugh.
“Of course you do,” Hugo said, so severely that Ellie got chills. “We’ve all got a monster inside us if the conditions are right. But you can’t play a woman as a one-note. You have to figure her out. Redeem her, make her human, make me love her and despise her. Make me root for her, desire her and fear her. And Eloise,” he added, right before he hung up for dramatic effect. “For god’s sake. You’ve only got eight months.”
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“When did you turn into such a nerd?”
Ellie looked up from working on her sister’s couch to see Zara standing barely twenty centimetres away from her, patiently holding out a plate of spaghetti, looking as though she’d been there for some time.
“Oh, shit, sorry,” Ellie apologised and put down her yellow highlighter. Yellow was for Estella’s confirmed crimes while pink was for suspected. There was a lot of pink in these pages piled on her lap. “Thank you for cooking,” she said guiltily. She was used to being the one to take care of her sister, rather than the other way around. She’d gotten so absorbed in her work she’d barely noticed the hours — just like the weeks and months — slipping by, almost not even registering that her sister was in the kitchen at all.
“It’s fine,” Zara said. “Just please tell me I’m not going to come home one of these days to find my living room wall is covered in crime scene photos and red strings tacked everywhere. You look deranged right now.”
“I do not—” Ellie started to defend herself. Then she looked twice at the scene she’d created. Her sister’s couch was a nest of books and papers, from salacious true crime tell-alls with blood-splattered covers to textbooks penned by forensic psychologists. There were print-outs of newspaper articles and copies of all the court documents she’d been granted access, capped off by the glory that was The Dossier. “Okay, I do look nuts, you’re right,” she admitted, gently pushing the folder to the side and gratefully twirling a forkful of homemade spaghetti into her mouth.
“I did a three-year nursing degree and took about a quarter of the notes you’ve made in the last three months,” Zara observed, her brows raised.
“Should we be bragging about that?” Ellie tilted her head. “Lives in your hands, etcetera?”
Zara scoffed. “That ring-binder alone looks like someone’s PhD thesis. Don’t you think that might be overkill?”
“Overkill?” Ellie almost choked on her mouthful. She swallowed, wiping her chin. “Overkill would be how Devo Grant was shot in the head after he was bludgeoned with a bat. The Dossier isn’t overkill; it’s a bible of in-depth research on Estella Grant.”
“The Dossier?” Zara smirked. “You are such a nerd right now. It’s killing me that you’re thirty-one years old and I can’t tease you in front of your high school friends any more. Who were those mean girls you used to hang out with?”
“You hung out with the mean girls?” Arthur had ignored all the talk of murder PhDs in favour of reading a fantasy novel in the corner armchair, while happily shovelling spaghetti into his mouth, but the horror of mean girls made him lift his eyes from the page. “You weren’t mean were you, Aunty Ellie?”
“They weren’t mean girls,” Ellie protested. “Becca and Nicola were just⁠—”
“Bullies pretending to be your best friends,” Zara interjected. “Don’t worry kiddo, Aunty Ellie was still sweet as pie in high school. She just refused to see that those girls only liked her because she was pretty, then pushed her around because
she was pretty.”
“High school is dumb.” Arthur scrunched up his nose. “Are you sure I need to go for the whole five years?”
“Sure do.” Zara nipped her son’s argument in the bud, giving him a steely gaze until he huffed and picked up his book again. “Alright, explain this dossier to me, like I’m a nurse, not a professor of criminology, or whatever in the name of Meryl Streep is happening over here.”
“Okay.” Ellie shoved in another forkful of spaghetti then pushed her plate aside. She ignored her sister’s recap of her attraction to mean girls, sitting up straight, and laying her hands on everything she had on Estella Grant. The Dossier was a soft calf-brown leather folio, that opened out to a full document holder, containing neatly hole-punched papers, separated by an entire rainbow of colour-coded tabs. She flipped it to the first section, which was a delightfully soft baby-pink. “The first section is basic biographical data, and what I can find out about Estella’s family of origin, and the events of her childhood.”
In truth, the baby-pink section was scant. It held her birth name (Estella Gloria Carletti), her birth date and age (34), and the names of her parents (Floyd and Celestina Carletti.) No siblings. Birth place: Adelaide, which felt shockingly out of place considering what a Melbourne fixture the adult Estella Grant would become. Her father was a petty criminal, who’d floated in and out of jail, and her mother had died when Estella was a tender seventeen years old. No cause of death was recorded in The Dossier, but Ellie was confident her research skills would remedy that soon enough. She flipped on.
“The lilac section is about her marriage to Mike Grant and what’s known about the two of them as a couple,” she continued. “She met him at eighteen and married him at twenty-one.” She glanced up at Zara who scrunched her face up in mild horror.
“Let me guess, older man?”
“Actually no,” Ellie mused. “He was only twenty-two himself. A couple of young, criminal lovebirds. At that point he was just the youngest son of Alan Grant, who’s been building the family name in all the wrong circles for decades. Mike was one of his dad’s heavies. Floyd — Estella’s dad — was a cousin of the Florellis, ran drugs for them for a bit, but it seems he got the shits with them and somehow ended up working for their rivals, the Grants.”
“Don’t they hate each other?” Zara started clearing their plates, waving Ellie back when she started to put The Dossier aside to help her. “What’s up with that?”
“Yeah, sworn enemies, murdering each other brutally over turf wars, the usual gang shenanigans. Seems like Floyd made himself useful and became such a stalwart Grant lackey that his own daughter married into the mob. And there we have it; a match made in hell.”
“Any wedding photos?”
Ellie laughed at her sister’s hopeful expression. “Such a romantic. Nope, nothing I’ve seen in the public record. The two of them were small fry back then. Besides, can you imagine the guest list? Every member of Victoria Police’s gang squad would have been itching to get their hands on half the invitees. No, that kind of thing would be locked up tight within the mob.”
“Mob wedding,” Zara contemplated. “Bet her dress was killer.”
“Badum-ching!” Ellie said, but it didn’t feel funny. “Now, the peach section is about Mike Grant himself. His journey up through the ranks, his time behind bars, his crimes — both convicted and alleged — the murders of both his brother and his brother-in-law and his ascension to the top.” The peach section was epic. Ellie was still working through all the information she had collated, and that was only from a cursory search of newspaper headlines and available court documents.
“Nice guy.”
“A peach,” she emphasised, quite pleased with herself for her colour coding. “Okay, so indigo is all about the Hartmann entanglement, what’s known of Estella’s affair with her husband’s lawyer, and his subsequent betrayal of client-legal-privilege to become a police informant on Mike himself. The fallout of the public enquiry, Mike going free from jail on a murder count… it’s all completely bananas.”
“That’s still the part I don’t understand,” Zara’s voice elevated above the running water in the sink. “Estella humiliates Mike Grant — a dangerous man by any account — with a public affair with his lawyer, a man who’s deliberately ratting on Mike to get him sent to jail, presumably to keep the lovely Estella to himself. And somehow she stays married to Mike?”
“All’s fair in love and war and a marriage of criminals?” Ellie guessed. “I don’t get it either. Anyway, the buttercup section is about the events back in February. The Grant gang implosion, the murders of five men, including Mike Grant himself, and Estella’s rise to the top.”
“And the fact she still hasn’t been charged with anything — where are we now — six months down the track? Do you think it means she’s a victim too? A plot that took out the love of her life?”
“I honestly don’t know. But my question is, if that’s the case, then why the hell is Estella Grant still standing? Who benefits from her being in charge? At least more than Estella herself?”
“You think she did it. Pulled the strings, at least.”
“Cops can’t prove it,” Ellie said, hedging her bets. “So maybe she didn’t.”
“You want to know though.”
“It’s the crux of her entire character, isn’t it? Is she a psychopath or a victim of circumstance?”
“And you think The Dossier will uncover that, when a whole police taskforce can’t?”
Ellie went still. Zara had, in her usual astute way, cut right through the bullshit. Ellie could read everything in the entire public record, but it still wouldn’t give her what she wanted. There was no way she’d get a read on Estella Grant, the woman, not like this. What she needed was to get closer.
A lot closer.
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“This is all you’ve got for me?” Estella raised her chin and stared down the young man standing in her office before her. He looked back, belligerently and she felt the kick of rage in her gut. He was probably double her size, beefed up on steroids and too much gym time, tough guy tattoos writhing around his neck, a moronic FTP across his throat, like a walking target for police to glare at. Where had Mike found these arseholes?
“I told you, there’s fuck-all visible from the street⁠—”
“From the street?” She cut him short. “If I wanted to know what I could see from the street I’d drive past myself, you oversized moron.” She was goading him now, just daring him to lose his temper. He was someone’s son — Steve’s? Kevin’s? — Estella couldn’t keep track of them all. Somedays it felt like the Grant business’s human resources were nothing more than an unlimited supply of sullen entitled men as far as the eye could see.
“What do you expect me to do? Climb the fucken fence? He’s got dogs and cameras and barbed wire⁠—”
“Enough excuses!” Estella stood up from behind her desk, as if her five feet and five inches would intimidate this mediocre sack of meat. Honestly how many men did you have to terrify before the rest of them would take you seriously? “I expect you to do your goddamned job. Use your brain and figure it out yourself without expecting me to hold your dick the whole way through the process. At this point I’d happily sacrifice you to Gio Florelli’s pitbulls myself if you don’t give me a reason to keep paying you. I’m not running a goddamned charity here⁠—”
“If Uncle Mike was here, he’d make you shut up.”
The words Estella knew he had brewing in him slipped out, hot and sour in the refrigerated air of her office. It didn’t matter that she was the boss, that he’d been hauled in before her, that her office was fucking magnificent after the revamp — all dark gleaming wood, fresh leather and heavy curtains straight from Italy — these young men couldn’t get past the fact she was a woman, so steeped in the sexual politics of the thugs who’d raised them they still couldn’t see the threat she posed to them.
She knew what this kid expected now. He knew she’d lose her shit, use her sharp tongue to lash his eardrums for his disrespect, maybe a fist from her bodyguard in the guts on the way out. No price he wouldn’t be willing to pay.
Unfortunately for young Aiden, he hadn’t paid any attention whatsoever to the sheer amount of yoga she’d been doing. She was quite still, calm even, feeling her breath unfurl through her upper body and down to her fingertips, her next inhale reaching all the way to her pedicured toes. Then, she smiled.
It took him by surprise. As if on a long-forgotten instinct, he smiled back. She almost felt bad. That smile had been gifted to him once as an innocent baby, passed on from his mama as he cooed in her arms, echoing the adoration in her face. The thought of the woman who’d birthed him — long since discarded and degraded — further fuelled her. She watched patiently as his smile lost its cockiness, became uncertain, faltered and faded. She didn’t drop her gaze.
She barely had to twitch her eyebrow before Kenneth had the man’s throat in his hand, cutting off the oxygen with a squeeze, his other arm locked around those useless gym-pumped arms like he was subduing a yappy dog. Aiden’s eyes bugged in terror as his mouth gulped silently for air that wasn’t forthcoming. She stopped looking now, quite done with him. Instead, she addressed Kenneth.
“Remember how you cut Jimmy’s testicles off for me and shoved them down his throat?” She felt bored by this whole routine, and it showed in her voice. Aiden bucked hard, frantic, to no avail, his face turning purple. Kenneth just nodded serenely. “This time just tuck Aiden’s in his pockets for him, so he can show all his friends what happens when you talk down to the woman who’s fucking in CHARGE!” Her last words came out in what, unfortunately, could only be described as a yell. Goddamnit, more yoga was going to be required before she could keep her equanimity in the face of her company’s structural misogyny problem. Kenneth simply nodded and dragged the half limp thug out of her office.
Estella waited for the door to close delicately behind her bodyguard. Then she sank back into her leather desk chair, finding herself smiling. She wondered idly if maybe, she should take up smoking cigars, just for the look of it. She thought of her 3PM vinyasa class and sighed. Probably not.

By 4:30 all thoughts of Aiden and his testicles had been vanquished. Flow classes were her favourite; her body feeling deliciously limber and increasingly strong. Mike had always liked her at peak feminine petite, but now he was gone she enjoyed watching the muscle definition appearing in her arms and thighs. In the lead-up to his death she’d started exercising harder, for strength and stamina, seeing herself as an athlete now, perhaps even a warrior. She wanted to be ready for anything, to be a force in her own right. Stepping out from the yoga studio and onto the street, the fresh air hit her cheeks and she felt herself glow with contentment.
“Bye, darling,” she kissed the cheeks of her classmates as they all separated at the carpark. Sophie, Olivia, Zoe, Olivia, Amelia, Olivia, not a one of them failing to delight and preen in her presence each session. She’d always been somewhat of a notorious celebrity, but last week one of the Olivias — she couldn’t discern between them — had called her a girlboss and Estella had quite enjoyed the illusion she could be an inspiration to this crowd of boutique florists, osteopaths and clothing designers. There was such a gap between the business advice she could share and that she could not. Find an accountant you can trust, she could tell them, one who knows where all the bodies are buried, she could not. Still, she enjoyed the feminine camaraderie that had been so lacking within her own empire all this time.
Hovering for a second on the pavement she immediately felt the eyes on her. That, of course, was not uncommon, especially in areas of town where she was known to frequent. In other parts of Melbourne, she was sometimes mistaken for an actor or another more benign brand of celebrity, women in upscale clothing stores saying where do I know your face from before the blood would drain from their faces and they’d apologise profusely and carefully start to fawn, as if Estella Grant were somehow in the habit of murdering innocent passers-by. But here in Armadale, where she regularly attended yoga, bought coffee and perused the upscale corner boutiques, most sets of eyes were knowing. Estella Grant, notorious crime boss— at least, that’s what she hoped they were thinking. Not mobster’s wife, still, for god’s sake. She hoped that someday she’d slip the mantle of Mike’s hold on her.
Still, it didn’t do to let her guard down. Kenneth was parked along the street verge, his eyes always on her surroundings but even he wasn’t omnipotent. She didn’t falter, but casually let her eyes scan her surroundings behind her sunglasses. Oh, there, yes, a young woman in a parked Toyota to Estella’s left. She had glossy brunette locks and was casually dressed, her own sunglasses now studiously focussed down on the phone in her hand as she sat behind the wheel. It would have been entirely innocuous, except for how she was parked directly outside the door of Estella’s yoga studio, and that Estella’s senses were rarely wrong.
She continued along the little shopping strip, running her fingers over the beautiful fabrics of the clothing boutique, her movements languid. She wouldn’t let this journalist, this tragically slipped-cover cop, this wannabe Florelli lackey or whoever this woman was put her off her day. But when she slid into the back of her own car, a few minutes later, she nodded at Kenneth, her head tilting toward the still parked Corolla. “Keep an eye on that,” she instructed. His almost black gaze sought out the interloper. His eyes narrowed. He nodded.
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When Ellie’s phone finally rang one day with the news she’d been waiting for, she nearly jumped out of her skin. She was at home in her own apartment for once, having only just made it inside after another stealthy research mission and she was a little on edge. She couldn’t quite shake the sense that despite how careful she was being, she was walking a fine — maybe even dangerous — line.
“Jared! What’s up?” She tried to cover her jumpiness with a bright confident tone but she over blew it.
“Where are you?” Her agent sounded bemused.
“Nowhere! Just at home.”
“Huh. I thought you were in, like, a gynaecologist waiting room or something. You sound weird.”
“Why would I be weird about a gynaecologist?” Ellie was baffled. “Pretty sure you’ve heard of vaginas before.”
“Yes, I’m not that kind of gay,” Jared concurred. “Vaginas are absolutely lovely, zero concerns here.”
“Well, I’m glad we agree on that.” Ellie pulled the phone away from her ear briefly to glare at it in confusion. “Can I help you in some way?”
“I’ve just heard from Fallen. We have a green light! Season seven’s contract will be on my desk by close of business and yours truly will be negotiating you a hefty leading lady’s pay-check, especially in light of the fact filming won’t be starting until late March.”
Ellie fell silent. Excitement coursed through her veins and it took her a solid minute to catch up with his words through her happy dance.
“Are you happy dancing?” Jared asked, quite reasonably, since they weren’t on FaceTime.
“Jared! Yes! Oh my god! Fuck! Yes, go, go, thank you, yes please to all of the money. Oh my god, March, okay! So much to do!”
“Ahh, you’re happy now that we hung in there, aren’t you?” Jared observed. “Not that long ago you were ready to throw Fallen off a bridge for making you wait, now March is suddenly putting time pressure on you?”
“Yes! I mean, well… no.” Ellie caught up to herself. “Just you know, that’s only five months away. Next month is Christmas, so that’s basically gone already, and I’ve still got so much preparation to do for this character.”
“Aw, cute. What’s to get into? Just channel your inner psychopath, you’ve played her once before, already!”
“I definitely think she’s more complicated than that.” Ellie defended Estella immediately and unthinkingly.
“If you say so. Congrats El-Belle, I’ll line up all the right people in the right places to make sure your contract is tight. Talk soon!”
Ellie hung up the phone and shook her head at herself. She’d swung from blazing with excitement for season seven of Universe Below, to arguing for Estella’s right to nuance in under five seconds flat. Was this a textbook example of getting too close to a character?
The thing was, following Estella and getting glimpses of her in the flesh was a little bit addictive. Reading about her on paper had been one thing, but when, ever in her life had she had the chance to actually study for a role by watching the real deal? Seeing how she walked, how she held herself, watching her smile and kiss the cheeks of her friends, getting a sense of the real human woman behind the headlines? She sure as hell hadn’t had that chance when she’d played Elizabeth I on stage.
The one problem with her new research tactic was the fact she couldn’t tell a single soul. First and foremost, Zara would flip her lid if she heard Ellie was sneaking out and following Melbourne’s most dangerous crime boss around the city. Secondly, Jared would rip her a new one for threatening his investment (Eloise Silver, poised right on the edge of becoming a profitable entity.) Thirdly, the less people knew the better. She was pretty sure she was crossing some kind of ethical line here, but what could she do? She could hardly call up Estella Grant of all people and ask to meet with her, pretty please, to help Ellie convincingly portray her crimes on television.
Which is not to say that Ellie hadn’t considered it. She’d entertained a brief fantasy of sitting across from Estella somewhere in her gangster’s lair and pointing out the obvious. It’s going to air anyway so wouldn’t you rather I did it well? Wouldn’t you rather I showed you as you are? As nuanced and complex, while you… you know, orchestrated all those brutal murders…? Well, you could see the problem. Ellie wanted to stay the hell away from any real interaction with a notorious likely-murderer, but surely it wouldn’t do any harm just to lay eyes on her, would it?
It hadn’t taken a lot, for a solidly grounded Estella Grant expert like Ellie to figure out how to catch a glimpse of the woman. She knew the suburb Estella used to live in. Hell, she knew her previous home address, back when she’d lived with Mike Grant. The pair were too notorious to fly under the radar; there were literally true crime tours of their old neighbourhood. Estella had apparently vacated their elaborate St Kilda home after her husband was murdered in it. She had, however, been stalked by the news media for weeks after Mike’s death; photos of her on various high streets of Melbourne abounded, some with helpful captions like mob mistress steps out to feed sweet tooth amongst Elsternwick shoppers. The media interest had wavered after a few fevered months, but there were enough clues within the salacious broadsheets to give Ellie a hint of where to start. And so, having exhausted the limits of The Dossier, she steeled herself and forced herself to enter one of the most terrifying and disturbing corners of the earth: Facebook Neighbourhood Groups.
Given Estella now lived in Malvern, as per the latest intel, Malvern Neighbourhood Community Group was a good place to start. Immediately, Ellie learned a lot about street hoons, the habits of dog-walkers, the local youths down on Glenferrie Road, as well as the critical importance of defending the local heritage streetscape from the scourge of affordable housing. There were no hits when she searched Estella’s name however, so apparently the citizens of the upstanding suburb were above acknowledging their new neighbour. Probably afraid the notoriety could cause house prices to slip into the low millions. Or, maybe they were just afraid.
It was in the adjoining suburb of Armadale that Ellie hit pay-dirt. Cherie — a newcomer to the suburb — had asked for yoga studio recommendations and a helpful woman named Trudy — whose profile photo was a pair of labradoodles — had responded. She’d stressed strongly to Cherie to stay away from Earth&Water since Trudy’s daughter Olivia — presumably human, not labradoodle — had told her that a certain crime boss was now associated with the studio. Ellie would bet her last dollar that despite expressing her horror, Cherie had immediately signed up for Earth&Water, because if a woman with resources like Estella Grant thought the classes were worthwhile, they probably were. Besides, who amongst them could turn down the option of a yoga session with a notorious⁠—
Just like that, Ellie had a 10-class pass in her cart. The first three days she’d shown up to the studio, she’d gotten nothing out of the experience outside of a new awareness of her core needing work and her balance being shaky. By day four she was getting compliments on her dedication from Jasmine, the lithe-limbed instructor, but so far, no signs of Estella. She was trying classes at different times of day, making the long trip against city traffic from Brunswick or Northcote to no avail.
On day five she just about decided to give up. She’d heard not a whisper about Estella, nor seen a hair of her, and she didn’t want to give herself away by asking around; stealth was, after all, key. What if someone recognised her? It wasn’t likely, but it wasn’t worth the risk. Besides, it looked like perhaps her intel had been a bust, though she had just about perfected her half-moon pose. She was on her way out of the studio after a particularly relaxing session, when she passed a fit-looking blonde woman walking into the next class. It had taken her brain all of twenty seconds to catch up with her eyes. Estella Grant had just brushed by within an inch of her.
Ellie felt shockingly electrified by the three seconds they’d breathed the same air. Estella was a mobster — quite categorically a bad guy — but Ellie had been seeking her for so long that her whole body broke out in goosebumps in her presence. She wanted to freeze still, staring at Estella’s retreating back, but managed to fumble her way out the door and into her car, still shivering slightly with adrenaline. She felt unreasonably alarmed, as if Estella would have known on sight that Ellie was there for her. For a second she fought the urge to switch on her car and back out at speed. Taking a breath so deep even Jasmine would have been proud, she talked herself around. Estella hadn’t even noticed her. They’d passed each other without so much as a sideways glance. Estella’s guard was down; she was simply a woman on her way to yoga.
The realisation quite thoroughly stumped her. Estella Grant was just a woman, underneath all the fearsome stories. And Ellie was stalking her. “Oh my god,” she said, aloud to herself in the car, her jaw dropping open. “I’m the criminal! What a total fucking creep!”
Once she’d pulled herself out of that cycle, Ellie decided to stay put. To get one real glance of Estella, to actually take note this time of how she moved, how she showed up in the world. She slipped her sunglasses on, just to be on the safe side. Would Estella have watched the last season of Universe Below? Surely, she must have. Ellie was, at least, unrecognisable from that role without the blonde wig and contacts. Would Estella have cared enough to google her? To memorise the face of the woman who’d portrayed her on screen? Who’d walked and talked, gripped tight to shaking guns and simulated sex in her image?
Thank god the afternoon yoga class was a long one, because Ellie had just about gotten bored enough with waiting that she’d calmed herself all the way down, before the next round of yogis exited the studio. Estella was at the centre of the flock, because of course she was. She was only average height, which Ellie found oddly shocking, her golden hair tied back neatly, her legs lithe and bare under tiny black yoga shorts, a casual black athleisure jacket half-zipped over a black crop top. It felt almost cartoon-villain of her, to attend posh yoga in an all-black attire. Ellie wanted to see her eyes but Estella was in the act of pulling down her oversized sunglasses as she accepted cheek kiss after kiss from the bevy of surrounding women.
Ellie had never wished so hard in her life for tinted car windows. She watched as the women dispersed. Estella hovered for a moment on the pavement, as though undecided about her next move. Ellie couldn’t gauge quite where Estella’s gaze was directed because of her giant sunnies, so she angled her own head down toward her phone, making use of her own shaded lenses to glance up and keep the woman in her sight. Estella turned and slowly began to peruse the pristine, minimalist, neutral-toned dresses at the exquisite dress store next to the yoga studio door. Ellie drank in her movements.
Estella seemed entirely in control of herself, so casual in her demeanour it was as if she really were merely another wealthy suburban socialite. As if she cared nothing for the fact that right now across Melbourne, an entire police taskforce had their heads down, dedicated to taking her down. She was alone, unarmed — that skintight yoga outfit left no room to doubt — right in the open on a city street. Ellie, quite suddenly, felt fearful for her. She’d played Estella in season six! She knew how acute the tensions were between Melbourne’s rival gangs, how dangerous the players were. Estella was right there for the picking if any thug wanted to come along and take her out! She seemed absurdly unaware of how vulnerable she was, as if her aura alone was ferocious enough to protect her.
Ellie was right there, in a car, watching her, and Estella Grant had no idea she was even there.
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Want to come see a movie with me this afternoon? Arthur’s got soccer practice after school so I have couple hours free! 
 

Ahhhh! I wish I could! I’ve got yoga this afternoon! 

 
Are you kidding me? Cut this bendy shit out and come hang out with your little sister! 
Ellie looked guiltily at her phone. There was no yoga this afternoon. What there was, was a dance recital for one of Estella’s many young nieces, an event Ellie had painstakingly managed to track down after a quick and cautious eavesdrop while casually nursing a coffee in the nearest cafe when Estella strolled in after class with a handful of yoga friends.
It had been one thing sitting six feet from Estella, not daring to take her eyes off her phone as she pretended to doom scroll, listening to the mobster charm a glimmering bunch of wealthy Armadale residents over protein smoothies. It was another thing altogether to get to glimpse Estella as she interacted with the Grant family, and as their fearsome leader at that.
 

Sorry! It’s a yoga graduation thing. We’re all going up a level, I really can’t miss it. 

She hated lying to anyone, but to Zara most of all. They were closer than the average pair of sisters, having had no one but each other to rely on for most of their lives. It was the kind of small betrayal that made her stomach turn; she was about the only person on the planet Zara truly trusted. Ellie quickly justified it to herself. Her sister would be deeply stressed if she knew what Ellie was really up to. And after this afternoon, Ellie would stop, she actually would. There were only so many risks you should take for a role, and pissing off genuinely dangerous criminals was not on her bucket list.
And yet, barely two hours later, there Ellie was. Carefully in place on a park bench on a posh suburban back street, with her phone in one hand and a chocolate almond Magnum ice-cream in the other, for all the world just another innocent citizen blending in with the dance mums and dads, uncles and aunties, passing by on their way to the recital doors, a mere fifty yards away.
She hadn’t wanted to be too close or too obvious. She regretted it though, when she finally caught sight of Estella Grant approaching from the opposite side of the street from where she’d hoped. Ellie was too far away to really see much at all, just a ripple of families moving quickly aside, Estella now dwarfed by a giant man — surely a bodyguard — which had to be as much for show, as for genuine protection. Considering Estella frequently wandered the street outside yoga unattended; was it the Grants themselves that she felt she needed protection from?
Ellie sighed. So far, this trip had been a bust. She wasn’t committed or creepy enough as a stalker to sit through a children’s dance recital, so she had two choices: wait for the recital to wrap up or give up and head home. She glanced down at her phone. Maybe she could still catch Zara? Make up for missing out on the movie with her? Ugh, fine, she’d take this as her sign. She had to be honest with herself; this little obsession with getting close to Estella was starting to become as much for the thrill of it as it was about the art of a truly good portrayal. It was time to stop.
She dumped the dregs of her ice-cream in the bin and put her Kindle back in her handbag. She took once last glance over her shoulder at the recital auditorium and made her way back up the now quiet side street towards her car where she’d parked it, tucked — just a touch illegally — on the outer edge of a cobbled laneway between the houses. She slipped her hand into her bag to pull out her phone to try to call Zara when out of nowhere a sharp blow to her shins had her crumbling to the pavement, her breath whooshing out of her lungs as she fell.
For a split second she froze, lying face-down on the footpath, her left arm outstretched having failed to catch herself. Her knees throbbed from where she’d connected with the pavement. She caught sight of movement and her head snapped up. There, immediately in front of her face were a pair of gleaming red stilettos. She jerked back in shock, craning her neck up to see them followed by a pair of shapely bare legs, a glimpse of bare thigh through a split in a sculpted, creme designer dress, wrapped around the by now familiar curves, right below the infamous face of Estella Grant.
Ellie gaped up at her, like a goldfish flopped out of her tank, before she sucked in a sharp breath and scrambled to her feet. Her handbag and phone both lay scattered on the pavement, her car keys so far away in her bag they might as well be on the moon for all the good they’d do her now. Her eyes darted desperately around them only to find the street was distressingly quiet now, not a single person around to witness Estella Grant if she didn’t care to be disturbed. Frantically, she met Estella’s eyes. Estella had her head cocked, like a predator, waiting to see what her prey would do next.
“I—” Ellie had nothing. She licked her lips, her spine stiff with the shock of her fall. She was pretty sure her left hand was bleeding but she didn’t want to look down to check.
“Eloise Silver,” Estella said with deadly calm, and Ellie jolted. “Otherwise known as Ellie Graham. Graduated NIDA 2014. First big break playing Lila on Home & Away, aged 22. Showed up in a handful of music videos — both Australian and international — always as the love interest. Became a household face — though not a name — in a primetime series of ice-cream commercials. Performed in one big budget film in the crucial role of sarcastic waitress with three speaking lines. Most famous, however, for playing me.”
Ellie shivered. Moments ago she’d been lightly sweating on a warm, sunny Melbourne afternoon but a cool breeze had appeared out of nowhere, the sun ducking behind the clouds. Estella’s hair lifted in the wind before resting back on her shoulders. She didn’t drop her shockingly bright blue gaze from Ellie’s for even a second.
“The question is, Eloise, why the hell do you keep following me? You’re like a pesky shadow, every damn place I go.” She narrowed her eyes and sized Ellie up from head to toe and back again. “I’ve had every part of my life invaded, photographed and carved up for attention, so usually I’d let it go, but this isn’t my yoga class or a public cafe. It’s a family event, and so I find myself getting a tad pissed off. You’ve got one chance to tell me what the hell it is you want. Then if I ever see you again, you’ll find out what pissed off really looks like.”
“I—” Ellie was flickering like a glitch. She’d been dying for just a glimpse of this woman and now she was pinned in her blue gaze like a butterfly.
“Spit it out, Ellie.”
“I just wanted to know you,” she managed to gasp. “The real you. The actual woman, not just the news reports.”
“Know me?” Estella screwed up her pretty nose. “Well, that’s a hell of a line out of little Ellie Graham.
What the fuck are you thinking? That you played me, so you somehow understand me? You think we have some kind of a bond?” Ellie shook her head but Estella stepped closer. “What, did you think I’d thank you for playing me? That we’d end up as friends?”
Ellie recoiled.
“I don’t want to be your friend!” she burst out. “God, no. I’m trying to understand you so I can do your character justice on season seven!”
All the air whooshed out of her lungs for the second time in minutes as Estella shoved her back hard into the brick wall bordering the alleyway. Her fingers gripped Ellie’s t-shirt, the back of her arm pressing hard against her collarbones. They were inches apart, Estella’s eyes blazing into hers. Ellie struggled for breath.
“Season seven?” Estella’s voice came out high and furious. Ellie could feel her exhalation on her face as she spoke. “Are you fucking kidding me?”
“You didn’t know?” Somehow Ellie had assumed Estella would just know these things. Melbourne’s crime gangs made news. Fallen made stories about them. Rinse and repeat, ad nauseam.
“How the fuck would I know?” Estella pressed her arm in harder with a little jab. Her skin was shockingly warm against Ellie’s neck. “You think someone asks me before they write my life into entertainment? Before they pay some soap star to writhe around on screen, getting her tits out—” she glanced down at Ellie’s chest “—pretending she’s me? Pretending she knows me?”
“I’m just doing my job!” Ellie snapped, categorically annoyed enough by this interpretation of her career to forget she was being threatened. “If you don’t want to see your tits on screen, then maybe stop fucking dirty lawyers! Stop killing people! Stop making people want to watch you!”
Estella pushed in harder, like maybe she was weighing up the idea of crushing Ellie’s entire breath from her lungs just to make her stop talking. Then, just as suddenly, she let go.
“Eloise,” she said, enunciating every syllable of Ellie’s name. “If I see you anywhere near me, or my family, ever again, you’ll wish you’d never even heard of me.”
She ran her fingers through her hair as if to ensure not a single golden strand was out of place. And then she turned on her heel and stalked away.
Ellie watched her disappear. Then she fell to her knees, scrambling in the gravel for her handbag, phone and keys, before running like hell for her car.
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Estella never picked venues she actually liked for a meeting like this. Once she’d conducted business somewhere, those venues were tainted forever. Whether it was the sour tang of frightened sweat or the heavy musk of overly confident men, it seemed to hang in the air forever. And so she was pissed off to find herself here tonight, in this gloriously decadent dark wood bar, with low-lit ambience, and the hum of the music just right. After tonight she’d never want to come back again. What a goddamned waste of a beautiful place.
The bartender had given her a flirtatious smirk, the way unspeakably hot men always did, believing themselves untouchable. As if their carefully tended facial hair and large defined biceps would protect them from her worse impulses. He’d taken her drink order then graciously gestured for her to take a seat in a private alcove half-hidden behind the bar. She’d narrowed her eyes and refused. She never sat where anything could be hidden; she’d lived too long as a woman around this particular strain of criminal to make that kind of error twice.
Instead, Estella took a seat along the wall, facing the door. If this execrable crook wanted this meeting he could sit across from her in public and show his face along with his hand.
“Estella, you look gorgeous as always,” came the deep, wet-sounding voice as he arrived.
Estella didn’t look up from examining her manicure, spreading out her fingers to display the sharp glossy points. Blood red tonight. A bit on the nose, but apt. She took a sip of her frozen daiquiri and kept her eyes dull as she met his. He was huge, hulking, barely contained by his expensive suit as he shrugged out of his jacket, his dark hair greying at the temples. He’d never be good-looking, but he had the strange glow rich men often gave off. Teeth-whitening and a good skin-care routine. Botox probably. Made for fucking television.
“Jimmy Jenkins,” she said flatly. “Eat a bag of dicks.”
“Oh, don’t be like that.” Jimmy didn’t even have to ask before a glass of whisky was placed before him. Estella rolled her eyes. He was so keen to show her that his fame and power outweighed her infamy that she felt second-hand embarrassed for him.
“Tell me precisely why I shouldn’t have your throat slit and your ugly carcass fed to Steve’s pigs. He’s got himself a lovely hobby farm out in Healesville these days.”
“I bet he has.” Jimmy slung his arm over the back of his own chair, looking relaxed. “Great money in whores and methamphetamines.”
“That’s more your area than mine,” Estella said. “I’ve never had a taste for those markets.”
“Reputable business woman,” he said, putting obnoxious air quotes over the words. “I forgot.”
“You might find one day that you desperately wish that was all I am.” Estella raised her drink, before taking a long sip.
“Threats are so much nicer when they come from the lips of a beautiful woman.” Jimmy rocked his neck from side to side like he was getting rid of kinks in the muscle. “Especially now she’s single and free to ride.”
“I’m widowed, actually,” she corrected him, swallowing a taste of bile. “And not dead, which is the only way you’d ever get to touch me with those disgusting paws.”
“That’s not true though, is it?” Jenkins smiled. “I own the rights. I own the scriptwriters. And best of all I own the actresses. Just signed yours, actually. You remember her from last season. Pretty little thing. I bet she’s gagging for it.”
Estella didn’t blink. She was too adept at shit talk by now to be dumb enough to show her hand. But Jenkins’s words, barely more than twenty-four hours since she’d been pressed up against Ellie Graham, the other woman’s chest rising and falling in alarm, her skin pale and hot to touch, registered in a way that made her feel sick.
“Does anyone even watch your shitty little shows anymore?” She changed tacks to put him off the scent. “Heard your ratings weren’t what they were. Got to be embarrassing turning to ambulance chasing just to get on TV.”
“The fact that you’re here suggests you know how big my show is. Everyone in the goddamn country wants to know all about you, Estella Grant. So tell me, darling, did you kill him? Is that what I’ll be shooting come March?”
“From anyone else this would be cute,” she said. “But from you it’s just repellent, as always. Tell me what you want, you sentient sack of shit. Go on: debase yourself.”
Jenkins laughed. He threw back his whisky in a single gulp. He reached out toward her with a small square of notepaper gripped between his thumb and forefinger. She refused to take it, so he slid it closer to her until, hating herself with every breath, she covered it with her hand. He laughed again and got to his feet.
“If you can do that, then you’ll get a good portrayal. Nothing too humiliating, something that will keep the public invested in your humanity, if it comes to trial. When it comes to trial.” He smirked. “God, to be the copper who gets to put handcuffs on you.”
He lumbered out. Estella flicked open the notepaper and cursed.
“What’s wrong?” Kenneth asked her, when she flung herself into the back of the car, parked immaculately outside the door to the bar.
“That motherfucker,” she spat. She told Kenneth what Jenkins had asked for and he was quiet as he slowly steered the car into the traffic out of Prahan and back to St Kilda Road. “I won’t do it,” she said aloud, as they hummed along the dark streets. “It’s not fucking worth it.”
“I think you know it might be,” Kenneth said shortly. “Public loves that show. You don’t want a villain’s edit.”
Estella spluttered out a laugh despite herself. “We are the fucking villains, Ken. There’s no edit in the world that will scrub the blood from my hands, it’s quite pointless.”
“You don’t watch nearly enough television if you believe that,” Kenneth said. “I mean, take the Menendez brothers. Films in the nineties showed us a pair of greed-motivated psychopathic parent-killers. Now thanks to Netflix, they’re abused kids whose parents had it coming. If the taskforce ever comes for you⁠—”
“You truly believe that Universe Below will give the viewers a thoughtful, nuanced take on me that makes the public think I’m cuddly?”
“No, but I think that Jenkins could do his worst if he chooses to and that the public are where jurors come from.”
Estella was sullen. “The police don’t have shit.”
“We don’t know that. I don’t trust that detective. Yolanda. Wogs get shit done.”
“Oh, shut the fuck up.”
“Spoken like a wog.”
Estella found herself smiling. Kenneth was Croatian, by ancestry, and she, on a mere technicality, was Italian. The detective, Yolanda, was Greek. As far as any of the white-bread Grants were concerned, that made them all wogs.
“Do you reckon you’ll make the cut this time around?” she asked him as they sped into Malvern. “Or are you still too boring for television?”
“Me? I’m just your big dumb driver, Ms. Grant,” said the person who somehow had become the closest in the world to being her right-hand man. “And I’m too fucking handsome. Couldn’t find an actor pretty enough to do me justice.”
Estella wanted to laugh, but she thought of Eloise Silver — all porcelain skin and wide eyes — and her laughter died. “Well, lucky you,” she sighed.
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Ellie hissed in discomfort as the hot shower hit the grazes on her knees, her left elbow and palm. She supposed they weren’t terrible injuries considering it was Estella Grant she’d tangled with, but she felt unreasonably pissed off despite herself. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had skinned knees. Riding a bike as a child, quite possibly. She was relieved she wasn’t about to film and get tutted at by a makeup artist for her skin imperfections.
The thought made her remember Estella’s scathing assessment of her performance. Getting her tits out indeed, Ellie looked down at her wet body in the shower and glowered. The way Estella had condensed Ellie’s full decade of high-level theatre performances and acclaimed — if minor — television roles into a soap star doing yoghurt commercials was fucking rude. All things considered, Ellie wished she’d yelled at Estella more about this.
It turned out that all that watching as Estella smiled and chatted and glowed post-yoga had been a mistake, because in all honesty, Ellie had not expected her to be such a bitch. She blinked at herself and laughed out loud, right there in the shower, because really Ellie? A multiple murderer maybe, but not, like… a mean girl?
God, she was stupid. It was just that Ellie had invested so much time into this woman, trying to figure her out, trying to understand her, that despite how completely insane it was, it had stung when Estella had brushed her aside so easily. Brushed aside? Thrown to the ground and shoved into a wall, more like. Though, really it was the least Ellie had deserved, getting herself caught spying on a goddamned mob boss.
It seemed like the fear of the encounter kept belatedly catching up on her now she was safely home. She couldn’t stop her limbs from trembling as she replayed her near miss. She’d been given the generous gift of a really good scare and found herself quickly sobered. No more. The Dossier was enough. The in-person research, if anything, had set her backwards, because now when Ellie inhabited Estella Grant’s body in future she’d have to forget what it felt like to be pushed around by her and have to fight all the harder to become the kind of villain who’d shove her forearm against another woman’s throat just because she could.
Ugh. She was going to have to go back to the goddamn gym.
It wasn’t until she had applied a handful of Band-Aids and gingerly gotten dressed to lie on her couch and stare up at the glimpse of sky from her thirteenth floor Lygon Street apartment, that the other thought struck her. It hadn’t registered at the time — due to all the terror and whatnot — but as she searched the encounter for anything useful she could at least use she heard Estella’s words all over again. You want to know me? You think we have some kind of a bond? You think you understand me? You thought we could be friends?
Ellie sat bolt upright. Estella Grant — as steely and sharp, threatening and violent as she was — had betrayed herself. Because Ellie might be a dumb soap star who couldn’t be stealthy if her life depended on it, but she’d also spent her entire life studying human faces, human voices, human movement and human emotion. Estella had deep down wanted that connection between them, to exist. She’d wanted Ellie to understand her. Because who the hell better to truly see Estella Grant than the woman who’d professionally inhabited her body?
Estella might have tripped Ellie over to make a point about stalking, but she’d slammed her into a wall because Ellie had denied and humiliated her. Ellie got to her feet and started to pace. Okay sure, she may have gotten herself roughed up by a dangerous criminal, but the encounter had finally given her what she wanted: something real about Estella Grant.
What was it? Loneliness? Wishing for real friends? It had to be lonely at the top. And surely, for all the shallow yoga gal pals, running an entire criminal family enterprise must make it hard to meet friends. Ellie went running for The Dossier, and selected forget-me-not blue — the exact shade of Estella’s eyes — for her next divider. She grabbed out a marker and labelled it internal life. What the hell was it, that lurked behind those eyes?
And then, she paused. She looked down at her injured palm and flexed it thoughtfully. This next stage would have to be all conjecture. There really wasn’t any other option. Ellie was a terrible stalker, and Estella would probably tie a brick to her feet and toss her into the Yarra if she ever approached her again. Besides, after the last encounter, Ellie was quite clear, she was more than happy never to see Estella in the flesh, ever again.

“You absolute arsehole!” Zara shrieked at her and chucked a couch cushion at her head.
“I’m sorry!” Ellie cried. “I know it was dumb!”
“Dumb? You could have gotten killed!”
“I don’t think she’d go around killing people just for hanging out around her yoga class, Zaz⁠—”
“You don’t know what she’d do! Stop talking like you know her! Besides, you’re not just some person, you’re the actor who played her on TV. You don’t know how she feels about that; you could already be on some kind of shitlist⁠—”
“I mean, her shitlist is pretty full, don’t you think? There have to be stacks of people higher on the list than me. Besides, I don’t think she could get away with murdering the literal actor who played her, that’s a bit on the nose, even for Estella.”
“You’re not some kind of criminal expert, Ellie!”
“I played one on TV though. Remember when I was a forensic pathologist in that show about— okay, fuck, I’m sorry!” She ducked as Zara threatened her with another cushion.
“You are such a dick!” Zara huffed. “I knew you were up to something ridiculous. No one has a yoga graduation. There are no levels to pass, you idiot.”
“Are you sure? It would be pretty fucking cool to be a yoga black belt, though.”
“Promise me you’re done now. That you’ll never do something so fucking stupid again.”
“Oh my god, Zaz. I promise. On my life. I’ll never go anywhere near Estella Grant, ever again, in my whole entire life. I swear it.”
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“Go Arthur, go!” Ellie yelled at the top of her lungs.
“It’s like you jinxed him,” observed Zara, from her side, as a faster kid swooped in and took possession of the soccer ball. Arthur paused, grinning and waving at his mum and aunty on the sidelines. Ellie gave him a proud thumbs up, while Zara tried to shoo him away to get his attention back on the field. Arthur jogged up and down on the spot like he was testing out his own legs. Ellie saw the lightbulb moment in his brain as he remembered he was literally in the middle of a soccer game, lifting his head and running back toward the action. “He’s just like his aunty.” Zara shook her head ruefully.
“Fleet of foot and filled with grace.”
“A beautiful face and a head full of fucking fairies,” her sister corrected. “God help us all.”
“He’s perfect in every single way,” Ellie said, as they watched another child fall over and Arthur stop to check in on him. The kid was on the opposing team, but that made no difference to Arthur as he helped him to his feet and patted his back, before running to the wrong side of the field and needing to be redirected. “He’s going to be our best prime minister ever.”
“Just what we need, another white man in charge. Zero votes.”
At half time, Arthur came running over, his face pink and his hair sweaty.
“Did you see that?” He beamed. “We got a goal!”
“That was amazing!” Ellie fist-pumped him enthusiastically. Zara handed him his drink bottle and gave him a quick pep talk about keeping his eye on the ball. Neither of them mentioned that the other team had scored seven goals. Ellie noticed a skinny, dark-haired kid shifting awkwardly from foot to foot nearby, ignoring his parents as he surveyed the field in his soccer jersey. There was something familiar about all three of them.
“Molly?” Zara asked, and the boy went still. Ellie remembered the family now. Molly had been one of Arthur’s friends in kindergarten and Ellie recalled playdates with a small child spinning in an Elsa costume. Another sweet and precocious only child, just like Arthur. Looking again, Ellie remembered the slight crush she’d had on Charlotte, Molly’s tall, pretty mother.
“No, mum,” Arthur said cheerfully. “It’s Felix now.”
Felix looked over, his eyes going from uncertain to bright, like the little kid in Ellie’s memory.
“Hey,” he said to Arthur. “We got here late, but coach said I can play in the second half.”
“Awesome!” said Arthur. The whistle blew and Arthur gave Felix a playful punch to the ribs. “Come on, let’s go!” Felix grinned and then two of them ran off back to the field together. As they watched, one of the other boys on the team took one look at Felix and crossed his arms. At this distance, they couldn’t hear what he said when he opened his mouth, but what was instantly clear was the way Arthur stepped forward, his chin going back in the universal gesture of you got a problem? The other boy shrugged and dropped his arms, and just like that, the game moved on.
“You’ve got a great kid,” said Charlotte, coming over to stand next to them. Her eyes were watering slightly and her husband — whose name, predictably, Ellie had forgotten to the sands of time — came and put his hands gently on her shoulders. “We were late cos Felix was having a panic attack about playing today, but he’s been wanting to be on the boys’ soccer team since they first started separating them into girls and boys.”
“He’s doing great,” said Ellie reassuringly. “Look at him go!” Felix had possession of the ball already, sprinting down the field. He lost the ball at the last second but his run was already streaks ahead of where his teammates had gotten and the kids all whooped and cheered.
“Yeah, Felix!” shouted his dad, and when Ellie turned to look, Charlotte had tears streaking down her cheeks. Zara crossed over and hugged her tight; she’d never liked seeing anyone upset.
“Thanks.” Charlotte choked out a small laugh above Zara’s shoulder, between her tears. “It’s been a rough start to high school, but having Arthur onside has really helped keep the bullies at bay.”
“I didn’t know,” said Zara with a little shrug. “He didn’t say anything to me, just started talking about his mate Felix and I figured it was a new friend, not an old one.”
“Kids are better than grownups,” said Charlotte’s husband. He looked older than Ellie had remembered, older than he should, and her heart squeezed in her chest.
“At least the good ones are,” Charlotte said, looking toward the field. Zara’s face didn’t show much but Ellie knew full well her sister was proud of the boy she was raising. The two of them frequently went back and forth over a glass of wine over the essential question: how did you raise a boy into a good human being, when the definition of a “good man” set the bar so goddamn low? It seemed like, so far, Arthur was finding his way to hitting the right notes.
Ellie was still contemplating this, as she waved goodbye to her sister and nephew as they wandered off to take Felix and his parents to lunch. Ellie planned to hit the gym; now she’d had Estella’s arm held to her throat, she knew just how fit she’d need to be to accurately impersonate that terrifying physique.
Gender really could be weird as hell, she reflected. The last time she’d played Estella she remembered studying pictures of the woman she’d been back then. Estella had seemed almost a caricature of hyper-femininity, a blonde Jessica Rabbit, next to her thuggish bloke of a husband. And now, barely more than three years later, Ellie was quite sure she wouldn’t want to arm-wrestle the woman. Was it something to do with no longer being that particular kind of man’s wife? Ellie had no idea.
But it wasn’t like you couldn’t be feminine as hell and strong, she mused as she wandered up the side of the soccer field, catching her breath as she climbed the grassy embankment to where she’d parked her car under the trees on the outer edge of the park. Estella Grant could be a threat and a danger, no matter how fucking pretty she was. In fact⁠—
“Oh fuck.” The words slipped out her mouth like a prayer for help, because leaning back against the passenger door of Ellie’s car, looking equal parts beautiful and dangerous, stood Estella herself.
“Well, that’s a greeting,” Estella said silkily. Her hair looked like it had its own damn stylist, in sleek golden waves around her shoulders. No part of her was trying to blend in with the soccer mums on this Saturday morning, her lip a bright red above another black yoga ensemble, glimpses of smooth skin and tights that fit like a glove.
“What do you want?” Ellie was trying not to panic. Arthur’s team had played last, so the area around the field had emptied fast. Unlike Ellie herself, Estella sure knew how to stalk a girl.
Estella frowned as if she was concerned. “Relax, honey, I’m not going to hit you this time.”
“You didn’t hit me last time!” Ellie was still furious when she remembered it and she felt the blood heat in her cheeks. “What kind of grown adult trips someone over? It’s like you never even left high school.”
“I didn’t hit you?” Estella raised her eyebrows. “My mistake. That must have been someone else that week.”
Ellie considered the distance between where she stood and the driver’s door, but the very second her body made a start for it, Estella pushed off the car, her hand locked tight around Ellie’s wrist before she’d even made it half a foot. Ellie looked down at Estella’s bright red manicure, her slender graceful fingers, then the taut muscle of her forearm as she held Ellie fast. Yep, strong and feminine. Ellie swallowed.
“I left you alone,” she said, trying not to sound like she was begging. “Just like you asked me to. And now you’re the one following me?”
“How do you like it?” Estella asked her. “Living your life, nice and quiet, attending your nephew’s soccer game — cute kid by the way — and oh, look, you’re being followed!”
“I get it,” Ellie said, quick as a flash. She struggled not to let the fear flare on her face. Estella knew who Arthur was. What had she done? “I totally get it. Lesson learned. You’ll literally never see me again, I swear it.”
“Mm,” Estella said thoughtfully. Her grip on Ellie’s wrist loosened, but she didn’t let go. “You know, I don’t think that’s true. I’ll see you on my screen, won’t I? On billboards all over town. Eloise Silver, playing the role of me. What’s that going to be like for me?”
Ellie sunk her teeth into her lip. Estella cocked her head, waiting, the dappled sunlight and shade from the huge old plane trees overhead glimmering across her face.
“I’m sure it doesn’t feel great,” Ellie said softly, trying to mitigate the encounter. What the hell did Estella want from her? She was just doing her damn job. Estella chuckled lightly. Ellie realised that to any passers-by they’d look like best friends, maybe even more, standing so close and laughing together, practically holding hands.
“Nope, cutie, that’s not what I mean. What exactly is that going to be like? What are you going to portray? A psychopathic monster? A violent whore? Or a little girl lost? What am I going to see when I turn on my television screen to view the story of my life?”
Ellie was quite lost for words. She was also quite over being held captive by Estella Grant. She tugged her wrist back, the ghost of the touch glowing warm on her skin.
“I don’t understand you,” she said finally. “You’re this big bad mobster, doing all kinds of terrible things, but you care what you look like — what I look like — on a TV show?”
“Let’s say I did.” Estella shifted her weight, resting back against Ellie’s car again, looking far too comfortable for Ellie’s liking. “You and I could help each other quite a lot, couldn’t we? We could spend a little time together so you don’t have to stalk me at yoga class. Ask me questions, understand my motivations. It’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”
Ellie struggled for breath. What Estella was offering her was a dream come true from an artistic point of view. Ellie wasn’t born yesterday though.
“And what do you get out of it? You know I’m not a scriptwriter or a producer. I’m not directing any of it. I’ll be playing whatever version of you I’m given.”
“To a point,” Estella said. “But if that were wholly true, why would you have bothered to follow me around town in the first place? Why even care about what kind of person I am?”
Ellie opened her mouth and closed it again. She had no good answer for that.
Estella pushed off the car and got right up close to her again. Ellie wanted to take a step back, but she was scared it would look too much like running. Instead she stood her ground, toe-to-toe and eye-to-eye with the scariest woman she’d ever met. “Here’s the thing you don’t know,” Estella said. “I’ve seen you on stage before.”
“What?” Ellie was truly thrown now. “When?”
“Last year. That play. Whatsisname… Chekhov.” Estella told her. “After the last season of that fucking terrible TV show came out, I wanted to figure you out: the woman with the balls to think she could play me. And god knows there’s not much I can find to see of you on screen outside of you sensuously spooning ice-cream into your mouth.”
“Was that really necessary?” Ellie was really running out of patience for Estella’s little digs.
“I mean most people just eat it.” Estella shrugged a single shoulder. “But I’m afraid that particular role didn’t really satisfy my curiosity, no matter how many times I watched you lick your lips, so I decided I’d go see you in a play. And there you were, playing…” she clicked her fingers as she remembered. “Yelena. Which, if you want my opinion, is not that much of a role, really, is it? She’s just the young wife, when you see her written down on paper. A supporting character, there just to be beautiful and for everyone to fall in love with for no real reason. A fucking decorative housewife, Ellie. I was pissed, if I’m honest, that my opportunity to see you from the front row was going to give me so little to go on.”
“Wait. I’m sorry. You… read the play?”
“Yes, Eloise, shockingly, just because I’m a criminal doesn’t mean I can’t read.”
“That’s not what I meant! I’m just surprised you cared that much.” Ellie was truly baffled by the image of Estella Grant, propped up in bed, Chekhov in hand, purely to get a handle on her. “Go on. You were saying how much my performance disappointed you.”
“The performance? Oh no. That’s what I’m telling you. You made Yelena fascinating. Here she is, nothing but pretty on paper, living a wasted existence. But you made her a whole entire human being, this woman who ached with life. I couldn’t figure it out. What was it you were doing on that stage? Was it your eyes? The way you moved your body? The little spaces, in the way you delivered dialogue? Fuck me, Eloise Silver, I still don’t know what witchcraft you used, but I know sure as hell you were doing more than just playing what they gave you.”
Ellie was gobsmacked. It was the most words Estella had ever said in her presence. She couldn’t figure out whether to take the woman seriously, because up until now she’d never heard her say a word that wasn’t sarcastic, threatening or both. Any second now, Estella was going to laugh and mock her, she was sure. And yet the look in those blue eyes, was, for one moment in time, quite steady.
“What do you want from me?” Her voice came out low. They were still standing inches apart, and as the words slipped out she wanted to curse herself. Somehow, with her voice this soft, the conversation felt startlingly intimate.
“Nothing,” Estella said. Ellie recognised a lie when she heard one. “Just you, doing your job. Nothing you wouldn’t do for any other role, even a fucking ice-cream commercial. You licked that spoon like you really meant it.” Ellie didn’t even dignify that with a response, even as Estella’s eyes danced, making Ellie grit her teeth against an urge to laugh. The mob queen sobered up, raising her chin. “I want you to play me like you actually know me. I’m offering you access, that’s all.”
“Out of the goodness of your heart?” Ellie narrowed her eyes. “Give me a break. For sure I’m going to walk out the other side of this finding I’ve accidentally smuggled drugs across the border.”
“Just for starters, you should know that on a personal note, I hate the drug trade. Heroin took my mother’s life. And, in a way, my father’s.”
Estella delivered the words so lightly, that Ellie instantly recognised them as the truth. It was the same way Zara sounded, when she talked about the very worst things she’d gone through. A slightly checked out trauma voice that came out when someone was recounting a truth so horrible, that in that moment they literally couldn’t feel it.
“I’m sorry,” she heard herself say. Which felt, oddly, like the most bizarre sentence she’d ever spoken in her life. I’m sorry to a possible murderess. I’m sorry to the most dangerous woman in the city. Estella considered her for a moment, neither one of them breaking eye contact. Finally, she stepped back and gave Ellie just a fraction of personal space. Ellie felt the relief instantly, like her lungs could finally expand again.
“Don’t be sorry,” Estella said. She smiled, slowly, with what Ellie belatedly realised was seduction in her gaze. The way she probably looked at men she wanted to manipulate. “Consider it a taste.” She lowered her lashes and tucked back her hair. Then she straightened. “Thursday, 2PM. You’ll get a text of the location that morning. Be good, Ellie.”
She turned and walked all of three paces before a black car parked a few hundred metres away pulled out from the curb and stopped beside her. She slipped into the back seat and the car peeled away, Ellie staring wide-eyed after it.
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If there was one thing about the particular life she was leading that Estella was tired of, it was working under horrendous lighting. Why did shit always have to go down, in the ugliest of places? The huge, largely empty warehouse she was standing in — hidden in plain sight amongst a bland industrial strip in Melbourne’s inner west — was lit up with overhead fluorescents that were so glaring, cold and white that you could perform surgery in here if you had to. She just hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
Just behind her, Kenneth shifted foot to foot, and she could feel the rest of her team were restless too. They were here under the false pretence that this was neutral territory, when the truth was that the warehouse belonged to her dead husband’s cousin’s best friend. They were in control here, and Estella was glad of that. Still, the air crackled with tension as her man at the door finally gave the nod and they all straightened up. Show time.
It took another long, excruciating minute before the door at the front corner of the warehouse — the one furthest from the street — burst open. For a minute, there was nothing to see but a gleaming rectangle of bright morning sunlight. Then, the figure of a man was shoved hard from behind, falling onto the floor at their feet, wrists bound behind his back, a groan forced from him as he landed. Tyler Grant.
No one moved toward him as he gurgled, hunched in pain, trying to right himself, forehead pressed against the concrete floor of the warehouse. Bruises bloomed across his face and his torn shirt was bloodstained, but he seemed more or less alive. The door was still open at his back and so they watched and waited.
When the next man stepped inside, his henchmen behind him, Estella drew herself up tall. Out of her peripheral vision she saw Kenneth spit derisively on the ground.
“What the fuck is this?” Estella gritted her teeth. “These aren’t the terms we agreed on. Your boss can’t even show his face? Didn’t realise Luciano Florelli was a coward as well as a crook.”
The man she addressed stepped forward and kicked Tyler roughly in the abdomen. Tyler yelled out in pain. Still, just as Estella had instructed, no one moved. They all recognised the man delivering the blow: Gio Florelli. Best described as the third-highest ranking member of the Florellis. An added insult to the damage they’d already inflicted on her dead husband’s nephew.
“You might have pussy-whipped all the men behind you.” Gio ran his eyes over the gathered Grant associates. “But you don’t make the rules where I come from.”
“Spoken like a whiny little bitch,” Estella observed with a shrug. “Your dick would fall off if your mama scolded you. What an embarrassment you must be to her.”
Gio flushed, his jaw going hard.
“Make the trade,” he ordered her, through clenched teeth. “Do it now, before we make you do it.”
Estella stared him down. He was sweating, twitchy, barely holding himself together, which made him dangerous. A joke, but dangerous nonetheless.
“You need more deodorant, Gio,” she told him. “I can smell you from here. Oh, cut the shit,” she snapped, as one of the Florelli thugs adjacent pulled back his t-shirt so she could see the gun he wore, tucked into the waist of his jeans. “You think you can shoot your way out of this? That’s what you want? Mass slaughter in a warehouse in Maribyrnong? Have some fucking class.”
“Make. The. Trade.” Gio seemed to have run out of bargaining points.
Estella glanced behind her, making eye contact with the gagged and bound young woman Kenneth was holding up. The girl couldn’t speak, obviously, but she looked terrified, her eyes beseeching Estella. Estella looked back at Gio. She raised her chin.
“Luciano thinks he can insult me like this? You can go fuck yourself. The deal is off.”
And just like that, all hell broke loose.

After the kerfuffle in the warehouse and the inevitable clean-up that followed, Estella sat in the back of the speeding car feeling rattled. For years she’d wanted this, to be the one finally in charge and not the pretty side piece who could only guide the action through hints and suggestions, seductive promises and at worst, teary-eyed begging. She thought of the young woman in the warehouse, her fate in the hands of all these brutal men and, now, those of Estella herself. She rolled her shoulders back, trying to get the kinks out. It was better to be in charge than to be a pawn.
But god, the responsibility. Tyler would pull through. He was young and strong and not anywhere near as stupid as he pretended to be. Overall, the bloodshed had been worth it. It had been a win-win, after all. Luciano Florelli had learned a valuable lesson about underestimating her, and she’d kept a hold of the young pawn in their game. She felt a satisfying chink as another piece in her slow-building puzzle fell into play.
“You alright, boss?” asked Kenneth, peering at her in the rearview mirror as they turned into St George’s Road. Estella wanted to snap at him. She knew sure as hell he wouldn’t have been asking Mike that, checking in on his feelings like he was a delicate little flower. His huge knuckles were bloodied and split where he gripped the steering wheel and she noticed for the first time how grey he’d grown around the temples. She’d seen those eyes go black with unstoppable rage, but right now they were mild and soft, like a goddamned cow in a field. It struck her, again, both how well they knew each other, and how thoroughly they did not.
All these months on, he still seemed to be on her side. She wondered, for the thousandth time, what he’d do if he knew the greater picture: Estella Grant’s end game. What side would he be on then? Best to keep him in the dark for as long as possible.
“Fuck off,” she said with real heat, and he grinned back at her reflection. “What’s next? Group therapy session? A pep talk? A hug?”
“You don’t need a pep talk,” he said. “You’re all over it. And I’d never hug you. Too scared you’d bite me.”
Estella laughed, balance restored, and he finally shut his mouth, leaving her to her thoughts. In the silence of the car, she tried to wrangle them into some kind of control. Too frequently now, in any given quiet moment, it all rushed over her in a filthy tidal wave. A cascade of schemes, of gun barrels, of shouts and cries for help that would never come. Mike’s face looming over her, a glint of fury in his eyes, huge fists hanging at his sides. The inside of the warehouse that morning, so brightly lit that flecks of blood had glowed neon everywhere they’d landed.
“We’re here.”
Estella blinked. She hadn’t even noticed her surrounds, let alone the fact that the car had stopped moving.
“How do I look?”
Kenneth’s eyebrows hit his hairline. He worked his jaw. “Fine?” He tried. “Uh, great. You look… lovely.”
Estella snorted. Kenneth sounded torn between kindly reassurance and a cautious office employee worried for his job. “Can’t believe your ex-wife put up with you for thirty years,” she told him. She pulled a lipstick out of her handbag and reapplied it, examining her face up close using her phone camera as a mirror. Faintly puffy under the eyes — she hadn’t slept well ahead of this morning’s meeting — but otherwise she’d come off rather well compared to some of the other attendees.
She slammed the car door closed behind her and for a moment, she had an almost out of body experience. The warehouse lights, the scent of blood and sweat, the roars of angry men… all of it vanished. Instead, as if in a dream, she found herself in a peaceful, tree-lined park, a deep blue summer sky above her head. And there, sitting waiting for her on the park bench in the heat, her slender throat tilted back to gaze innocently up at the wisps of clouds above, sat Ellie Graham.
Estella felt everything slow down. Goddamned birdsong, the emerald green of a sprinkler-nurtured suburban park in the Melbourne heat, Ellie’s gaze filled with wonder as she daydreamed up at the sky. Warehouse, Gio wet with blood, Tyler screaming. She blinked.
“Hello.” She heard her own voice as if from very far away and watched as the peace in Ellie’s eyes died.
“Hi,” Ellie said tightly. She was dressed in a short linen jumpsuit the colour of autumn leaves, her hair in a loose, messy, chestnut braid and her bare arms and legs so pale it looked as though they’d never seen the sun. She scrunched her elbows closer to her body as she watched Estella approach, protecting her vital organs. “What’s that?” she asked suspiciously, at the bundle under Estella’s arm.
“I thought we could have a picnic,” Estella told her. Ellie’s dark eyes went wide and Estella felt herself dissolve, quite helplessly, into giggles. Ellie’s shocked face only made her laugh harder. Because what the hell life was this? She was still stiff-muscled from the violence in the warehouse — it never got normal, literally never — and here she was, what felt like minutes later, inviting a normie to a picnic in the sunshine. A few seconds later, Ellie cracked too, a small laugh spluttering out her lips, apparently without her consent, because she visibly struggled to hold it together.
“Ooooookay,” she agreed, reluctantly getting to her feet. “A picnic with Estella Grant, that’s not terrifying at all.”
“Oh calm down.” Estella was still smiling. “It’s not like I’d have to invite you somewhere if I wanted you dead. You’d just be dead.”
Ellie visibly glitched, mid-walk, needing to right herself.
“That’s so… reassuring.” She glared sideways at Estella. “I feel so much better now, thank you so much.”
“I’m glad to hear it. That little spot there, under the trees?”
“Um, sure. Yeah.”
They reached the place Estella had pointed to, where the short bright grass was thick and lush and perfectly shaded from the heat of the day between two giant oak trees. She unrolled the picnic blanket from under her arm, and Ellie was too polite not to help her spread it out. Estella placed the bakery box she barely remembered detouring for that morning down on the centre of the blanket, but when Ellie gingerly went to sit down, Estella held up a hand to stop her. She crooked her finger, until Ellie hesitantly took a step closer.
“You’re here to get to know me,” Estella reminded her, and Ellie nodded. “To hear all my secrets?”
“I guess so?” Ellie’s hand came up to scratch the back of her neck, as if uncertain she really wanted to hear them at all.
“Then you know I’d be extremely dumb not to check you’re not wearing a wire, right?” Estella warned her. Ellie’s mouth dropped open.
“A wire? I’m an actor not a police detective!”
“I’m under active investigation,” Estella reminded her. Slowly she was coming back to herself, the low hum of unreality starting to dissipate. “I’m not going to hurt you,” she said, stepping closer and watching as Ellie actually twitched. It struck her as bizarre that Eloise Silver, a woman who impersonated other people’s emotions for a living, was entirely incapable of hiding her own. What would it be like to walk around like that? It was absurd. So vulnerable she might as well be naked.
That was an ill-timed thought, she realised belatedly, as she reached out for Ellie, meeting her eyes to gain her begrudging nod of consent, before she ran her hands briskly over the woman’s shoulders. She brushed down over her back, feeling nothing beneath the soft linen but the surprising heat of her skin and the straps of her bra, then did the same over her chest, keeping her fingers light and impersonal as she ran them down her sternum and just below her breasts. Ellie stayed ram-rod straight, her eyes fixed fiercely over Estella’s shoulder. Estella finished with a quick pat down of her abdomen. Nothing there but Ellie’s body and the fresh green scent of her perfume reaching Estella’s nostrils.
She pulled back with a nod and saw that Ellie’s face and neck were flushed bright pink and she tried not to smirk. Again, Ellie’s emotions were so close to the surface it felt shocking to witness. Of course Estella made this woman uncomfortable, she was a fucking mobster. And yet this same anxious woman had said yes to embodying Estella Grant on screen and had gone so far in seeking her out as to stalk her in the street. What an interesting conundrum Eloise Silver was.
“Are you done?” Ellie snapped, clearly trying to hide her discombobulation.
“Please,” said Estella pleasantly, gesturing to the picnic blanket. Ellie paused to slip out of her sandals before she stepped on it and at that, Estella slid right out of the moment again. It was so odd to be around sweetness after the insanity of her life this morning. Ellie was fearful of her — despite the occasional snapback — but she couldn’t seem to help being thoughtful amongst it all. Something about those pale bare feet seemed so defenceless that Estella felt a little off-kilter. Her breath escaped her in a deep sigh as she sank down next to Ellie on the blanket.
She felt those big dark eyes on her as she opened the cardboard carton to a small selection of Italian pastries.
“So,” she said, her fingers full of ricotta cannoli. When had she last eaten? Her brain jarred as she looked at her own discarded heels in the grass next to the rug. Bright red blood was smeared on the bottom of one of the soles. She blinked and reached out with her bare toe to flick the shoe back over, wondering if Ellie had noticed it. “Where do you want to start?”
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Ellie watched the most dangerous woman in Melbourne lick sweet cannoli filling from her fingers as though she didn’t have a care in the world. Estella had a confident sensuality about her that seemed almost unconscious. Ellie studied her, trying to figure out where it was coming from, what combination of movement and pacing was producing Estella’s languorous magnetism, but she got derailed as her subject flicked her long eyelashes up to meet her gaze head-on.
Oof, this was stupid. She couldn’t get rattled every time Estella caught her staring. Staring was the point. This was her one real opportunity to get Estella’s mannerisms down. She forced herself not to look away, even though she had a nagging suspicion her face was flushing— no, she wouldn’t think of it, that only made her blush worse.
“You’re from Adelaide?” she blurted, to cover exactly how unnerved she was, and Estella cocked her head, her non-sugary hand flicking back a lock of gold.
“That’s your question? Something you could find on the internet?”
“I know where you were born,” Ellie said, feeling defensive of The Dossier she’d left reluctantly at home. “It just feels like a weird place for one of Melbourne’s criminal elite to come from.” Estella snorted, looking amused and Ellie jumped back in before she could make fun of her. “You just feel very of Melbourne, that’s all. It’s like finding out Flinders Street Station had been assembled in Darwin and sent down by truck.”
“That’s… a very strange analogy.” Estella picked up the carton of treats and offered one to her. Ellie grabbed a bignè, quickly taking a bite of pastry and cream to cover her awkwardness. “Here’s a suggestion. How about you stop seeing me as some kind of fully formed criminal Aphrodite or some kind of entire institution
and just ask me questions about being a human?”
Ellie glared at her around her mouthful and Estella smiled, way too innocently, as Ellie swallowed the sweet treat and tried again.
“Why did your family move to Melbourne?”
“The real question is why they moved to Adelaide in the first the place,” Estella corrected her again. Ellie waited for her to elaborate, but Estella just munched contentedly on her pastry, until finally Ellie huffed and caved.
“Oh my god, fine. Why did your parents move to Adelaide?”
Estella smiled. “Knew you could do it. My parents were both Melburnians. They moved to Adelaide to get away from the Florellis.” She was silent for a moment, letting that point land. “My dad was the cliche bad boy, and my mother was the pretty bombshell he couldn’t stop chasing. She married him on the proviso he stayed the hell away from the family business.”
Ellie wished she had The Dossier, wished she could record this, on her phone maybe, capturing every inflection of Estella’s voice. Luckily, her memory had been sharpened from years of memorising scripts. She resolved to commit every word she heard today in a mental file titled simply Estella. Ruby red, of course. She focused intently on Estella’s face, took in the way her painted lips curved around words, the way she crossed her long tanned legs and leaned back on her hands. Took note of the fleck of icing sugar at the corner of her lip, the way her tongue darted out to lick it away.
“So they moved to Adelaide and had you. Why did they come back?” Ellie popped the rest of the pastry into her mouth. It was the best bignè she’d ever tasted.
“My mum worked as a primary school teacher,” Estella said, and Ellie tried not to choke on her mouthful. It wasn’t what she’d expected. Estella flicked her gaze sideways at her, knowingly. “But my dad, he struggled for work. Took odd jobs. Couldn’t hold anything down. When my mum had me, they ran into financial trouble. My dad had big ideas about women staying at home with the kids, but he couldn’t back it up with any action. Then, his uncle offered him a job. Said it was on the legitimate side of the business, on the level. Swore it to him. And my mum, well, she was desperate enough to agree.”
“She had a baby to look after,” Ellie said softly. She was thinking of Zara. Of hard choices, that seldom panned out the way you’d hope.
“Yeah,” said Estella. She gazed into the distance. “I ruined her life.”
“Is that what she told you?” Ellie was aghast. Estella shook her head. She was gazing determinedly at her immaculate red pedicure.
“No. She’d never have said that to me. Not back then anyway. She was a great mum. In the beginning.”
“What happened?” Ellie felt out of her depth. She remembered the wilds of drama school, of being made to excavate her personal traumas and those of her fellow students. For content; for motivation; for emotional analysis; for the sadistic pleasure of their teachers, who really knew? There had to be a better way of asking difficult personal questions, surely, but sometimes the only way through was to be direct.
Estella huffed and drew her knees in, curling them around to sit, grabbing another pastry. She seemed ravenous.
“Surprise, surprise, the job wasn’t all that legitimate and my dad got pulled into the dark side of the business. My mum faced unspeakable repercussions and then she found heroin.”
“I’m sorry,” Ellie said inadequately. Estella fixed her sharp blue gaze on Ellie’s face, her chin raised.
“What’s your mum like?” she asked.
Ellie felt it like a punch in the gut.
“Why would that matter?” Her mouth was dry despite the sweetness of the pastry. “We’re not getting to know each other. This is about me getting to play you on television.”
“Cute,” said Estella. “That’s not how this is going to work. You get to ask me questions; I get to ask you questions in return. Or have you never had a conversation before?”
“Why would you care?” Ellie shook her head in confusion. “It’s not like we’re going to be friends.”
“We’re not?” Estella pressed her hand to her chest, like she was wounded. Ellie rolled her eyes and Estella turned her body all the way around to face her, square on. “Listen, we’re doing this; I’ve accepted that. I want you to do this role right because I have a vested interest in not being recorded for all of perpetuity as a psychopathic bimbo. But if you think I’m going to let you mine me for intimate details of my life and have it all be one way, you’re dreaming. It’s a power imbalance, and not on the side I’m comfortable with.”
Ellie’s mouth was agape, nothing but the sound of the birds. Then, a laugh spluttered out. Estella narrowed her eyes, but despite the potential risk to her health and safety, Ellie couldn’t quite stop another snort of laughter escaping.
“I’m sorry,” she said, “but you’re worried about me having power over you? You literally let me know you could kill me any time.”
“Yeah, but I won’t,” Estella said, like it was obvious.
“I don’t know that!” Ellie pointed out. “You also have an entire network of organised crime backing you! Is that not power enough for you?”
“And you’re playing me on television, making the entire world decide what to think of me. Isn’t that a hell of a lot of power over me?”
They faced off for a long moment, Ellie searching Estella’s face for clues as to what it was she wanted. It made no sense to her why Estella would want to know a single thing about her.
“Is this insurance?” she asked finally. “Like I know your secrets, and you know mine?”
Estella started laughing. “Unless you’ve killed someone, Ellie Graham, I don’t think we’re going to be on par.”
Ellie went still. “So you have,” she said, softly, before she could stop herself. “Killed someone.”
An odd expression crossed Estella’s face, conflict flaring in her blue eyes. She opened her mouth and closed it again, Ellie’s words hanging in the air between them. “There’s a limit to what I’ll tell you.” Her voice was so soft that Ellie wasn’t sure if she’d accurately read the threat in her tone. “Pick your questions more wisely.”
“My mum lives in Vietnam,” Ellie said abruptly, her skin burning hot at the near miss. Anything to stop herself from becoming some kind of compromised party to a murder confession. Would that have been a criminal offence? Hearing that someone had killed a person and not going straight to the police? Ellie had just wanted to be an actor for god’s sake. “At least, last we heard. She’s kind of a flake.”
“How so?” Estella finally bit into the eclair she’d been gripping. Ellie was still dizzy at her misstep.
“She’s very dedicated to working with children,” she managed to get out. “But only if there’s kudos involved. Like travel blogs and Instagram reels of orphanages overseas. Not so much the boring kind of work with children, such as parenting the ones you birthed.”
“Oh, exotic children, how delightful,” Estella said, with such relaxed venom that it was as if Ellie was talking to a cheerfully sarcastic friend in a bar. “How wonderful that abandoned babies exist, so your mum can be validated.”
“Got it in one.” Ellie was startled. “It’s like you’ve met her.”
“When did you see her last?”
“Ten years ago.”
“You didn’t even have to think about that,” Estella observed.
“My nephew had just turned three,” Ellie said shortly. “My sister really needed her to step up — be a grandparent, god, even just be a mum — and when she didn’t, Zara told her to go to hell and never come back.”
“Your sister has boundaries.” Estella looked oddly pleased, like she was invested in all this.
“My sister has trauma,” Ellie corrected.
“What kind of trauma?”
“Why did your mum start heroin?” Ellie bit back. She wasn’t letting Estella turn Zara’s pain into some kind of game, and fuck her for trying.
“Touché,” said Estella. She smiled at Ellie, like she was low-key proud of her, then took her last bite of the pastry in her hand, chewed and swallowed. “How strong is your stomach?” she asked suddenly, and Ellie swallowed too.
“You don’t have to tell me,” she quickly backtracked.
“You want to know me, but just the fun parts? You think I got here via private school and ponies?”
“I don’t want to make you talk about things you don’t want to.”
“How delicate of you. But if I don’t tell you the things that made me who I am, I’ll get the bimbo treatment.”
“You won’t⁠—”
“I’ll spare you the details. My mum was abducted by the Florellis to keep my dad in line. Whatever they did to her, while they had her… well, I’ve been around those kind of men all my life, so I hardly have to guess. My dad got back in line, fast; he had no choice. So they let her go. Unharmed, so they said. But she was never the same after that. First drinking, then prescription drugs. Then, heroin.”
Estella delivered all of that with her gaze on the still half-full box of pastries. Ellie was never going to eat a bignè or a cannoli ever again.
“How old were you?” Her voice came out just over a whisper.
“Twelve,” Estella said. “Quite the introduction to the sexual politics of the mob.”
“I’m so⁠—”
“If you feel sorry for me, I’ll change my mind about what I said about not having you killed,” Estella said abruptly. Ellie pulled herself up short, but she saw the faint glimmer in Estella’s eyes. Really great sense of humour this woman had.
“Absolutely no take-backs,” Ellie said firmly. Estella laughed.
“So your sister…” she began and reclined back on the picnic blanket with her arm above her head and gazed up at the sky.
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“Your spine is straight. Your feet are centred on the earth. Stretch your arms out wide to feel your chest open up, releasing all the tension you hold. Breathe out. Beautiful. Feel your connection to all that flows through you and within you.”
Estella wobbled. She never fucking wobbled. Her chest was wide open, just like Jasmine had instructed and she didn’t like it one bit.
“Come down to a kneeling position and bring your hands around to press your palms firmly into your back. When you lift your chest, feel your heart reach towards the sky…”
Estella excelled at yoga classes. She was strong, limber, and despite everything, willing to learn. It wasn’t easy being notorious and still allowing the women of Armadale watch out of the corner of their eyes as she, just like everyone else, had to try and fail and try again. But she’d refused to let her infamy rob her of the experience. And yet, right now, she was thrilled to be untouchable. Because it meant that Jasmine and the entire room full of amateur yogis were intently pretending that a mob boss wasn’t silently crying her way through the entire 3PM vinyasa class.
She couldn’t explain it. It was just that somewhere along the hour Jasmine’s words had started taking on strange and specific significance, beyond the simple instructions for moving their limbs. Estella felt a crack slowly open up inside her psyche that she really wanted to stay closed, especially here in this high street studio above a strip of shops for fuck’s sake. She didn’t want to lose it here, in front of all these curious onlookers, with nowhere to hide. She fought hard — as she lifted her hips and raised her chest, feeling the burn in her thighs — to think of neutral things, anything to stop herself from breaking wide open.
Her mind flashed in rapid succession, trying to hold focus on the perfect black espresso she’d drunk that morning in a gentle sunbeam, only to fling up an image of dark blood pooled in the leather seats of the car as Kenneth drove them home from Gold Hill. Then a flash, again, of Alison Hartmann’s face pale with terror as she gripped her girlfriend’s hand on the sofa, both sets of eyes fixed on the gun. Estella squeezed her eyes shut tight and she saw emerald green grass and Ellie Graham caught in a surprised laugh. The world spun.
“Let go of everything in the past. Let go of everything you long for in the future. There is only right now. The present moment is all we have.”
Estella sunk down onto her heels, lay back on the yoga mat and wept.

It was dumb, perhaps, to do this at her own home. It put her in more kinds of danger than she cared to imagine, but Estella didn’t trust any other way of doing things. Her new house was slightly more vast than she needed, but far smaller than the home she’d shared with Mike. The vastness was essential. It was a show, after all. The head of the Grant family had to be unstoppable, formidable. She had to be a fortress because anything else meant death.
That’s exactly how it would look to the outside. A stern, solid stone Victorian fortress. Not overly ostentatious, but well out of any truly innocent person’s price range. Set upon its own pristine lawn, protected by an elaborate wrought iron spiked fence, with a gate that admitted very few.
Inside, however, it was all Estella. She’d decorated it for pure comfort, all tender silky sheets in the bedrooms, impossibly huge soft sofas in the living rooms, delicate earthen stoneware in the kitchen, golden-hued floorboards throughout. And then, of course, there was the attic bedroom. Hidden away behind a false door: a safe room.
She nodded at the bodyguard she’d had stationed there. Florence was lean, brown-skinned and ramrod straight, her salt and pepper hair cropped short, the epitome of no-nonsense. She had a large cushy armchair to recline in — Estella had made sure of that — but instead she’d chosen a firm wooden dining chair to sit on, bolt upright, even as she read her way through a large pile of romance novels.
“How’s our hostage?” Estella asked wryly.
Florence nodded soberly.
“She’s okay,” she said. “She’s getting antsy though.”
“Makes sense.” Estella passed Florence and pressed on the hidden release notch that opened the nondescript wall panel, leading to a flight of just three stairs. She knocked lightly on the door at the top, before she entered.
The young woman, Ava Florelli, sat on the low easy chair across the room from the attic bedroom window. The window was reinforced glass, letting through light though not a view. Ava gazed towards it anyway, like a tender green plant wilting without sun, but when Estella entered she turned her face towards her instead.
“Can I go yet?” she asked immediately. Her dark eyes were red-rimmed, the fading bruise to her left cheek still visible. Her long dark hair was in a loose braid, and again, Ellie Graham’s chestnut locks popped unbidden into Estella’s mind.
“I’m sorry,” Estella told her. Ava began, yet again, to cry. “We’re working on it,” Estella reminded her. “You know that you’re safe here, don’t you?” Ava cried harder, but at least she nodded. She was barely twenty years old, but in this moment she looked both older and younger. She’d been through too much.
“I just…” Ava looked up wanly. “I miss my mum.” She scrunched her knees up to her chest and clung tight to them.
“I know,” Estella said quietly. It ripped at her to say it aloud, but she said it anyway. “I miss mine too.”
Ava sobbed. Estella sat on the floor next to her chair and held her hand for a long time.
When she finally left the room, Florence looked askance at her. Estella steeled her jaw.
“Make the call,” she said. “But not until tomorrow evening. We need all our ducks in a row before the meeting happens. We can’t take any risks. Everything hinges on this working out. Everything.”

That night, Estella couldn’t sleep. She paced her own bedroom, wandered downstairs to make a herbal tea, then returned to bed, the teacup neatly placed on her bedside table. As she sipped, her mind raced for a safe place to land but for some reason the thought she kept returning to over and over was Zara Graham, Ellie’s mysterious sister, with the same colouring as her TV star sibling, though that seemed to be where the resemblance began and ended.
Ellie protected her, that much was clear. Estella had poked and poked at the subject as they’d picnicked together in the park. It had seemed the only possible fair trade for the tale of her mother’s degradation and fate. But Ellie hadn’t budged and Estella had begrudgingly admired her for it. Ellie might be scared of her, but she wasn’t backing down. My sister has trauma was all she’d give her, and then a perfectly simple it’s not my story to tell, like it was completely out of her hands. Eloise Silver was full of surprises.
Estella had surprised herself, too. She’d planned to share just enough to fill herself out in Ellie’s eyes. Maybe a sob story here or there, planted for the sympathy of it. All things considered, the little girl lost angle would serve her best, should it come to television. But somehow, all that had come out had been truth. There was something about Ellie’s steady eyes, the calm pool of the deep green park on a warm summer’s day, that combined with Estella still forcing the last ugly bloodshed from her brain, had made it feel impossibly wrong to lie to her. It gave her that same poignant cracked-open feeling she’d had in yoga earlier that afternoon, like something inside her was begging to spill. She just knew she had to resist it.
All the same, she was shocked to realise she couldn’t wait to see Ellie Graham again. Just one last time.
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Ellie had made a lot of mistakes in her life; she could own that. But today really capped them all off. What the hell had she been thinking? Estella Grant was a dangerous criminal; she’d always known that to be true. But she hadn’t fully understood how depraved she was. Not until this exact moment, as she stood under the full fire of the glaring sun on a Melbourne afternoon in the height of summer, a blaze of hot white sand before her and loud music thudding a bass rhythm so deep she felt it in her chest. This, quite surely, was hell.
She shouldn’t have come in the first place, but the truth was that she was feeling a tiny bit addicted to the rush that seeing Estella Grant brought her. She was dangerous, that was inarguable fact, but what she offered Ellie — a peak into her world, the chance to inhabit her skin, the flashes of insight into a fascinating character to embody — there was just no saying no. She couldn’t help herself. After their conversation in the park — lazing back on a picnic rug, sweet crumbs of pastry on their tongues, Estella quietly revealing her childhood, her relationship with her mother, the savage pain of her death — the afternoon had slid by far too quickly. They hadn’t even got to the part where Estella had met Mike yet, when the gentle dappled shade had grown darker and Estella had blinked, as if coming out of a dream, and announced she had to go. It had been Ellie who’d asked — please — for more.
It was barely a week later when the message from an anonymous mobile — a burner, she was sure — had arrived with a location and a time pinging onto her calendar. Which: how the hell had Estella gotten her phone number in the first place? And still, here Ellie fucking was, in the very worst place on earth: St Kilda Beach.
It was a Sunday afternoon, in mid-December, which meant the sun could peel layers off your skin if you merely dared to walk outdoors. A hot Sunday afternoon meant the entire population of Melbourne — as well as every tourist in the state — had decided to decamp to its closest urban beach. Ellie had been smarter than to try to drive here from the other side of the city — there wouldn’t be a carpark within miles — instead sweating her way from one tram stop to another, before stumbling her way to the beach.
Only to find she had the wrong fucking beach. Because of course Estella Grant wouldn’t pick the main St Kilda beach. It turned out there was a whole other West Beach that Ellie had to stumble along to in the heat, until she finally arrived here: poised on the edge of the sand, baked to a crisp, sweating and parched. She was enraged enough to snap Estella Grant, just like that, to the predictably young and stunning maitre’d of the beach bar when she’d asked if Ellie had a booking. To her credit, the woman had only stilled herself for a second, her eyes giving Ellie a surprisingly subtle once-over to examine the guest of Melbourne’s top crook, before smiling and saying of course, just this way.
Ellie followed her out onto the sand, amongst hordes of picnic tables and beach umbrellas, boisterously laughing groups of drunk friends and couples on dates, complete with panting wet sandy dogs, all the way to the collection of small beach cabanas branded with the bar’s logo. And there, with a respectful boundary of perfectly empty sand encircling her, lounging languidly in a beach cabana made for two, was the head of the Grant family criminal enterprise.
Estella propped herself up on one hand and examined Ellie.
“Careful,” she said, by way of greeting. “If that sunhat was any bigger, you’d have whole families trying to shelter under you for shade.”
“Shut up,” Ellie grumbled, her exasperation enough to make her momentarily forget that Estella was dangerous and demanding of caution. Estella, though, was laughing, reaching out to condescendingly pat the other end of the cabana for Ellie to sit in. The structure was made of wood and cream coloured canvas, similar in shape to a large sturdy hammock. It had big cushions at each end, just enough for two people to lounge facing each other, without touching, as long as you curled your legs just right. It was startlingly intimate, but the canvas overhead created enough shade for Ellie to be quickly lured off the hot sand and into the shelter.
“You’re late,” Estella observed lazily. She wasn’t red and flushed like Ellie, just sun-kissed and glowing. She was wearing a bright yellow mini sun dress, all long-limbed and tousled golden hair, her lips a dewy natural shade, the first time Ellie had seen her without her characteristic bright red. For a single second, Ellie’s stomach flipped as she had to admit openly, for the first time, that Estella Grant was heart-stoppingly attractive. Happily, however, she was also quite probably a serial killer and most definitely a mobster, not to mention maybe also grieving her recently dead husband. All combined, that quite perfectly put a limit to any dangerous admiration on Ellie’s end. Still, she couldn’t help but remove her giant sun hat and tousle her own hair to remove any hat-flattening. She tossed it down onto the sand below them.
“I went to the other beach.” Ellie glared from behind her sunglasses. She could see herself reflected in Estella’s own polarised lenses. Two small, flushed versions of herself — wilted in her thin-strapped singlet and short skirt — gazed back at her. A waiter in tiny tight shorts and a fitted black t-shirt materialised and handed her a small sweating glass of something gleaming and gory red with a skewer of pineapple and maraschino cherry across the top. It also happened to be filled with ice, so she took it gratefully and pressed it to the hot skin of her cleavage, even as she raised her eyebrows at Estella in question.
“Bikini martini,” Estella said, with a small smirk.
“Does this strike you as the kind of drink I’d order?” Ellie squinted at her and took a sip. It was sweet, strong and tart but deliciously cold.
“Not at all,” said Estella. “Which is why I got it for you.”
That made just about sense to Ellie. Everything about this situation was uncomfortable for her, so of course Estella would find it necessary to throw her even more off balance. “Why did you want to meet here?” Ellie’s voice came out just as whiny as she felt. Estella tipped her glasses down her nose to fix her with a bright blue, amused glance.
“Here? On one of the prettiest beaches in the city? On a beautiful day? With a private cabana and delicious cocktails being ferried directly to our hands? I’m so sorry for your suffering.”
“Ugh.” Ellie scoffed. She sipped her drink again. It was — annoyingly enough — delicious, coconutty and tropical, and absolutely not what she’d ever in her life order for herself. Estella was still looking at her in askance. “Have you seen my skin?” Ellie looked down at herself, glowing white even in the shade. “I’m not built for these conditions. I’m wearing so much sunscreen right now I could take off all my clothes and still not be naked.”
Estella raised her eyebrows even higher, pushing her sunglasses back up to cover her eyes.
“I’m so sorry,” she said, without an ounce of sympathy in her voice. “Next beautiful day we meet up, we can make it in a cave.”
Ellie huffed, but something in her chest lit up. Estella was entertaining meeting her again. It felt like being given a prize — one she shouldn’t want quite as badly as she did — a whole bounty of Estella Grant’s inner life arriving in her lap. Suddenly the afternoon hit differently. A light ocean breeze gently teased her hair, lifting it off her sweaty neck. The pounding of the DJ settled into a comfortable background beat, a relaxed party Ellie was somehow at the centre of. The raucous laughter turned into a joyful soundtrack of people having the best day of their lives. A couple of dogs splashed happily through the shallows, outracing each other for a stick in the mellow waves. Ellie looked across at Estella, who had her cheek propped up on her fist, watching her right back. She found herself smiling.
“Tell me everything,” she said impulsively. “Make this horrible day worth my while.”
“You want everything?” Estella drawled. She paused to sip on her own mysteriously bright cocktail, lips slipping around the paper straw. Ellie dared to dream that the alcohol might loosen her tongue, show glimpses she’d never otherwise get. “You’re daydreaming, Ellie Graham. I’ll give you exactly what you can handle and nothing more.”
“Then tell me. What happened when you met Mike Grant?”

“I was dumb as rocks,” Estella said so easily that Ellie immediately spotted a lie. This woman who had irritable opinions on Chekhov? Okay, sure. “My parents sent me to private school, did you know that? The money might have been dirty, but it’s amazing how much respectability it can buy. When my mum got… sick, they tried making me stay at school for nights and weekends as a boarder, but I refused. Just kept running back home until they gave in.” She took a sip of her drink and lay back in the cabana, her expression inscrutable behind her sunglasses. “But I’m sure you can imagine what kind of education that was. Posh school by day, junkie mum at night, Florelli stench and glamour following me all the way into class so even my maths teacher was nervous to fail me.”
“Get good marks did you?” Ellie sipped from her own glass to cover her confused feelings. Because while she felt sorry for this teenage version of Estella, something felt off and she couldn’t put her finger on it.
Estella snorted. “None I deserved. Like I said, dumb as rocks. So when I graduated high school with a shithouse education, a recently dead mum — an overdose, mind you — a dad who swapped out one bad mob for another and bam, I met my own handsome bad boy… well, I was easy pickings, wasn’t I? No chance.”
Ellie frowned. Estella was definitely lying to her now, she could feel it, as clear as day. She sounded so sincere, self-deprecating, almost self-pitying, three things Ellie was quite clear Estella Grant was not. She wasn’t about to call her on it, though. She wanted to see where this went. “You weren’t conflicted?” she asked. “You’d seen what gang violence did to your family. Why would you have willingly sought that out in your own life?”
“I know you’re not that naive,” Estella said sharply ,and Ellie tried not to jump. Apparently, Estella could read her right back. “I know you know that’s not how trauma works. I was eighteen years old and that life was all I’d known since I was a little girl. Besides, you can’t imagine what it’s like, being attached to something that notorious when you were just a kid. The judgement, the stares, the fear all around you, even from grown adults. There’s no way for most people to understand it. Mike did though. He’d grown up the same way.”
“He was a Grant. You were a Florelli.”
“Yes. But my dad defected as soon as my mum died. He hated the Florellis with a passion, even though, technically, they were blood. He’d stayed, out of fear and lack of other choices. But when she died he went straight to Alan Grant — he was head of the family at the time — and swore him loyalty and insider information, in exchange for protection.”
“And you? Your mum was… no longer at risk. But you were.”
“Why the hell do you think I was around the Grants so much? They were my protection too.”
“And that’s how you met Mike?”
“Got it in one. He was Alan’s youngest son and got told to keep an eye on me. I think they knew exactly what they were doing. Pretty eighteen-year-old, hulking handsome young protector. We fell in love — or at least, we thought we did — and everyone leaned hard for us to get married. ASA-fucking-P. Make clear as hell to the Florellis we were Grant family now. Have been ever since.”
“You said heroin killed your dad too. What happened to him?”
“Where’s your dad?” Estella wriggled herself upright and brushed back a lock of her hair. “You’ve never even mentioned him.” Her chin was raised, her expression suddenly jaunty like probing each other’s hardest secrets was a game they were playing.
Ellie bit the inside of her cheek, fighting with her feelings. She didn’t want to share anything private with Estella when it was clear she was getting nothing but half-truths from her in return. And yet she was aware of one real truth being betrayed: Estella was struggling to talk about her past too.
“Fine,” she said, deciding to gift Estella the break she was asking for. “My dad ran off when I was four. Left my mum to raise me and Zara. Apparently told her he’d never wanted to be a dad in the first place and moved away to Perth. Never heard from him again.”
“Mm,” said Estella. She pushed her sunglasses up her forehead, as if to look at Ellie more closely and let her mouth fall into a sultry pout. “Daddy issues?”
Ellie saw the unmistakable flash of teasing in those blue eyes and suddenly, irrationally, she felt a solid stab of like for this woman who point blank refused to shy away from anything uncomfortable. Estella treated nothing with kid gloves, gave no awkward sympathy, just a bluntness and an irreverence that sounded a lot like me too. The alcohol must have found its way to Ellie’s bloodstream because she found herself extending her foot to poke Estella’s bare leg with her sandy toes and letting the laugh she was fighting bubble out her throat.
“Fuck you,” she said and Estella laughed back at her. This was how she got you, Ellie could see it now. Estella was charming and far too beautiful, pushing your buttons and playing fast and loose with the truth. This, she told herself. This is Estella Grant. Remember this — her eyes sparkling as she reaches into your chest to excavate your weak spots, her mouth wrapping around a smile to make you believe a lie, her throat curving back because she knows most rational people would want to watch her body move — this was all gold for a character actress like Eloise Silver, and she’d take every drop of Estella and use it.
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Estella stood like a statue in the warm black of the night. She could feel her skin prickling with goosebumps despite the summer air and she scoffed at herself, internally. She’d grown so used to having back-up, of always having protection, that she’d forgotten how it felt to stand alone. It was utterly exposing and sharply vulnerable, two experiences she avoided at all costs.
She felt the buzz of a message come through to her phone. She couldn’t risk taking it out in case the light exposed her, but she knew what it meant. Kenneth was letting her know he and the rest of her men were in position. In position, that was, four suburbs away, meeting — finally — with Luciano, the leader of the Florellis and his own hoard of henchmen. The next message she’d have from him would tell her everything she needed to know. Success or failure. A rallying cry or the end of everything she’d worked for. Tonight, the first domino would fall, one way or another, setting it all in motion.
A small whimper came from behind her. She wasn’t quite alone. Ava was bound at the wrist and gagged again. Estella felt bad for her, but appearances still mattered, after all. And she couldn’t trust the young woman not to panic, to cry out, or to run. Far too many lives depended on her silence for the next few minutes of this black night.
Estella could smell the sea air as the ocean lapped the shore just a hundred or so metres from where they stood, hidden in a small copse of trees in an empty foreshore park. It was 2AM, too late for dog-walkers or moonlit strolls. The whiff of salt made her think of Ellie Graham, of her delicate skin flushed in the heat of the day, her pretty nose wrinkling in disdain at the glorious sunlit beach and Estella found herself smiling into the dark.
Then, movement. A nondescript white van pulled into the parking lot. No lights on. Ava whimpered again but Estella nudged her with her foot and she went silent. She, too, knew what was at stake tonight. Estella watched as a single figure exited the van and moved purposefully toward them. There was a supreme, terrifying confidence to that walk, not a skerrick of hesitation as they strolled at pace, alone, into a deserted park in the middle of the night.
Estella stepped forward from the trees and showed herself. The figure didn’t pause until they were toe-to-toe. There was just enough light from the stars and the distant streetlight for her to make out the details. A sleek mop of steel grey hair, large dark eyes, a face marked by beauty and by time, a tapestry of wrinkles and lush sensuality. Bruna Florelli. The matriarch.
“Estella,” she said, her voice low and strong. “Do you have her?”
“She’s safe,” Estella said. “Do you trust me?”
The words hung in the air between them, the meaning so unmistakeable that it felt for a second like time slowed down. A blood pact. Bruna looked hard, into her eyes, and Estella knew what this would cost her.
“Give her to me,” Bruna said finally. “And then I will trust you.”
Estella should have known it would come to this. She had no other choice but to make the first leap off this cliff. She turned her head back toward the trees at her back.
“You can come out,” she kept her voice soft. Ava materialised, still gagged and bound, wobbling a little on her uncertain legs. Estella heard the small gasp of emotion from the older woman in front of her. Ava fell into her grandmother’s arms, and Estella gently undid the ties from her wrists and the cloth gag from her mouth. She stood by, keeping watch, as Ava wept and Bruna held her, stroking her hair and her face, inspecting her for damage.
“Thank you,” Bruna mouthed, over Ava’s shoulder. Her dark eyes were wet with emotion.
“And now your end,” Estella said firmly. Bruna straightened, pulling back from Ava, and holding tight to her hand, anchoring her, for the words that came next.
“It’s done,” she confirmed. “Luciano believes that she is dead, but she’s alive and safe. It is better no one else knows where she is, but tonight…” she looked down at Ava and wrapped her arm around her shoulders. “Tonight I will send her daughter to her on a plane, back to her mother’s arms. Mi gioia,” she addressed Ava, tears streaming freely. “There will be no more pain. It’s time to go.”
Ava looked like she was seconds from crumpling, but she took two steps toward Estella and clasped her hand, wordlessly. Then, Bruna led her away to the van. Estella watched them go. Halfway across the lot, Bruna turned and met Estella’s eyes. She nodded, just once.
The pact was sealed.

“You should have seen his fucking face,” Kenneth said gleefully from his seat at Estella’s kitchen table as the sun rose, holding a cold pack to his busted nose. The early rays of light were hitting low through the windows, casting everything, even her grizzled commander, in an aching red-gold glow. He looked almost ethereal, greying hair, big pores, bloodstains and all. “You pissed off Luciano Florelli, kiddo, but Tyler is alive and kicking and back where he belongs.”
“Call me that again and I’ll break whatever’s left of that pretty face,” Estella threatened him and he laughed through his bloodied teeth.
“Hope you’ve got one hell of a final game plan,” Kenneth said easily, and Estella went cold. He caught her expression and chuckled. “You think I survived years of this shit just by being beautiful?” he asked her. “If you want to tell me I’m seeing ghosts and imagining things, you can.”
“What makes you think you’re not?” Estella’s stomach clenched tight. This man was in her house. In her kitchen. Florence was gone; her assignment over. She was alone with him. He’d kept her safe so far, had been loyal, and was all the personal enforcement that she had within the gang. She had no choice but to trust him. Would it be her downfall?
“Fucking with the Florellis, well, that’s a time honoured tradition. A year without some kind of bloodshed between us is like a year without Christmas. You wouldn’t wish it. But you… you’re smarter than that. Can’t see you starting something this big without a reason. And unlike last time… I can’t see any reason at all. Which means there’s something you’re not telling me.” There was a silence. Nothing but the low hum of the refrigerator, a raucous screech of a cockatoo as it flew overhead, the distant ding of an early morning tram bell echoing up from the main road. Estella waited, her mind full of spinning plates, unsure which was about to fall. Kenneth shifted in his seat. “Of course, if you’re not telling me, then there’s a reason for that too. So maybe I’m seeing ghosts where there’s none.”
“Ghosts,” said Estella. She thought of Bruna: her father’s mother’s sister. “You’ve got one hell of an imagination, Ken.”
Half of his mouth smiled guilelessly, and he looked at her over his broken nose, his craggy face blood-smeared, dangerous. “Aye aye captain.”
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“What do you think Genevieve dreams about?” Arthur’s voice rang out from the grass beside her. He and Ellie were taking advantage of the shady part of the back garden, but even now, at 9AM it was almost time to retreat in doors. Summer days in Melbourne could feel like an endurance test, though the heat wave was predicted to break later that week.
“World domination, probably,” Ellie told him from where she was reclining back and staring at the green leaves of the tree above her, gently waving against the blue sky. His face popped up beside her, Genevieve the guinea pig clutched in his hands, her mouth contentedly full of fresh grass. He started laughing and Ellie’s heart seized with love.
He was thirteen. How much longer would he laugh at her jokes and gaze back at her with equal delight? Already he had sullen moments, lost inside his own world, dragging his feet to do what he was asked and huffing at Zara when she asked him about his day. But mostly, he was still, utterly and completely, Arthur. His jokes were getting better, his pencil sketches more expressive, his childish insights both goofier and more poignant. The other night the evening news had been on in the background, the sound down low, both Ellie and Zara oblivious, until Arthur had dissolved into tears at a report on starving children, furious at them both for every answer they couldn’t give. Why
was the world letting this happen?
What about our government?
What’s even the point of having them then? Why aren’t we on a boat, bringing them food? Don’t we have way more than we need?
“Kid’s going to be an anarchist,” Zara said wearily after he’d gone to bed. “We’re going to be bailing him out of prison for chaining himself to trees and bridges.”
“You used to be like that,” Ellie suddenly realised. “Oh my god, he’s you.”
Zara rolled her eyes and denied any part of it. Ellie understood, with a stab to the heart, that it was, of course, the Zara of before who’d tried to set up a garage sale of things she swore they didn’t need anymore, in order to raise money for saving orangutans, before their mother rushed in to rescue the family toaster from the sale table. This Zara, the one who came after couldn’t bear to think of that, so she couldn’t face it in her child without sardonic dismissal.
Now, Arthur’s laughter rang up into the suburban air, the sharp green scent of cut grass and petrol from the neighbour’s mower hanging in the air. He turned Genevieve to face him, and she watched him contentedly as she munched.
“You’d do a much better job of running the world,” he told the guinea pig with conviction. Ellie pointed her finger at Genevieve and the boy who held her.
“You’ve got my vote,” she said.
Zara was up out of bed when the heat finally chased all three of them indoors, having worked late the night before. She looked pointedly at Ellie who was gathering her bag and slipping on her shoes.
“You off already?” she asked. “I told Arthur I’d take him to the movies this afternoon so we can catch some proper air conditioning. Want to come join?”
“Sorry,” Ellie said. “I’ve got plans.” She dropped a kiss on Arthur’s head as he sat at the dining table, drawing a campaign poster for Genevieve’s run for prime minister. “Have fun you two.”
“What plans?” Zara followed her down the hall to the front door. “You’re always so busy these days; I feel like we hardly see you.”
“I saw you every day this week but Wednesday,” Ellie reminded her. She adored her sister but sometimes she wished she’d just… get out more. Then, she felt bad for the thought. “Zazzy, I’ll be over for dinner tomorrow. I’ll bring Korean rice bowls and we’ll plan our Christmas menu.”
“I feel like you’re being intentionally mysterious,” Zara complained as Ellie opened the door. “I tell you literally everything and you just tell me ‘plans.’”
“Oh my god,” Ellie huffed. “Plans. I have a bunch of chores to do, then I’m hitting the gym, then I’m— I’m hanging out with a friend.”
“Aha.” Zara leaned one hand on the front porch bannister as Ellie stepped down on the path to the front gate. “A friend.”
“Not like that.” Ellie rolled her eyes. “Just a friend, jesus.”
“You never tell me about your love life anymore,” Zara said. She made puppy eyes. “I don’t know why you feel like you can’t tell me when you’re seeing someone.”
Ellie hesitated, stuck halfway between the porch and the street. They both knew damn well why Ellie didn’t talk to her sister about dating. Zara caught her look and her face went slightly blank in the way it always did when this came up. “I know what you’re thinking,” Zara said tightly. “But just because I don’t date doesn’t mean I don’t want to hear about it when you meet a cute girl. Christ, Ellie!”
Zara looked so dejected that Ellie climbed back up the porch steps and hugged her sister tight.
“Zaz,” she said. “It’s not that. I’m not seeing someone. I’m literally just having drinks with Sophie,” she said, naming an acting friend she’d met on the set of Universe Below. “I’d tell you if I was going on a date. I would.”
“Okayyyy,” Zara relented. “Then have fun, on your not-date.”
Ellie waved at her sister and walked out the gate, hoping the guilt didn’t show on her face. It was definitely not a date. But it was also definitely not Sophie.

Four hours later, Ellie was yet again hiding out from the heat of the mid-afternoon sun with Estella Grant. She was in the midst of a swanky inner-city suburb, on the rooftop of a building with a view out over the city skyline. Melbourne loved a good rooftop bar, and Ellie had been to dozens of them, drinking a cold glass of white and watching the sunset roar to life beneath the soundtrack of a DJ floating out into the night air. None of them, however, had also been crowned with their own rooftop pool.
She’d rolled her eyes in annoyance when Estella had sent through the latest meeting details, with a brisk, wear a swimsuit, tacked on the end. Estella had already listened to Ellie complain about sun exposure and crowded beaches, so of course she’d find a way to make it even worse. And yet, when she’d reached the rooftop in question, she’d waded through the rich and beautiful Melburnians crowding the exclusive bar, she’d glimpsed Estella occupying prime position — on a pool lounger next to an aquamarine plunge pool, overlooking the city — with an immense sun umbrella shading her. Ellie found she could only laugh.
“Hi,” she said, as she took a prim seat on the adjoining lounger. A strange impulse hit her, to lean in and press a kiss to Estella’s cheek in greeting, like they were close friends catching up on a beautiful afternoon. She caught herself with just enough time to feel awkward, like she didn’t quite know what to do with her limbs.
“Hi.” Estella smiled up at her. Ellie hoped against hope that Estella wasn’t picking up on her awkwardness, because then she might get the idea it had something to do with the very tiny bikini Estella was wearing, and it really wasn’t. Ellie was gay, but she had absolutely no problem meeting Estella’s eyes while she was lazing dreamily on a pool lounger in nothing but shreds of red lycra, held together with flimsy bows. Ellie had seen hundreds of women in swimsuits before, so having a whole afternoon — hopefully — of conversation with this sun-kissed, golden expanse of bare silky skin on view was definitely no big deal.
“I’m sorry?” Ellie realised, with a start, that Estella had been saying something, while Ellie’s brain had definitely not been stuttering. Estella just laughed.
“She’ll have the spicy margarita,” she said to someone just behind Ellie, who whipped her head around in time to see the waiter disappear.
“What if I don’t like spicy drinks?” she demanded, aggrieved. Estella shrugged a bare shoulder carelessly.
“Trust me, you’ll like it. Aren’t you pleased with all this shade I got for you, princess?”
“It’s not a cave,” Ellie said, trying not to show how rattled Estella made her. She looked out at the view of the city skyline under the bright blue sky and couldn’t help her smile. “But it’ll do.”
She kicked off her shoes and pushed her body to recline on the lounger next to Estella. It was far more comfortable this way, looking out at the view instead of that bare skin. Ellie had, as instructed, worn a swimsuit, but she was perfectly happy to leave it under her sea-green summer dress. She’d looked at herself in the mirror for far too long before she’d left, appreciating how exactly the right green could bring together the chestnut in her hair, the dark of her eyes and the light rose in her complexion. Why that mattered so much, sitting here next to a literal criminal, she couldn’t quite say. Was it so bad to want to look hot, when you were out with someone hot? It wasn’t. It definitely wasn’t.
Her drink arrived and she sipped it, warily. Damnit, that was good. She felt Estella’s gaze on her, and gave her a solid side eye that made them both burst out a small surprised laugh.
“Fine, it’s good, if you need to hear me say it so badly.” Ellie sipped again, keeping her eyes averted, feeling the full weight of the strangeness in the air right now. This was, objectively, weird. It was the third time the two of them had deliberately met to spend time together, sharing secrets, telling tales, having top shelf drinks and sweet desserts, all in beautiful locations. And now they were making each other laugh with eye contact alone and giggling over inside jokes they somehow shared. She was studying this woman, and this woman was using her right back. So why did it feel like they were… growing closer? Estella Grant, she reminded herself. Head of the Grant family. A mobster. Probably a murderer. A dangerous criminal! But somehow, the words were slowly losing their meaning, along with the tinge of fear they’d once created.
Estella Grant had picked a venue with a giant sun umbrella because she knew Ellie didn’t like the sun. Estella Grant ordered drinks for her with a confidence bordering on arrogance, that was aggravating and — fine — a tiny bit hot. Estella Grant had all but licked her lips when she’d said daddy issues, like she was enjoying Ellie’s sore spots and that made her feel slightly lightheaded. Estella Grant was exactly what she’d always been — dangerous — and Ellie was at risk of letting herself be seduced into forgetting it.
She felt the burn of the tequila on her tongue chased by the jalapeño and remembered the real fire she was chasing: getting inside Estella’s head. Slipping on that dangerous charisma like a fur fucking coat; wrapping her tongue around Estella’s words. Estella thought she was taking Ellie in, but Ellie knew she was the one doing the taking. She found herself smiling against the salty rim of her glass.
Estella, somehow, must have felt the energy shift in the atmosphere, so finely attuned as she was to the dynamics around her — Ellie was learning this about her — and she sat up, making Ellie look at her. Ellie, resolutely met her eyes and thought what she always thought, when she got vertigo: Do not look down.
“I’m hot,” Estella said. Ellie didn’t blink but she didn’t argue either. “Let’s take this into the pool.”

The pool was for the use of any of the bar’s patron, wrapping three-quarters of the way around the outside of the rooftop, but there seemed to be an invisible forcefield protecting the corner that now belonged purely to Estella Grant and her guest. Ellie watched as a well-built guy with slightly too much alcohol in his bloodstream drifted within three metres of them and two of his friends grabbed him back immediately, redirecting him as fast as though they’d seen a crocodile in the water instead of a beautiful blonde. Ellie wondered what it must be like to have that much power.
“What’s it like to have that much power?” she asked, nodding her head towards the empty water around them. “You don’t even have to say anything and they leave you alone.”
Estella looked faintly surprised. She’d gathered her locks up on top of her head before she’d slid into the water, and removed her sunglasses, to Ellie’s trepidation and relief. It was very helpful getting to see her eyes; it made it harder for Estella to lie to her. But oh shit, it was a lot being pinned in those bright blues, while Ellie’s eyes were equally naked and vulnerable. Do not look down.
“It’s not me,” Estella said, as though that were remotely true. She reconsidered and cocked her head. “I mean, it is, I’m sure. But mostly it’s him.”
Ellie looked up to where Estella was gazing and saw the man she’d assumed was bar security. He was older than your average security guard she realised now, but huge, his face casually menacing. Especially with the angry bruising that bloomed across the bridge of his nose and the matching colours on his knuckles. He was pure, distilled, walking violence. She realised, now, that she’d seen him before. At the beach bar. And, she startled, at the cafe near the yoga studio. Oh fuck, at Arthur’s soccer game? God. She’d been so fucking stupid.
“Cute,” Ellie managed. “Little rough around the edges, but I can see it.”
Estella smirked at her. She leaned back against the edge of the pool, propping her elbows on the ledge on either side, her eyes fixed on Ellie’s as her body gleamed with drops of water sliding down her golden skin. “Your type?” she asked.
“Not so much,” Ellie said faintly and Estella laughed. Don’t look down. Estella looked so knowing that Ellie reached, fast, for the one thing she thought could derail her. “Was Mike your type?”
Estella’s smile faded at the direct hit and Ellie felt disgusted at herself. Using Estella’s dead husband as a shield? But wait, what if Estella did have him killed? Could she use it against her then? Morality felt shaky all of a sudden.
“I thought so at eighteen,” Estella said soberly. “You’ve seen photos of him, I’m sure.” Ellie nodded. She’d have made a terrible investigator, truth be told. Her only impression was of a large, muscular… man. It wasn’t enough to hold her attention long enough to even really know what colour hair he’d had. Or if he’d had hair at all. She tried to look suitably impressed but Estella, luckily, was looking down. At the water. At Ellie? Ellie was also wearing a bikini, though hers was black. She knew she looked good. Maybe not Estella Grant level good, but— “He was good looking,” Estella said and Ellie blinked. “Good enough in bed, but then again, he was only my second ever boyfriend, so what the hell did I know? Who were you sleeping with at eighteen?”
Ellie got whiplash. She remembered Alice James, at nineteen, all nervous giddy exploration and declarations of undying love between them on their third ever date. She did not want to share that with Estella Grant for about nine separate reasons. Happily, though, there was, at eighteen, “Trent Silverman,” she revealed. “Taught me how to surf. Long blond hair,” she recalled. If she’d closed her eyes when she kissed him, she could just about pretend. “Abs that all the girls were after.” All the girls but her.
“And the sex?” Estella was closer to her than she remembered. She’d drifted toward Ellie in the pool, like they were engaging in girl-talk. Which, maybe they were. A strand of her hair had escaped and was trailing in the water. Ellie’s gaze fixed on it. So many versions of gold. She wanted to wrap her finger around it. She raised her eyes to Estella who somehow appeared deeply interested in Ellie’s sexual history. She makes you feel like the only person in the room that matters. That’s a vibe. Use that. She flicked her lashes up to meet Estella’s eyes. She leaned in a little closer, the cool scent of chlorine and coconut sunscreen on the air between them. Estella watched her mouth as Ellie let her tongue dart out to wet her lips.
“Average,” Ellie said. “Very, very average.”
Estella’s smile spread, and a surprisingly conspiratorial giggle escaped her mouth. “Ellie,” she murmured, like it was a secret. “They always are.”
Do not look down.
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To Ellie’s surprise, barely three days passed before Estella asked to meet with her again. Something about this jarred her, her thoughts spiralling and unsettling. They’d talked for hours, that day on the rooftop, about Estella’s marriage to a mobster, but Estella kept derailing her with personal questions and answers that hadn’t quite rung true. Ellie, it must be confessed, had had a fabulous — if slightly fraught — afternoon, averting her eyes from Estella’s gleaming body and pushing back every time Estella teased her. It had made for an incredible character study, and Ellie could see the transformation in herself each time she tried out Estella’s languorous walk or her dangerous smirk in the mirror.
So what did this mean? Did Estella want to see her again? Or was she just trying to wrap things up between them, to get it over quickly? Why did one of those propositions make her pulse race, and the other sit like a stone in her abdomen?
When Estella sent through the details, Ellie felt that stone sink even further. Estella had asked to meet at her yoga class. This was no cute outing where they could be alone and talk; it was simply a casual convenience, Ellie being fit into Estella’s usual schedule, maybe getting to grab a smoothie afterwards for a quick chat. She could feel it coming down the line with perfect clarity: Estella was ready to say goodbye to their little experiment.
She wished it didn’t wind her as much as it did. It was just… she’d never met anyone quite like Estella. Ellie was simply here to study that combination of raw sex appeal and glimmering danger that sparked in the air around Estella Grant. It wasn’t drawing her in like a moth to a flame, really it wasn’t.
Goddamnit, she didn’t love what this nagging sensation low in her belly said about her — bad girls had always been one of her fatal flaws — but this wasn’t actually about her poor choice in hook-ups, it was work. And oh, what fascinating work Estella Grant was! Ellie was going to give the performance of her life, she could feel it. So what if the research experience also came with slightly delicious shiver up her spine? Ellie would keep that perfectly private and no one — let alone a mob boss — would be any the wiser.
It was with a hint of glumness then, that she dressed herself in her most flattering yoga attire - not that she thought Estella was looking, just, you know, when in Rome - and made her way across the city to an 8PM yoga class. Who the hell did yoga at that time of night, anyway?
She parked her car and looked around. Estella was nowhere to be seen, but then she was hardly the type to be loitering in a carpark after dark. Ellie wandered through the door, up the stairs and into the yoga studio, sheepishly greeting Jasmine, the yoga instructor who had once praised her regular attendance until Ellie had ditched the class for a more up-close and personal version of stalking Estella Grant. Estella wasn’t here either, so Ellie took up a position on a mat somewhere toward the middle of the room and waited.
The class was set up slightly differently than she remembered. Less mats, which made sense as she thought about it. Of course Estella Grant would pick the deluxe boutique classes. The lighting was low, which was actually kind of wonderful. It seemed like they’d be in for a quiet, relaxing wind-down class, which at least meant Ellie wouldn’t have to consider Estella watching her failing a series of vigorous position changes.
More students entered the class in dribs and drabs, mostly women and a handful of men, greeting each other with smiles and polite chatter, some engaged in elaborate stretches, others congregating around the edges discussing paleo ideas for school lunchboxes. Finally, Jasmine took her place at the mat at the front and began by introducing a new instructor — a lithe young man with a beard — and everyone moved to their mats. Ellie looked around with increasing impatience: still no Estella. As she gazed about she realised that the class had assembled with two people per yoga mat.
“Welcome to tonight’s partner yoga class,” Jasmine said with a beatific smile, her gaze moving beneficently around the room at all her students. Ellie’s spine stiffened. “It looks like we’re all an even number tonight, so welcome to everyone who’s brought a friend. Oh,” she said, pausing on Ellie. “Are you waiting on someone tonight?”
Ellie opened her mouth, her face flushed pink at all the layers of awkwardness she was experiencing, just as a smooth voice rang out from the doorway. “Just me,” Estella said, and the entire room seemed to turn slightly electric, swivelling to watch as the head of the Grant criminal enterprise sauntered prettily into the studio, stepping neatly between the yoga mats, all the way across the room to take her place at Ellie’s side. Ellie felt her slight flush escalate, overtaking her entire body as every single set of eyes in the room stared openly at them. Estella simply flashed her a blazing smile, then turned her head back to Jasmine, nodding as though she was graciously allowing the instructor to now commence their class.
Partner yoga? Ellie felt her stomach squeeze with anxious butterflies. Estella had neglected to mention that minor detail. Oh my god, she’d have to touch her. It wasn’t like Estella would be remotely horrible to touch, but Ellie couldn’t even begin to consider why the idea terrified her so much, not right now, seconds before it was going to happen. What if it made her palms sweat or her hands shake, or her skin blush at an inopportune moment? She briefly considered claiming a sudden sickness and bolting from the room.
“Alright, everyone, we’re going to get started this evening, by turning to face our partners and attuning to their breath,” announced Jasmine. Everyone in the room began to shuffle, getting to their feet. Ellie tried hard to squash down her alarm and looked quickly to Estella who raised her eyebrows at her.
“You wanted to get to know me better,” Estella reminded her with amusement. She stood still though, letting Ellie come to her. Ellie rolled her eyes, trying to feign nonchalance rather than sharp bright confusion. She copied the example that Jasmine and her buff partner, Charles, were providing — standing toe-to-toe and face-to-face, their arms relaxed at their sides — and stepped in close to Estella. Oh jesus. Charles was head and shoulders taller than Jasmine, her face almost planted in his burly chest. Estella and Ellie were exactly the same height. Bright blue eyes were inches from hers as they practically breathed into each other’s mouths. Estella’s eyes were dancing slightly too much, which meant Ellie was probably the colour of a ripe tomato. She was instantly relieved when Jasmine instructed them to close their eyes.
“Get as close as you can to your partner, without touching them. Listen for their inhale and feel their exhalation in the air around you. Slow your breathing together until you are breathing in unison. Feel yourselves aligning, becoming fully in sync, breathing as one.”
Ellie had thought she’d made pretty good progress on balance during her short foray into Estella-hunting yoga, but somehow, standing still with her eyes closed was enough to give her the wobbles. “Sorry,” she whispered, as she swayed on her feet, yet again, her fingers brushing Estella’s. She was irrationally afraid that somehow their mouths would collide, which: don’t think about that, Ellie!
“Relax,” murmured Estella, and Ellie felt the exhalation of the word hit her right above her top lip. She felt a little shaky. When she inhaled she could smell the scent of Estella, warm and spicy, like the woman was a human cinnamon cookie. For fuck’s sake.
When Jasmine was satisfied they’d breathed each other in sufficiently, she had them sit cross-legged on the yoga mats, back-to-back, every inch of Estella pressing into every inch of Ellie. Ellie was furiously relieved that they weren’t facing each other anymore, with the heat of Estella’s body burning into hers. Estella felt firm and warm, so warm that Ellie tried with everything she had not to think of all those lithe muscles pressing into her. Following Jasmine’s lead, Ellie raised her arms up tall and draped herself back over Estella, who curved her body down, hands encircling Ellie’s wrists to pull her into the stretch. It was then, while Ellie was arched tight across her, Estella holding her wrists prisoner that Estella chose to murmur smugly, “You like that, don’t you?”
Ellie spluttered a nervous giggle, far too loud in the quiet room. “Shut up,” she hissed and she felt Estella’s silent laughter beneath her. The tease had broken some of the unspoken tension between them, which was the only thing that made the next move possible. It was Ellie’s turn to lean forward, pulling Estella to arch back over her curved spine, with both of their arms reaching out wide and wrapped around the other, entwined together. It was supposed to help Estella stretch, a fact Ellie tried extremely hard to focus on, rather than the perfect silkiness of Estella’s soft skin against her own.
“Why are we here?” Ellie murmured plaintively beneath Jasmine’s gentle instructions as they sat back to back again, twisting around each other to hold the other’s inner thigh to balance their next stretch. Estella felt the way she looked — tight, taut, shockingly warm to touch — and Ellie squeezed slightly harder than she should in her desperation to act normal.
“I thought you wanted to see what I was made of,” Estella said, squeezing Ellie’s inner thigh right back, literally as though she were testing out a peach in the grocery store. Ellie begged all of her nerve endings to switch off, but they all lit up like needy lightbulbs under Estella’s fingers. “You told me you wanted to understand my motivations, learn my mannerisms, watch how I moved?” She sounded genuinely confused. “I figured coming along to my yoga class would be fun. I’ve never done the partner class,” she added casually, as they straightened and then stretched the other way, grabbing each other’s other inner thigh.
It was the boat pose that finally undid Ellie, because not only were both pairs of their bare feet pressed sole to sole up in the air, their legs split open, but they were holding both hands, facing each other. It took more core strength and fortitude than Ellie had ever possessed in her life to stare into Estella Grant’s eyes between both their spread thighs and she fell back on the mat, laughing, dying for the release of tension. Estella knelt above her, smirking and shaking her head. “I win,” she whispered, her eyes ablaze.

After the class was over, they slipped back into their shoes and out into the night together. Ellie could still feel it — this odd pulling sensation in her chest that she was sure was Estella gearing up to dismiss her — even despite the shocking intimacy of the yoga class. So it took her by surprise when Estella gave her a sideways glance and asked, “Got anywhere you need to be?”
Ellie shook her head in mute surprise and Estella looked pleased. She led Ellie to a gleaming black SUV and opened the back door, which was how Ellie found herself sliding into the back of a crime boss’s car and being driven at speed through the dark streets by the murderous looking body guard, who Estella introduced as Kenneth. “Where are you taking me?” Ellie thought to ask as they moved further into the inner city, and Estella’s mouth turned up in the smallest of quirks.
“I feel like dancing,” she said, out of nowhere and Ellie’s stomach roiled.
“What?” she asked incredulously. “We’re not dressed for a club,” she said, gesturing down at her lycra clad body and running shoes.
“Sure we are,” Estella said with a shrug. She tugged out her yoga ponytail and ran her fingers through her hair, effortless blonde waves unfurling. Ellie scrunched up her nose and Estella snickered at her as the car came to a stop. “Fine,” she said, undoing her seatbelt. “Here.” She produced a small handbag and pulled out her signature bright red lipstick. Suddenly she was closer to Ellie than she’d been when they’d been breathing right in each other’s mouths, and Ellie’s eyes flickered up in panic, unsure where to look. Estella cupped her jaw to hold her still, her hand warm and firm on Ellie’s skin, like a prelude to a kiss. Ellie had sat in plenty of makeup chairs in her life — perfectly used to her face being poked and prodded, pimped and powdered - but it had never given her a shiver up her spine the way it did when Estella Grant leaned in and touched her lipstick to Ellie’s lower lip. She moved it along Ellie’s mouth with breathtaking care.
“There.” Estella examined her. “Suits you.” Ellie could still feel the ghost of her touch as Estella took the lipstick that had just been on Ellie’s lips and spread it against her own, making a little kissing motion as she checked it in a compact mirror. Then she turned to Ellie and smiled mischievously, one set of red lips to the other. “Come on, then.”
Without so much as a goodbye or a wave to Kenneth, she exited the vehicle. Ellie caught his eye in the rearview mirror and wished she hadn’t. His eyes were stone cold, his jaw clenched like he was barely holding back vicious words or even physical violence. She shuddered as she escaped the vehicle. What was she doing here with these people? There wasn’t even a minute to collect her thoughts or reconsider before Estella grabbed her wrist, just as firmly as she had in the yoga class and tugged Ellie along with her to the door of a thudding nightclub. There was a long line, despite the fact that it was a Thursday night, but of course the burly bouncer took one look at them — two women in yoga attire, one of them Estella Grant — and instantly let them in through the velvet rope with a respectful nod.
“Really?” she shouted in Estella’s ear, over the pounding music. “Dancing?” Ellie felt whiplash between the quiet zen of the yoga studio to the crowded sweaty club, slammed by steamy body heat, blazing sound and strobe lights. She knew the bar — a gay bar — but she didn’t read into it. Loads of women preferred being in gay bars, perhaps particularly a woman with a ton of dangerous enemies. Ellie spotted Kenneth, arms folded, on the other side of the bar, his eyes fixed on Estella. Ellie turned her back, solidly uncomfortable with him in her line of sight.
“Yoga does that to me sometimes,” Estella yelled back. “It puts me right in my body and now I want to use it.” Her words brushed Ellie’s earlobe, hot and vivid in the dark of the bar. She grabbed Ellie’s wrist again and cut the line to the bar, smirking flirtatiously at the man about to protest, whose words quickly died on his lips. The bartender swivelled instantly towards her, leaning in to hear her order with the manner of a nobleman bowing to royalty. Just like that there were two tequila shots before them. Estella didn’t pay and the bartender didn’t expect her to. She handed one to Ellie, eyebrows raised — all but an order — and they both drank the shot. The liquor burned, but Estella didn’t give her a second to feel it, already towing her out to the packed dance floor.
Ellie didn’t need alcohol in her bloodstream to dance. Drama school had pummelled every inch of self-consciousness out of her body when it came to movement. All she needed was music, sometimes not even that. The presence of Estella Grant was a lot, though, so for a long moment she closed her eyes, and began to move, and when she opened them, Estella’s focus was close and intense. “Oh,” Estella said, as the two of them moved together in the flashing darkness. “Oh.”
That was all it took. Slowly the shot of liquor reached Ellie’s bloodstream and rushed through her, along with the memory of Estella’s body entwined with hers in the yoga class, until finally the brush and collide of Estella’s skin against hers, there on a nightclub dance floor, felt inevitable. She let the buzz overtake her, ignoring the question blaring in her brain of why Estella was doing this, ignoring for once, the question of motivation, letting that be a problem for later, when she would be lying awake, mind racing, trying to work out the impossible conundrum that was Estella Grant. She surrendered completely and let the tease and the pleasure be reason enough.

“Do you want to come in?” Ellie heard herself say, as Kenneth pulled the car outside her apartment, because what was happening? She wasn’t drunk, not exactly, just loose and hazy, the night still technically early, the pull between them sharp and ferocious, completely unable not to ask for more. And so, somehow, Estella was unclipping her seatbelt; sliding out of the car; following Ellie in through the doors of her building; silently by her side in the elevator, right behind her back, breath tickling the nape of her neck as Ellie unlocked her apartment door.
This would be the moment that after dancing with a woman in a nightclub the way they just had, then asking her home, that Ellie would pull that woman into a kiss. Or better yet, just look at her in a way that would bring the kiss to her. She felt it, as clearly as if it had already happened: being pressed back into the door, the taste of someone’s desire shimmering on her tongue as their hips pressed in, the pleasure of touching her skin tingling in the air just about in reach. But this was not that.
Ellie toed out of her sneakers and padded to the kitchen. She poured them both a glass of water, feeling every inch of the surrealism that was Estella Grant, barefoot in Ellie’s home, until they were both sitting on her living room sofa, gazing out at the lights over Lygon Street. They were silent, for a long moment, not touching at all anymore. Still, they were sitting closer than two women who were professionally entwined maybe should, even if one of them was trying to inhabit the other’s body, trying her on for size, seeing the world through her eyes. A flash hit her — a whole other idea of being inside Estella Grant’s body, her bedroom right through that door — and Ellie felt herself throb.
She heard Estella inhale, about to speak, and she jumped in so quickly the words sounded wrenched from her chest. “Are you afraid of going to prison?”
For a second, Estella was totally still. Silence rang out. And then, she laughed. “God, Ellie,” she said softly, her voice wry and full of amusement. “I never know what’s coming with you.”
Regret sliced through Ellie, and she wanted more than anything to pull her words back, to say what were you going to say, sitting so close to me with that fucking look in your eyes? But this was Estella Grant and Ellie wasn’t insane. Was she? The intimacy still felt low and heavy in the room, pinning them close like they couldn’t move apart if they tried. Estella took another breath in. Then, she sighed.
“Prison has been inevitable as long as I can remember. At least, since Mike. But then again, they haven’t managed to send me there yet.” Her mouth quirked and Ellie noted that her lipstick had faded, disappearing until all that was left were bare, pink-bitten lips: less overtly sexy, but so much more desperately sensual. Ellie had to stop looking at them.
“But are you scared?” she asked instead, braving a glance at Estella’s startlingly close gaze to stop herself thinking about Estella’s lips, or, god, her tongue. Estella’s smirk disappeared, her gaze becoming troubled. Her voice got very soft, her eyes on Ellie, her tongue darting out to wet her lips.
“I’m fucking terrified,” she whispered.
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When Ellie awoke the next morning, she thought of Estella almost before her eyes had even opened. There was an aching throb in her body that couldn’t be relieved, as she remembered the press of Estella’s body against hers, the tease of her gaze, the heat of her touch in the club, the tension between them in Ellie’s living room holding them at knifepoint. It felt like capitulation as she reached between her thighs, letting the full fantasy of the night before overtake her: Estella in her bed, the hunger and fury and delicate vulnerability of Estella Grant coming… Ellie panted, wide-eyed in her bed as the ferocious pleasure of even the idea took over her.
It was a release, she told herself. An escape valve for the building tension. She would let it out, then never look back, mark it down to the eroticism of getting inside Estella’s skin. Move right along, Ellie, she told herself. Thank god this is a short-lived experiment. God, how you’ll look back one day at this and laugh.

The following week, absurdly, was Christmas. Where had the year gone? Zara was rostered to work the evening shift on the ward on Christmas Day, so Ellie came over on Christmas Eve to make sure they all woke up together. She’d been the one who’d started the tradition of buying matching Christmas pyjamas for the three of them, a difficult feat when you lived in the southern hemisphere and it was too baking hot to wear flannel. Which was why this year all three of them were in a rather pretty pink and red set featuring Minnie Mouse and wreathes of holly.
“Stunning,” said Arthur, as he’d unwrapped his before bed, and he and Ellie had led a fashion parade through the house, while Zara laughed at them from the sofa. He’d turned fourteen the week before and had gotten the gift he’d begged for: both his ears pierced, like his favourite rapper. He looked, quite suddenly, absurdly grownup with his eyebrows thickening and his height rapidly catching up on his mum’s. Ellie watched them both on Christmas morning, mouths full of fancy croissants, arguing over the playlist and her heart seized with joy. She couldn’t imagine wanting anything more for Christmas.
She wondered — a little too frequently — about Estella. What the hell did a Grant family Christmas look like? Was she piled under nieces and nephews? Doted on by older relatives? Did she host? Ellie couldn’t picture it.
On New Year’s Eve, she and Zara toasted each other with cheap champagne on the front doorstep, Arthur strung out on staying up until midnight after they’d all tried and failed to catch glimpses of the fireworks display above the city by standing on their tiptoes in the middle of the street.
“Here’s to the biggest year of your life, Eloise Silver.” Her sister chinked her glass to hers. “The year you become a star.” She’d said something along those lines every year since Ellie had graduated NIDA. But this time, it was different. “Thank you, Estella Grant,” Zara concluded with a wicked grin. Ellie had grinned back as their glasses pinged, but her stomach had gotten noticeably tight. This role was taking over life, in more ways than one.
She’d sent a text to the last number Estella had used to contact her on, wishing her — lamely — a happy Christmas, then asking if she was free to meet again. She tried — and failed — not to feel like she was asking for something she shouldn’t. She was asking legitimately, damnit! There was still so much more of Estella’s story she wanted to know.
Eventually she started feeling antsy and then resigned. Estella hadn’t answered the text — if she’d gotten it at all — and the series filming date was creeping closer, with no word from her. It was for the best, Ellie tried to decide. She knew a lot about Estella that she’d never have been able figure out, if not by spending time with her. That had to be enough. And, oddly, the idea of playing Estella was also increasingly alluring, as though inhabiting her on screen was almost as good as being in her presence.

By the second week of January, Fallen called them in to the production office for an all-cast meeting and Ellie walked in feeling sky high. Here she was, at last, in her very first starring role. The difference was palpable.
“Here she is,” said Jimmy Jenkins, gripping her hand in both of his and presenting her to the team of gathered executives, including Pete the show-runner and Anastasia the director, both of whom she’d met a few years ago when she’d filmed her parts for series six. “Our beautiful Estella Grant.” Ellie, for the first time ever, felt utterly startled to hear herself described as her character. Because Estella was so utterly her own distinct person now, no longer a caricature of a gangster’s wife, the way she’d felt last season. Now she was the woman who’d toyed distractingly with the ties of her bright bikini while she’d talked to Ellie about sex. The woman who’d made Ellie confess that actually, she’d just gone a year without sleeping with anyone at all, and that, oh god, she missed it. The woman who made her miss it even more, simply by dancing too closely with her in a nightclub and by sitting quietly beside her in Ellie’s dark apartment.
Ellie swallowed. Very belatedly, she realised that getting to study Estella was going to cut both ways. Because Ellie was going to have to act now with Estella in her brain. To walk like her, talk like her, commit on-screen crimes like her, all the while wondering, what will Estella think of this?
She kept the thoughts at bay as the actors, writers and the rest of the creative crew sat around the table together and reintroduced themselves. She was close with Sophie, who played Alison Hartmann, and remembered Sebastian — her on-screen husband, Mike — fondly from last time. He was handsome and appropriately menacing, and, to her total delight, extremely gay. The right kind of sexual chemistry could be difficult to convincingly demonstrate on screen at the best of times, but Ellie knew they both had this one down pat. Sebastian was an excellent actor, and for her own part, she knew with chagrin that all she had to do was think about Estella — the way she moved, the way her lips deliberately parted when she listened to you — and she’d have chemistry with a pot-plant. A plastic pot-plant.
During their one-on-ones, she sensed delight from the creative team as she filled them in on her thoughts on the character and all the ways she wanted to bring Estella to her full glory on screen. She fought the urge to prod them, to figure out their intended angle, slightly afraid that if Estella ever did get back to her, she’d ask questions about the script that Ellie didn’t want to answer.
The day finished up with a quick toast of champagne for a great season ahead, then slowly the room began to empty. She was just bidding farewell to Sophie, when she heard the voice close behind her.
“Eloise.” She turned to see Jimmy Jenkins waiting for her. His tie was loosened, his top button undone. He was a larger-than-life presence, but then again, he was one of the most powerful figures in the Australian television industry. All their careers were in his hands. She’d met him only a handful of times during season six, during casting mostly, and at the odd industry event. He was hard to miss in any room: broad shouldered, heavy-set, towering above most average humans. She smiled up at him, instinctively.
“Mr Jenkins.” She shook his offered hand, and he squeezed it in both of his. His palms were hot and sweating.
“Jimmy, please.” He smiled back at her, teeth blindingly white in his jowly face. “Have you got half an hour? I make it policy to have a bit of one and one time alone with my star.”
“Oh,” Ellie said. Sophie was waving a final goodbye as she disappeared on her way out the door and Ellie waved back. She was conscious of the hair on the back of her neck standing up, and she wasn’t sure if it was just the focussed attention of a powerful man, the impact of the word star, or the way the once loud room had rapidly quieted as the cast trickled out. “Of course,” she said. “I’d love to. Shall we sit?”
“Let’s head up to my office,” he said, his large hand appearing on the small of her back. Some kind of small alarm bell started in the back of her brain, but she forcibly silenced it. Don’t be stupid, she told herself. He’s the head of the production company. You’re in the starring role. Of course he needs to speak with you. She nodded and made herself smile, and he led her out through the door and into the silent, empty corridor, heading towards the back of the building. She could hear her heels echoing around them in the quiet as they clicked along the marble.
He led her to the elevator, and she saw her reflection, slightly wan under the dim lights. She could feel the way Jimmy hadn’t taken his eyes off her for even a second and she became uncomfortably aware of the amount of flesh she had exposed. She’d dressed today the way Estella would, trying out how it felt to be in Estella’s skin again. She was pretty sure it didn’t feel like this. She swallowed hard, and offered Jimmy a brightly bland professional smile, as the door slid open on an empty floor with a series of numbered doors. What was this building? Was there a hotel on top? It kind of looked that way. She felt queasy, but she wasn’t quite sure how to politely backtrack.
“This way,” he directed her down the corridor, one hand on her lower back, the other pulling a swipe-card from his pocket as he stopped outside one of the doors. Ellie’s heart was banging in her ears at the odd energy coming off this powerful man, something jarring in the atmosphere.
“I’m sorry to interrupt,” came a thin voice out of nowhere. They both turned abruptly, though Jimmy didn’t drop his hand from Ellie’s spine. There, quite suddenly, was the young woman from the reception desk, appearing from the bank of elevators. Ellie had never felt more relieved to see anyone in her life. Lucia was slightly out of breath, her eyes wide. “Your wife has been on the phone,” she said to Jimmy, apologetically. “She said⁠—”
“It can wait, Lucia,” Jimmy said coldly, his jaw going hard. “I’ve asked you to hold my messages this evening. As you can see, I’ve got an important meeting.”
“I’m so sorry,” Lucia said, going very still. She seemed to run out of words. Her eyes flicked to Ellie and held her gaze, something urgent flaring that Ellie couldn’t understand. She felt her breathing speed up and realised that hers had unconsciously aligned with Lucia’s. Something was very wrong here. She remembered, with a jolt, Lucia’s sharp insistence, all those months ago, that Ellie never meet with Jimmy Jenkins alone.
“Oh my goodness,” Ellie said quickly. “I’m so sorry. I just remembered that my boyfriend made dinner reservations tonight to celebrate!” She pulled just out of reach of his sweaty grip. “He’d be so disappointed. Can we please postpone? I’d love to take the time to meet properly.” She gave Jimmy her biggest, sweetest smile.
“Of course,” he said, no trace of disappointment, or of the steel he’d just used on Lucia. It made her break out in goosebumps to see the shift. “We’ll do drinks. I can send you a car.”
“I’d love that,” Ellie said. She felt his eyes on her back as she clipped away from him and stabbed the down button for the lift. “Lucia, do you think you could please help me with directions?” She wanted this young woman as far away from this man as possible; she knew exactly what she owed her. But as the doors slid closed and enveloped them in silence, Lucia turned immediately bright and evasive.
“Oh my god, this season looks so exciting, don’t you think?” she said loudly, with deep perkiness. “You’re going to be amazing, I just know it.” She kept up a stream of meaningless patter, all the way down to the lobby and to the front door, not letting Ellie get a word in. Then she hesitated, her voice in a low whisper. “Go,” she said urgently. Then she smiled widely and waved Ellie out into the Melbourne city streets.
Barely six steps later, Ellie almost jumped out of her skin, as an arm slipped familiarly through her own.
“Well, hello you,” said Estella Grant.
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“I thought we were done with stalking,” Ellie said, her voice high with surprise, but she didn’t try to let go of Estella’s warm grip. She was still shaking off the creepiness of the encounter with Jenkins, and it said something about just how unnerved she was, that cuddling up to Melbourne’s top criminal felt comforting in comparison. But oh, it was. Suddenly, sharply, she craved Estella’s presence, the heat of Estella’s power like it would protect her. It took everything in her not to press herself into Estella’s body and hug the murderous crime boss.
“You think I could resist hearing about your first day?” Estella asked her, silkily. Ellie caught passers-by doing a double take as they walked up Collins Street. Estella was so brazen and out in the open, unmissable with that bright gold hair and bold red lip. She could at least try to fly under the radar, but it seemed she didn’t care to. “What kind of a friend would I be?”
“You’re not a friend, you’re snooping for information,” Ellie refuted, trying to recover herself, letting the warmth of the Melbourne evening wipe that ice cold corridor scene from her blood. Estella smirked at her.
“That too, darling. Have you eaten?”
Estella wined and dined her so efficiently that Ellie couldn’t tell if she’d planned it to a tee or if perhaps every fine dining institute in the city knew to hold for her their best, most private table, and expedite the service. Ellie watched her voraciously. Was Estella charming the wait staff with her lashes and flirtatious smiles or were they just acting their parts perfectly out of terror? Did she just float through the city, taking whatever she wanted for herself, or did certain businesses court her favour, for means of their own? And why had Ellie missed this woman these last weeks?
“You don’t look anything like me,” Estella said out of nowhere, as she spread chestnut butter on a slice of the best focaccia Ellie had ever tasted. “I’d never have cast you.”
“You watched the last season,” Ellie said with a shrug. “I had a great wig. I called her—” she hesitated, remembering who she was talking to. Estella raised her eyebrows, waiting, and Ellie immediately confessed. “I called her Hot Bitch.”
Estella bit back a laugh and smouldered directly at Ellie like she wanted to eat her alive. Ellie was trying to be used to this now, had figured out the notes as a combination of eyes and lips and a slow downward turn of her chin. “Of course you did,” Estella drawled.
“The blue contacts irritated my eyes,” Ellie told her, feeling all of a sudden like that was Estella’s fault. “And the fake tan smells disgusting.”
“I mean it would, since you must have to wear at least eight layers of it.” Estella looked pointedly at Ellie’s pale cleavage in the skin-tight dress she’d put on in her honour. Estella was far more dangerous than a sleazy television producer, so why did her gaze feel so damn different?
“There’s nothing to tell you,” Ellie reiterated over dessert. “No hot gossip, no indication which way the script is going.”
“Did I even ask?” Estella looked miffed. “You insist on ulterior motives, even as I fill you up with great food and too much wine.”
“You think you can get me drunk and I’ll spill secrets?” Ellie was only one glass in, but she reminded herself, briskly, to stay in control, even though Estella had ordered them the whole bottle. She remembered the impact of that haze of tequila and swallowed, hard. “I don’t have any to share.”
“Mm, I think you do.” Estella winked at her. Winked. Ellie wanted to laugh because it should have been corny, but somehow Estella pulled it off. You had to be quite the combination of beautiful and dangerous to make a move like that seem cute.
“Do that again,” she demanded.
“Do what?”
“Wink at me.”
“Wink? I did no such thing,” Estella recoiled slightly. “Don’t be embarrassing.”
“Oh, but you did,” Ellie informed her. “It was quite something. Please, please do it again. Come on. It was sexy.”
“Oh, cute.” Estella scrunched her nose up at her. “Give it to me, then. Your best Estella Grant wink.” She gazed at Ellie challengingly and Ellie surrendered to the alcohol hitting her blood stream and gave it a red hot go. Estella nearly spat out her wine. “You’re fired. Oh my god, what were they thinking, casting you? I swear to god: who do I have to kill about this?”
Ellie burst out laughing though part of her flagged that jokes about this woman committing murder shouldn’t be sliding past her so easily. “It’s not my fault you refused to give me another demonstration.”
“I’m so fucked. I’m going to be a laughingstock.”
Ellie couldn’t take that lying down. She fixed Estella with a long gaze, then she tossed her hair back, letting her fingers hesitate just where her jaw line met her throat, before they drifted to let the very tip of her pinky finger gently play with her bottom lip, her lips parting a fraction as she let her eyes float slowly down Estella’s body. Then she flicked her lashes up, let her eyes narrow, derisively, and then she laughed. Estella’s three-note giggle, the one she did when she was trying to make you think you were funny.
Estella went very still. The look in her eyes didn’t give Ellie the gotcha moment she’d hoped for. Instead, Estella looked slightly shaken. She raised her hands and gave a slow clap. “Way to call me out,” she said, but her voice was tight and low. “Fuck you too, Eloise Silver.” She smiled but it didn’t meet her eyes.
“You hated that,” Ellie observed. She couldn’t tell if she was asking the question for character insight or because she just really wanted to know. “Why?”
Estella considered her for a beat. Ellie wondered if she was deciding whether or not to lie. “You put me on like a costume,” Estella said shortly. “Like I’m a dress you can pull on or off. And I don’t like the idea I’m so easy to… deconstruct, because it reminds me that I am a construct… this creature I make myself. And I hate that, because if you can see it, maybe everyone else can see it too.” Ellie was speechless. Estella took a solid sip of wine, and when she put down her glass, all traces of reflection had disappeared from her eyes. “You,” she said, “are quite the paper doll, Ellie Graham. What else are you hiding in there?”

Somehow, dinner and two large glasses of wine turned into a stroll by the river, paper cups of gelato in hand. Ellie never stopped being aware of the utterly terrifying Kenneth, who was always a respectful distance away, out of earshot, but not ever out of sight. It sobered her, just enough, to remember that she and Estella Grant were not really friends and certainly not anything else, even though here — sitting on the grass now, watching the street lights reflect on the rippling surface of the Yarra river, while Estella stole a spoonful of hazelnut gelato from Ellie’s cup and laughed when Ellie called her a thief — it was far too easy to forget.
“Okay, so we’ve talked about Mike,” Ellie said, the weeks of silence making her wonder how many more chances she was going to get to ask questions of this woman. “Now tell me about Simon Hartmann.”
Beside her Estella sighed. “You really know how to ruin a good time, Ellie Graham. Are we really still doing this, tonight?”
“What else would we be doing?” Ellie felt slightly electrified. Surely Estella, at least, was keeping track of the reason they kept meeting.
“Ugh,” Estella said. If she knew the question wasn’t actually rhetorical, she didn’t bite. “Fine. Simon was… the worst mistake I ever made.”
“Huh.” Ellie turned that over in her brain. “I’d have thought marrying Mike was.” She felt Estella go still beside her and instantly regretted her loose tongue.
“Marrying Mike was strategic,” Estella said sharply, and Ellie filed that away in her mind. Dumb as a bunch of rocks, huh? She liked catching Estella in a lie even more than she liked hearing the truth in the first place, because the combination never failed to add up to reveal more. “Simon was nothing but weakness and… misinformation.”
“How so?”
Estella sighed. “When I met him, he seemed so different from the men I knew it felt like night and day. I thought he offered something I craved. But it was all smoke and mirrors, in the end.”
“What did you crave?” The answer to this question was catnip for the actor in Ellie; it could be the key to her performance of Estella, she could feel it. But she knew that wasn’t the full reason she was on tenterhooks to hear Estella’s response.
“Tenderness,” Estella said. She sounded so derisive that Ellie felt for sure it was the truth. “Respect. He wanted to hear my thoughts, my opinions, my daydreams. At least, that’s what he made me think. Turns out it was nothing more than the way he operated. Pretend to see you as a whole human; no better way to get a girl to take her dress off for you than that.”
“You think he played you?” Ellie said. She hadn’t seen it that way, when she’d last tried slipping into Estella’s skin. She’d thought that maybe he’d seen her, wanted what he couldn’t have, then fallen in too deep. She’d thought maybe he was just a coward and a fool, in love.
“Of course he did.” Estella’s eyes flashed steel. “And I fell for it, hook, line and sinker, just like a lovestruck girl.”
Ellie watched her. The remains of Estella’s gelato was melting into the bottom of the cup but she didn’t seem to notice. She was too caught up in her own story. “He fed Mike to the police,” Ellie pointed out. “He turned informant on his own client to keep him in jail just so he could be with you. It was an enormous risk and it cost him everything.”
“That fucking idiot,” Estella all but growled. “If I’d known what lengths he’d go to to try to keep me, I’d have never gone near him.”
Ellie kept quiet. She let Estella contradict her own narrative, wondered if she’d even notice she’d done it. “So you didn’t suggest it to him? You weren’t trying to send Mike to prison?”
“For fuck’s sake, Ellie!” Estella dumped her gelato cup forcefully on the ground, turning toward Ellie, her mouth agape. Offence poured off her. A little too much, Ellie thought. “Mike wasn’t perfect ,but I loved him.” She’d never said those words to Ellie before and finally, Ellie detected a slight quaver in her voice about the dead man. She wondered what it meant. “Besides,” Estella added. “If Mike went down, there was every chance I would too. I’d be implicated. So why would I plan something that stupid?”
Dumb as a bunch of rocks. “I had to ask,” Ellie said softly. “It goes to motivation.”
“Do I need to check you for a wire, again?” Estella asked abruptly, and Ellie wondered if the delicately building trust between them had been shattered. The streetlight glinted off Estella’s eyes and Ellie remembered Estella’s hands on her body, ghosting between her breasts, stroking low over her abdomen. She bit her lip and leaned back on her hands, arching her back slightly as if offering herself up for the taking.
“Do it then,” she said, stealing Estella’s own confident sultry tone. Estella watched her for a beat, before she scoffed and her lips twisted into a smile. She knew exactly what Ellie was doing. She’d do it herself.
“Would you sell me out too, Ellie Graham?” she asked instead, her eyes becoming intent. They were sitting so close that Ellie could hear her breathe in, then hold it, waiting to hear her response.
“In a heartbeat,” Ellie said. It was the only safe answer she could possibly give. Estella sighed and leaned back on her hands.
“Of course you would,” she agreed. “Everyone always does in the end.”
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Despite the return of a more uncomfortable tension between them, or maybe because of it, Estella chose to tempt Ellie for another drink, tugging her in off the street to a set of stairs hidden behind a nondescript laneway door, revealing a low-lit room full of chandeliers and beautiful people. She ordered them both a top-shelf whisky, neat, and led them to sit in a darkened corner where they sipped side by side, and this time, Ellie reminded herself to soak in every detail of Estella Grant, slightly tipsy.
Her movements were less languid, which was how Ellie realised that the sensuous way she had about her was calculated. Her body was more relaxed, her hands moving quickly as she talked, her expressions goofy. Ellie felt entirely comfortable with this version of Estella and that scared her more than anything. Estella Grant, the cute, funny murderous criminal?
“God, you trip me out sometimes,” she said aloud, because uh-oh, Ellie was hazy with alcohol too. Estella grinned at her, wide and guileless. Was that an act too?
“How so?”
“You’re just… not what I expected,” Ellie confessed. She had to stop talking.
“I never am,” Estella said. She sounded deeply smug, so sure she was getting one over Ellie that Ellie couldn’t stop her laugh. Estella was dangerous, yes, and a master criminal too. But there was an innocence to the way she kept thinking Ellie was taken in by her lies, and it made Ellie feel entirely fond of her in this moment.
When they spilled out into the street, they were both flushed with laughter, loose-limbed, silly.
“We should go,” Estella announced and Ellie felt a sharp pang in her chest at that. It was becoming a familiar problem around Estella, that she always wanted more. Estella though, pulled out her phone. “Ken,” she said, and Ellie saw the huge shadowy bodyguard speaking into his phone halfway down the block. “Go get the car, I’ll meet you on the corner of Little Collins and Elizabeth. I’ll just get this one to a cab.”
“I’ll get an Uber,” argued Ellie, pulling out her phone. Estella tugged it out of her hands.
“A cab,” she insisted. “I’ll get you a safe driver.”
Ellie snorted at her. “You own the cabbies too?”
“Just some,” Estella said easily.
“You think I should have more trust in a cab driver with gang connections?” Ellie found that hilarious.
“Not everything I do is illegitimate.” Estella stumbled slightly over the word, and Ellie found that even funnier. Estella elbowed her in the ribs. “It’s not,” she said. “You know, that’s my office right there?” She pointed up at one of the darkened windows on a beautiful, sculpted, Edwardian-era building reaching high above the city street. “Can’t get any more legitimate than an address like that,” she smirked.
Ellie gaped at her. “Whaaaaaat?” She started laughing again. “No. You liar.”
“Please,” Estella rolled her eyes. “Why would I lie about that?”
“Prove it,” Ellie challenged. “Oh my god, let me see it. The legitimate office of Estella Grant.”
Estella snorted, but she shrugged one elegant shoulder and gripping Ellie’s elbow, she tugged her across the street. Ellie couldn’t stop giggling at the absurdity of the scene, as Estella produced from her shoulder bag an objectively normal office swipe-card like some kind of garden variety government employee and tapped it at the heavy glass sliding door. It slid open, revealing a dark marble lobby, just enough low-lighting to let Ellie see the set of lifts. Estella stalked towards them to hit the up button and the clip of both their heels on the marble recalled to her the creepy moment with Jenkins earlier that night. A slight shiver set up in her spine, but then she caught Estella giving her a sideways look, that said, with great obviousness — see — and she relaxed into a giggle again.
“Grant Enterprises?” Ellie read off the business description beside the elevators, aligning with floor nine. “You don’t hide behind shell companies at least?”
“Why would I?” Estella raised her eyebrows. “The police know where to find me already. I don’t want random people wandering in thinking I’m a travel agent or a dermatologist.”
That struck Ellie as even funnier, dissolving into helpless giggles again. Standing in the elevator, she couldn’t stop shaking her head, as Estella sent them to level nine. She could see their reflections: two tight-fitting, well-cut dresses and stiletto heels, then everything else in reverse. Dark hair and eyes, pale skin; blonde hair, sparkling blues, golden tan. We look fucking hot together, she thought, then tried to banish the thought.
When the door slid open, Estella used her swipe-card to open a heavy wooden door, then flipped a switch to put on low lighting in what looked like a waiting room. It wouldn’t have looked out of place at all for a swanky dermatologist, so she could see why Estella tried to avoid the confusion. It smelled delicious, as if Estella had a liking for fancy candles, and was furnished with three pale lush couches, a set of beautifully tended tropical plants and some well-framed modern art. Ellie tried to picture exactly what kind of clients sat out here, waiting to meet with Estella but her imagination failed.
Estella pulled open the next heavy wooden door and Ellie followed her in, letting the door swing closed behind her. Estella leaned in and flicked on a small desk light and Ellie looked around, trying to hide her slight awe. Estella had picked the kinds of furnishings that Ellie had only seen in fancy law offices on high budget TV shows. The desk was expansive, dark wood, the imposing chair a soft cream leather. There were floor to ceiling bookshelves filled with hard cover books. There were four sets of windows, all covered with heavy luxurious curtains. Only one set was open, showing a deep-set picture window with views out over the city.
“Um, wow,” Ellie managed. She could imagine Estella sitting in that desk chair, conducting business and oh, wow, she needed to stop picturing that immediately. She turned to see Estella watching her, like she was waiting for approval and Ellie felt, for a second, oddly powerful. “I bet you look hot as hell sitting behind that desk,” she heard herself say. Ugh, stupid whisky.
Estella just smirked at her.
“I do,” she agreed. Ellie needed to stop the train of her imagination immediately, but Estella had drifted closer to her, something just there in her eyes. Ellie was too sensible for this, she really was, but the buzz of the alcohol in her blood had turned down the voice inside her that told her to stop looking at Estella like that. Her breathing had gotten faster setting her heart racing along with it, because they were alone, in this luxurious room, no one to observe, the air thick with something unspoken. The silence between them started to stretch, because there was nothing to say all of a sudden, only a stark choice: break the tension and pretend the way they were looking at each other was nothing, or for Ellie to slide back on the edge of that desk, bite her lip, tilt up her chin and let that look speak for itself.
Indecision and her last vestiges of sanity made her turn instead toward the bookshelf, as if to check what kind of books Estella had on display, but right then and there, Estella reached for her, gripping her wrist tightly. Ellie’s stomach swooped, almost lightheaded with desire, but when her eyes flicked up the look in Estella’s eyes made her jolt.
Estella was barely inches from her, quickly pressing a finger to Ellie’s lips to silence her, as just as quickly she leaned over and snapped off the light, plunging the office into darkness. There was a note in Estella’s voice Ellie had never heard before, and that note was fear.
“There’s someone in here.”
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A year ago, maybe even two, Estella would have second guessed herself. She’d have told herself she was jumping at shadows, given herself a beat to process the information, listened again to be sure. If she’d done that now, they’d both be dead.
It only took one barely audible click from somewhere on the other side of that door for Estella to act, even with alcohol dulling her senses. In barely a second, Estella had turned the room to darkness, hushed Ellie, and pulled them both to the window, wrenching the curtain tie loose to cover them both. For a few beats there was silence.
Estella listened acutely, every single nerve in her body jangling. She heard it again. Another click. And then a creak as the external door to the waiting room slowly opened and closed quietly behind someone. It wasn’t Kenneth, she knew that instantly. He never snuck up on her, especially since he knew how jumpy she was, and the fact she normally wasn’t far off from a loaded firearm.
Goddamnit, she swore internally. There were two guns in this room. One, in the shoulder bag she’d casually dropped beneath her desk, and the other in her desk drawer. The gun drawer was locked; she was responsible that way. It was the first thing she did when she worked out of the office: unlocked her gun, just in case. The desk keys were also in her bag. The handgun resting in the specially-fitted holster inside that bag was her best bet, but it was six feet away from her. She’d needed to move in two directions at once — toward the bag, and to a hiding spot — and she’d failed. Was it the whisky or was it Ellie? She wasn’t sure.
Ellie was — thank god — frozen still next to her. You could never know with normies, they hadn’t grown up with instincts being honed the way hers were. But Ellie seemed to catch on quicker than most, and by the way she’d turned to stone here in their hiding place, it seemed quite clear she had instantly grasped just how dangerous the situation was.
Kenneth would be in the car, right now, a full block away, waiting. It would be perhaps another minute before he realised she wasn’t there and came hunting. She knew he’d use the tracking app on her phone to trace her and soon he’d be charging through the door. But would it be soon enough? There was a small thud in the waiting room, and a quick string of swearing: a man’s voice, in Italian. Surprise surprise, a fucking Florelli. This was definitely bad. A reconnaissance mission? Or something more dangerous? It was certainly not nothing if they’d risk raiding the office of the head of the Grant family. She’d been waiting for their next move after Ava’s disappearance and it couldn’t have been more ill-timed than this.
She heard a sharp inhale from beside her. Then another. She turned her head quickly toward Ellie, and saw that her normally pale skin was sheet-white. She was trying not to hyperventilate, sucking in air. Each breath was ragged and too loud. They’d be found like this in an instant. She didn’t hesitate, pulling Ellie in and holding her tightly against her body, the only way she could think to appropriately muffle her. Ellie sucked in another breath, perhaps in shock, and Estella pressed Ellie’s face firmly into her shoulder. She’d literally suffocate her to keep her safe if she had to. Because whoever the Florelli was, he’d be armed and furious.
The office door creaked open. She gripped Ellie tighter. There was only barely room enough for the two of them to hide. Any big movements and the curtain would give them away. She thanked god fervently for her fetish for beautiful fabrics and the fact this one draped generously to the floor, hiding their feet from view.
The desk light flicked back on. Oh, this was fucking bad. It would only take a second before this motherfucker found her bag and discovered she was there. She scrunched her eyes closed, trying to think, suddenly lightheaded with fear at this catastrophic clusterfuck she’d allowed to happen. She should be better than this! Ellie’s body was crushed fully against hers, even her feet were pressed either side of Estella’s, closer than they’d ever been, even that evening at yoga. For a second, the feeling grounded her. Ellie was hot to touch and firm and — Estella remembered all over again — exactly her same height. Ellie’s fast breaths were escaping in little puffs against her throat, Estella still gripping the back of her head to hold her there, her other arm clasped tight around her back.
Estella slowed her own breathing, keeping every inhale and exhale as silent as possible, but she could feel a trembling between their bodies. For a moment she wasn’t sure which one of them was shaking and she hoped it was Ellie. Her knees wanted to give out though, and she realised, to her horror, that it was her. This was not how she planned on ending. The Florellis were always out for Grant blood, but she’d dealt them a humiliating blow, right before Christmas, and every member of the Grants had spent every second of their lives on high alert ever since. And somehow, tonight, Estella — of all people — had let her guard down. Stupid.
If this henchman found her, shivering and unarmed behind a curtain, it would be far worse than a quick assassination; her mother had taught her that. Because what a trophy capturing Estella Grant would be! What a bargaining chip! What a way to bring the Grants to their knees! And Ellie? What would she be? Collateral damage?
It was at that moment that she heard a shuffle, a muffled exclamation, and the distinctive sound of a gun barrel slide as a bullet clicked into the chamber. Her bag had been discovered.
“Estella, you pretty little thing,” came the voice. She recognised it instantly. Gio Florelli. The one man on the planet who — right now anyway — hated Estella the most. “What a fucking treat. Come on out here, little kitty, I just want to talk.”
Estella gripped Ellie closer. Where the fuck was Ken? She could feel Ellie shaking now too, her hands gripped tight around Estella’s waist, her breathing ragged. She heard Gio start to pace, heard him rip open the curtains on the other side of the room, swearing again when she wasn’t there.
She thought, fast. It was probably 70/30 in her favour that Gio wouldn’t shoot her on sight. She might keep him talking long enough that Ken would make it to them in time. But when he did, Gio would immediately turn her into a hostage, which would be messy as hell. Still, it was her best chance of protecting Ellie. Better to show herself, alone, than let him find them both. She pulled back, and fixed Ellie with a ferocious glare that said stay still. Then, with the crystal-clear knowledge she might be about to die, she pressed a quick kiss to Ellie’s clammy forehead. Maybe then, Ellie would know that Estella had gone willingly.
She avoided Ellie’s eyes, felt the desperation in the cling of her hands and shoved them away with force. Then, careful to keep the curtains intact behind her, she stepped into the room.
“Gio,” she announced herself, and he whirled around, pointing his gun at her. She gave a little shrug, letting him see she was unarmed and stepped further away from the window, and from Ellie. He followed her movement with his gun. “So charming to see you. To what do I owe this little visit?”
“Wow,” said Gio, not dropping his weapon by a centimetre. “What a lovely turn of events this is. You murder my sister-in-law and abduct my niece right before her wedding. You double-cross my father and make me look like a fucking fool. And now here we are, all alone, just me, and you, and my gun. I’d say the possibilities are endless.”
Estella took another two steps away from Ellie’s hiding place. God, men loved to hear themselves talk, especially with a captured audience. This idiot. “You really give me a lot of credit,” she said lightly. “Seems like you’re pretty good at misplacing women, aren’t you? Isn’t that why your wife left you? Couldn’t please her?”
“Shut up and listen to me.” Gio was furious and twitchy. This could go either way, but it was better than letting him be in control. This nitwit couldn’t organise himself out of a paper-bag, not if she distracted him. He’d probably never even made his own lunch. “We’re going to take this conversation elsewhere. Somewhere private. Somewhere I control. Keep your hands where I can see them.”
“Gio — bless you — that’s a bit sad. Is that the only way you can get women to do what you want?” Estella didn’t move an inch. There was no way she was going to leave this room, whether that left her alive or dead. Dying quickly here was a far better option than whatever the Florellis would do if she walked out that door with Gio. As long as Ellie managed to stay still. Estella raised her chin. “Your wife was gagging for it, did you know that? Bet you didn’t. Begging for it. But you just couldn’t do it for her. Women talk to each other, you know.”
“Shut your fucking mouth!” he roared. “Go to the door, before I blow your head off.”
Slowly, she moved toward the door, praying Kenneth was on the other side of it. Gio followed her, moving slowly around behind her desk as he did. Estella forced herself not to look at the curtains behind him, praying Ellie would keep her shit together. He was barely three feet from where she was hidden. It would only take one ragged breath for him to discover her now.
“I think she would have let me fuck her,” Estella goaded him harder, keeping her voice loud to cover any other sound. “Pretty thing like that? Poor little Gio, all limp and alone, and your wife would have gotten on her knees and begged just for the chance to get to please me.”
“You fucking sick whore—” he flicked off the gun safety with a snap, raising both his arms and Estella knew she’d fatally miscalculated, pushing him one step too far. Her last thought was that at least she wouldn’t die like her mother, as the gunfire exploded.
It took a few seconds, her ears ringing, her eyes scrunched closed, to realise she wasn’t dead. There was a hole in the wall a few feet from her head, Gio was flat on the ground, Ken half on top of him, thrusting his arms behind his back as he groaned. Blood ran down from Gio’s thick black hair to the back of his neck and standing behind him, eyes blazing, Estella’s heavy desk lamp in her hands, stood Ellie Graham.

“Oh fuck,” whispered Ellie. At least, Estella thought that was what she was lip-reading, despite the ringing of her ears and the faint sound of Ken’s rough expletives over Gio’s groans. Ken had Gio’s wrists cable-tied, even as he bucked and groaned, face down on the floor, blood soaking down the back of his shirt now. Ellie looked at the lamp in her hands and let it go suddenly. It crashed at her feet. She was bright white, two spots of red in her cheeks.
Estella crossed the room and gripped her shoulders. “Ellie,” she said, urgently. “Ellie.” Ellie’s eyes were a little wild, but she looked up and Estella held her gaze. “You saved my fucking life,” she said, over the commotion on the floor.
“You saved mine,” Ellie choked out. “I know what you were doing⁠—”
“Oh, please.” Estella stopped her. She looked down at the broken lamp on the floor. “Looks like you were quite capable of protecting yourself.”
Ellie let out a sound that was half sob, half laugh and just like that she was back in Estella’s arms, crying, clinging to her, and Estella, in her shock, wrapped her arms around her automatically. She let Ellie weep against her and shiver, and she closed her eyes, feeling the weirdest sense that for this, one, half a minute in time, this was exactly what she needed.
There was a hard cough from the floor beside them, and she loosened her grip around Ellie, turning them both, just enough to see Ken with his eyebrows thoroughly raised, Gio’s blood smeared up his arms, one huge knee in the centre of a bucking mobster on the floor.
“A little help, here, boss?”
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Ellie awoke early with the solid sense that something terrible was happening. Then it all flashed back to her. Estella’s face, just before she plunged the office into darkness. Someone’s in here. The sound of a man scary enough to frighten Estella Grant, moving around the room, hunting them. The sound of the safety clicking off that gun; Ellie had handled enough prop guns in season six alone to know it instantly. Hurling herself into action so fast she had no time to second guess it. The crack of the heavy lamp on his skull, the sensation jarring up her arm all the way to her shoulder.
Blood. The terrifying bodyguard exploding through the door and into action. Weeping in Estella’s arms. Ellie opened her eyes and sat up abruptly in bed. What the fuck had she gotten herself into?
She’d just wanted to do a good job on television, and now, her life was blurring all the way into Estella’s. Drinking with a mobster, exploring her lair, considering kissing her, getting caught in the crossfire between Grants and Florellis, almost killing a man.
Her brain scrambled, trying to catalog the moments that had followed. Hanging back in horror as Estella helped her bodyguard haul the bloodied, half-conscious man onto one of those pristine couches in the waiting room, huge industrial cable ties cuffing his arms and legs. He was groaning incoherently from the blow Ellie had given him to the back of his head. She’d been terrified and trapped, sure, but how had she also committed a fucking assault last night to keep another mobster safe?
Estella had straightened up, looked down at the injured thug bleeding out on her beautiful sofa with a solid glare of distaste. Then, she’d all but dusted her hands, picked up her shoulder bag and escorted Ellie out. Down at the front door to the street, she paused and dialled a number Ellie knew wasn’t 13CABS because the car that arrived barely a minute later was unmarked.
“Get her home safe,” she said to the driver who popped out to open the back door for Ellie. He was an older white man, but solid and fit, like he could be the bodyguard’s somewhat less terrifying brother. Estella gave him Ellie’s address, like it was nothing, like it was right there in the front of her brain, because, of course, this woman who so casually tied up notorious gangsters had also been inside her apartment.
Ellie didn’t budge, despite Estella nudging her toward the back door. “Will he be okay?” she asked.
“The driver?” Estella frowned over toward where the man was sliding back in behind the wheel. “He’s safe, I promise.”
“Not him. Gio,” she hissed. Estella shrugged, already looking away.
“He’ll be fine. We’ll take care of it.” Ellie didn’t love the sound of that. Estella nodded toward the cab, her eyes unreadable under the cold gleam of the streetlight. “Ellie, you need to go, it’s not safe to be out here like this tonight.”
Ellie grabbed her wrist. “Please,” she said, “tell me what happens?” She wanted to be clear she hadn’t fucking killed someone, but Estella just set her jaw.
“I don’t think so,” she said. “It’s better that you’re not a part of this. This isn’t your world.” Her gaze was steady and implacable, and Ellie gritted her teeth. She wasn’t being dismissed like this.
“I will fucking stalk you again for the rest of your goddamn life unless you fucking call me, Estella,” she said, drawing herself up as fiercely as she could. Estella was trying to walk her back toward the cab door, like she couldn’t get rid of Ellie fast enough, but at that, she paused, the two of them pressed tight, right up against the open car.
“I’ll be in touch,” she relented. Ellie nodded. She slid into the back of the car and Estella slammed it closed after her. It was only as the cab drove away that Ellie could feel her legs shaking.

Her whole morning felt groggy. She ignored a call from Zara and another from Sophie. There was a message from Jimmy Jenkins himself, inviting her to have drinks with him the following week. Ellie couldn’t bring herself to deal with any of them. She folded into herself, curling up on her sofa, feeling ice cold despite the blue blaze of the sky outside her apartment window. And there she stayed, for what felt like hours.
Finally, she picked up her phone and called the only number she could think of.
“Darling!” boomed Hugo. “I was just speaking about you. Telling my new friends about my favourite protégé and her big starring role. You’ll never believe who I just met out here, in this delightful little town⁠—”
“Hugo,” she interrupted him. “I think I’ve fucked up.”
“Well,” he said, almost fifteen minutes later, when she’d poured out the whole story. “I suppose that’s what I get for teaching you Stanislavski right out of high school.” She snorted out a laugh. She heard him take a long breath over the phone, like he was pausing for time, aiming for the biggest impact he could. “Eloise. I think you know perfectly well you’re taking method acting a little too far, don’t you? No role on earth is worth getting yourself killed.”
She shook her head, even though he couldn’t see her. “I know. I took it too far the moment I started following her. It was only ever going to lead to disaster.”
“I can’t fault your determination,” he said, with a sigh. “And god knows I would have killed for the chance of getting to follow Henry the eighth before I played him on screen.” Ellie winced, thinking of the dent to Gio’s skull. Hugo didn’t seem to notice what he’d said. “I think though, my darling, that you know quite well that finally, this is enough. You see that, don’t you?”
“I have to see her again,” she confessed, her voice almost in a whisper. “Hugo, I can’t explain it. It’s like a drug. She’s got me hanging on her every word. And every moment, every little lie she tells me, it just gives me more.”
“I see,” Hugo said. For the first time in the many years she’d known him, Hugo sounded uncertain. It made her stomach clench. For a long moment there was silence down the line, and she tilted her head up to the ceiling with discomfort. Finally, he sighed. “Eloise, you are an adult. And a professional. Did you call me because you think I’ll give you permission to do what you’re already planning to do?”
Ellie swallowed. “Maybe,” she said. “Maybe I want you to tell me that it’s brave. That I’m committing to this role beyond anything reasonable. That acting demands it of me.”
“I think you know better,” said Hugo. “For what it’s worth.” For a long moment there was silence again. “Ellie,” he said, more serious than she’d heard him in years. “You are my best and brightest. Whether it happens now or later, I have no doubt you’ll make it to the very top. Stage or screen, the pick of roles will be yours. But if there’s one actor in the world I didn’t think I’d have to remind that life is more important than work, it would be you.”
Ellie blinked back tears. She remembered the first time he’d sat her down explaining this simple fact to her. She was 23 years old, about to renegotiate what would be her second year on the biggest springboard to stardom Australia had — Home and Away — when Zara had called her, broken and weeping, back in Melbourne, alone with the then three-year-old Arthur. She’d never stopped being grateful for the pragmatic kindness he’d shown her, on that terrible desperate day.
“I know,” she whispered again now. She’d heard the message he was too kind to say. Think about Zara. Think about Arthur. He knew, better than anyone, that for years that was all she’d done. She longed with a ferocity so deep it shook her, to be alone and free, for once, to make every terrible, selfish, dangerous choice she ever wanted. It was her life, after all. Wasn’t it?
“Eloise. You have everything you need from her and more. It’s okay to stop now.”
It was a final attempt, from the man who’d taught her everything she knew about acting. He was the closest thing she’d ever had to a father figure. They’d treated each other with the utmost respect and Ellie had never lied to him, not once. Not until now.
“I’ll try,” she said.

She got through that day, trying not to stare at her phone, trying not to wait for Estella to call her and let her know two things that felt increasingly urgent to her: if Gio had survived, and when Estella would see her again.
It felt darkly confusing, a pull and a push. Estella’s life repelled her with its violence and danger. But Ellie felt alive in her presence, maybe even because of that danger. She could turn into Estella on a switch now, she could feel her in her bones. She could slide into Estella’s body, walk her walk, slow her speech into that just right drawl, but even more than that — the thing that had Ellie really hooked — was the way she was sure she was starting to feel Estella’s feelings, as if all the way from the inside.
She knew now when Estella was lying, even if she didn’t yet know why. She knew with absolute certainty that Estella was getting hooked on Ellie right back, that the pull was coming both ways, intense and magnetic, even though she couldn’t understand yet what it was Estella was getting from her. And she’d known, with every fibre of her being that when Estella had pulled her close behind that curtain it had been with equal parts protection and pure, sharp terror. And that was what was fucking with her mind.
Because Estella Grant was a murderer. She had to be. Nothing else made sense without that fact. And the only way Ellie could feel this pull toward her without losing her sense of self was to squash that fact until Estella was all but a cartoon villain. She imagined her, quite clearly, in a 1940’s trench-coat, speaking out the side of her mouth with a transatlantic accent, a fiery dame with a smoking gun. If Estella were to shoot that gun, the only blood would be in black and white, distant and unreal. Estella was bad. She had a very real, very scary criminal network at her disposal. Bad guys were afraid of Estella Grant.
And yet, there behind the curtain, Ellie had felt her trembling. She’d felt Estella’s terror so acutely that even when she was across the other side of the room, throwing out bravado, all but goading a dangerous man to take a pop at her like she was bulletproof and eight feet tall, Ellie could feel her fear.
Estella Grant was real. She was human. She was a woman with a sketchy past and an uncertain future. It felt akin to being a small child and seeing your schoolteacher in the supermarket; Ellie was aghast to realise that Estella was just a fucking person all along. If she got shot, she’d die. If she took a wrong turn — distracted by a tipsy actress to take a turn into her office for some sightseeing — she could die. And yet, pushed to that point, Estella had chosen to protect Ellie. To step out, into the line of fire. To literally die for her, if that was what it took.
If Ellie had thought she was getting to know Estella Grant — through lies and flirting, through watching her mouth and studying the lines of her body — last night had taught her she knew nothing about this woman at all.
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This was the last thing Estella needed in her life right now. After the night she’d had? Gio cornering her in her office, almost getting herself killed like some kind of amateur and almost having Ellie killed with her! Not to mention the hangover this morning. Was this woman fucking kidding her?
“Thanks for coming in,” said Detective Yolanda Markos from her seat across the table. “It’s been a while.”
“Coming up ten months,” Estella said evenly. “Even Barry would have charged me by now.” She felt a hand on her arm and bristled. Sasha never let her have any fun.
“Well,” Yolanda smiled. “I’m definitely not Barry.” That smile; Estella hated it. It looked almost genuine, as if this middle-aged cop thought she had all the time in the world to take Estella down. As if all of Estella’s planning, her years of work and her airtight alibis were simply a tapestry Yolanda would enjoy unpicking, stitch by stitch, until there was nothing left but blank empty fabric, ready to stitch a whole new story.
“How can my client help?” Sasha interjected smoothly, before Estella could leap across the table and put her hands around Yolanda’s throat.
“As you know, the taskforce has been looking into the deaths of your husband and four other men associated with your family business, Mrs. Grant.” Yolanda watched as Estella tried not to flinch. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t even ask you if that was how you preferred to be addressed, after your husband’s untimely passing.”
“Estella is fine.” She let her eyes drift down dutifully at the memory of her husband, fidgeting at her now empty left ring finger, devoid of any diamonds or gold. Would Ellie be able to cry on command if she needed to? Estella would have to ask her.
“What you might not know is that during our investigation, a number of interesting angles have come to light. As lead investigator, I have successfully petitioned to expand the scope of the taskforce, to include another five deaths, over the past decade.”
“Whose deaths?” Estella raised her head fast.
“Lucca Florelli, Alessandro Florelli, Elio Florelli, Vincenzo Florelli, and the recent suspected homicide of Violetta Florelli. As well as the believed abduction of her daughter Ava.”
“My client, as you know, is not an associate of the Florellis,” retorted Sasha. “She has no information pertaining to these unfortunate events.”
“I’d love to jog her memory,” Yolanda said warmly. She rested back in her chair, comfortably. “Lucca Florelli and Alessandro Florelli were, as you may know, cousins. Lucca was the eldest son of the head of the family, Luciano Florelli. Alessandro was the son of his brother, Ezio. The pair were gunned down outside Ezio’s house back in 2015.”
“I don’t associate with Florellis.” Estella repeated the party line.
“No, I would think not. Lucca and Alessandro, we believe, were responsible for an alleged abduction of a woman in 2002. The abduction was — quite unusually, given the circumstances — reported to police at the time, by your father, Floyd Carletti. The alleged victim was Celestina Carletti. Your mother.”
“I was twelve years old,” Estella said rigidly. “I didn’t know the names of my mother’s attackers. That is not information that would be given to a child.”
“I’m sure,” said Yolanda. Her eyes were surprisingly gentle. “It must have been a terrible time in your life.” Estella wasn’t stupid enough to trust her, nor to respond to a question that had such an obvious answer. “Lucca and Alessandro kept your mother for a month. On her return, your father recanted his statement. Said he’d been mistaken. That he and his wife had argued, and she’d returned to family interstate to cool down.”
“My father was at the mercy of the Florellis,” Estella said, as though the memory of that wasn’t imprinted on her very bones. “And, again, I was a child.”
“A very frightened, traumatised child, I’m sure,” Yolanda said. “It must have been horrific, having your mother taken from you. Especially in light of what the rest of her life was like.”
“This is all irrelevant,” Sasha said sharply to spare Estella the response. A small chip of ice thawed in Estella’s heart. Sasha was about the best normie Estella had ever met. “Is there a question in there somewhere?”
“Really, at this point, it’s just an observation. Two dead men, both previously responsible for a terrible assault on your immediate family. And then, of course, the deaths of Elio and Vincenzo. Elio was gunned down near his son’s primary school, while Vincenzo was killed six weeks later when he pulled into his driveway on his way home from work. Do you recognise the names of these two men?”
“I think we’ve established that my client doesn’t associate with Florellis for all the reasons you’ve just made abundantly clear,” Sasha repeated.
“I understand that Estella was a child when her mother was abducted. But not when her father was killed during a turf war over drugs in 2013. His alleged killers were never caught nor charged, however there were unconfirmed reports of eye-witnesses having seen Elio and Vincenzo fleeing the scene.”
“My client was a young, grieving woman who’d lost both her parents. Do you have a question for her? Because if you’ve brought her here just to inflict further distress and trauma, we’ll leave right now.”
“Let me put it to you this way, Estella. Four men who caused you and your family incalculable harm were murdered between 2015 and 2016. Your mother’s death was back in 2007, and your father’s was in 2013. Do you remember what happened in 2015?”
“Enlighten me,” Estella gritted out.
“Your brother-in-law, Adam Grant — at the time, the head of the family — was murdered. Your husband would eventually go on to be charged for his death in 2016, but his conviction was overturned in all that kerfuffle with that lawyer you were sleeping with.” Yolanda wasn’t smiling now, and her eyes were no longer soft. She watched Estella for a reaction Estella would never give her. The detective steepled her hands together across the table. “But I digress. In 2015, in the wake of Adam’s death and before your husband was charged, Mike Grant became the head of the Grant family. And so by 2015, you were married to a very influential, very dangerous man.”
“Do you have a question?” Sasha sounded dangerous now too.
“Did you, Estella — by order or by influence — arrange the deaths of Lucca, Alessandro, Elio or Vincenzo Florelli?”
“I did not.” The words were simple. Estella had no problem saying them.
Yolanda watched her. She took a calm breath and changed tacks.
“Tell me about Violetta Florelli.”
“I don’t associate with Florellis.”
“Then let me enlighten you. Violetta was the daughter of Luciano Florelli. He is, of course, what we’d call your counterpart in the Florellis.”
“The head bitch in charge?” Estella got Sasha’s annoyed hand grip again. Yolanda smiled.
“I’m unsure that’s the title he’d claim. Luciano is very much the head of the Florelli family, so the epitome of everything you hate, wouldn’t you say?”
“Strong words,” mused Estella. “I find hatred unhelpful. I hear it’s like holding on tight to a piece of hot coal and hoping it burns your enemy. You should try the Loving Kindness meditation instead, where you send your love and a wish for peace to those who’ve wronged you. I highly recommend it.” Sasha didn’t even pinch her for that one, which was her version of laughter.
“Luciano’s daughter, Violetta, was — again, unusually, given the players involved — reported missing, by her mother, Bruna. Her car was found in the Maribyrnong River in August of last year, but police forensics found traces of her blood in the seat. Her bank accounts are untouched, and her phone was never recovered.”
“That’s very sad to hear. I hear violence against women is endemic amongst gangs.” Estella leaned forward across the table, nodding along to Yolanda’s story, her face the very picture of pity. Yolanda deliberately turned over page of her notebook and continued.
“Her daughter, Ava, disappeared in November— just two months ago. At first, she was believed to be a runaway, and her family — more routinely — did not make a police report. However, an investigation was launched after security footage at her university was discovered showing masked attackers pushing her into a van.”
“I think I saw that on the news,” was all Estella gave her. “Very scary.”
Yolanda narrowed her eyes. “Ava is only twenty years old. She has a whole life ahead of her. She’s more than just a Florelli. She’s just a grandchild; an innocent in all this. She was studying art history and was engaged to get married.”
“A little young, don’t you think?” The words were out before she could stop them. Yolanda went still, her head cocked slightly.
“Around the same age you were,” she said. Estella didn’t move a muscle. Yolanda watched her eyes like it was a goddamned staring competition. “Tell me more,” she said, “about your marriage to Mike Grant.”
“No,” said Sasha. “My client has told you everything she knows, and we have cooperated fully. This interview is terminated.”

Out in the carpark behind the police station Estella stopped still and threw up behind a trashcan. Sasha handed her a goddamned wet wipe because she was, of all things un-Sasha-like, the parent of a three-year-old. She patted Estella’s back briskly and then walked her to her car.
Estella climbed in the back, shaking and queasy. Fucking Ellie Graham and her wily ways, Estella would never drink white wine or whisky ever again. Sasha slid in next to her, while Kenneth, without having to be asked, blasted the air conditioning.
“She’s got nothing,” Sasha said. “She’s going rogue, throwing anything at the wall to get it to stick.”
“I don’t like it,” said Estella. “This chain of inquiry. It’s… not good, Sasha.”
She watched Sasha absorb that. “Well,” she said tightly. “Thank you so much for the head’s up.” She got out of the car and slammed the door behind her.

Sometimes Estella wished she still smoked. She sat, as darkness fell, out on the balcony tucked away at the back of her house, right off the main bedroom. She didn’t want to see alcohol again for a long time, if ever, and right now she desperately needed something to do with her hands. She toyed with the cup of peppermint tea she was sipping, trying to get her stomach to settle.
The night air was balmy, a blessed kind of calm after the ferociously hot days and nights the city had been smothered under. It was only January; there were probably three more months before summer would truly dissipate. Tonight though, she was happy for the warmth. Ever since the interview with Yolanda, she couldn’t seem to stop shivering.
She just needed more time. She’d take anything, really, even a lifetime in Dame Phyllis Frost prison if it came to that, if she could just see this plan through to its fruition. It had taken her too long and had cost her too much for fucking Yolanda to roll in and take it away from her now. It was enough that she already had the mess that was Gio Florelli to take care of, right at this sensitive moment in time. She couldn’t handle another distraction. It was bad enough that she’d let herself get distracted last night as it was⁠—
The next step was suddenly crystal clear to her. Ellie had to go. The realisation hit her surprisingly hard.
Ellie had served her purpose, she reminded herself. Estella had pulled her in, she’d seen it happen right before her eyes. Ellie had gone from wanting to study her, to wanting to please her and she couldn’t help but admit that the shift was satisfying. Ellie would give the performance of a lifetime, one that would give her the career she deserved, because all props to her: Eloise Silver was a hell of an actress. And Estella? Well, she would get the portrayal she deserved. Truth was, she didn’t even really care about what a jury might think of her anymore. Ellie would give Estella her legacy, and that would be enough.
Estella had enjoyed the process far more than she’d thought she would. Far more than she should, when it came down to it. Ellie was… Ellie was surprising, and Estella had thought she was long past being surprised. Estella had slowly become intrigued, then fascinated. Ellie Graham was slippery; she couldn’t quite figure her out. One minute she was flushed and frightened, the next bold and seductive. She had dirty jokes and a quick temper, even though her bite was adorably mild. Estella had seen her with her nephew and sister; she’d heard the tenderness and protection in her voice. Yep, Ellie was a mystery, but one that would fade soon enough. She’d hit wild success sometime soon, Estella was sure of that. She’d see her face in the glossies one day — probably from prison — a photo spread of some handsome husband and cute child and remember with a sly grin, the way Ellie had sometimes been completely flustered by her.
Estella tried to hold that thought in her mind, Ellie pink-cheeked and trying not to squirm when Estella teased her, or the way she had looked - and not looked - at Estella in her bikini that day in the pool. The way she’d swayed helplessly closer to Estella on the dancefloor, their bodies like magnets, as if Ellie had been hypnotised by her. Because oh… that thought was gratifying; Estella very much liked having the upper hand. It helped keep Ellie safe in her box, where she belonged: another faintly aroused, confused pawn that Estella could play if she needed. That’s what she needed from Ellie Graham, not her arms gripping tight while Estella trembled against her and definitely not standing there with her chest heaving in a too-tight dress with Estella’s desk lamp in hand, having just about killed a man.
It was definitely time to say goodbye to Eloise Silver.
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When Estella’s message finally came, Ellie almost jumped out of her skin. Three days was about the shortest they’d gone without seeing each other, but it was a hell of a long time to wait to find out if you’d accidentally killed a man. She was furious.
The message, as usual, was completely impersonal, just a time and a place, not so much as a goddamned it’s fine, he’s alive smiley-face emoji. Ellie immediately pressed call on the number she was texted from, only to get nothing but a disembodied voice telling her the number you have dialled does not exist. She yelled out loud and threw her phone at the couch.
All she could do was wait.
The following evening, just after eight o’clock, she arrived, as instructed to an address in the city. It was, to her deep annoyance, a thumpingly loud hipster dive bar at the far end of a lane-way near Chinatown. She pushed her way through beautiful boys with man buns and huge beards, beautiful girls with pierced lips, and beautiful someones with tattoos, until she reached the bar. “Estella Grant,” she all but had to yell into the bartender’s moustache. He nodded, immediately stopping mid-pour of the cocktail he was making to walk out from behind the bar, leaving an annoyed shout of hey as he went.
He led her down a flight of sticky stairs, past the bathroom queues where couples were making out, then all the way to an unmarked door at the bottom. He gestured to her to go in. She wrenched it open to see another small bar, low-lit in a deep orange-red glow, filmy fabric draping luxuriously from the ceiling and a handful of opulent sofas. This bar was blissfully quiet as she let the door fall closed behind her — the music becoming a distant thudding beat — and entirely empty. Almost.
“Lock the door,” ordered Estella from her seat on a sofa, half-hidden beneath the low eaves of the sloping ceiling. Ellie did. Estella looked infuriatingly calm, her dress almost as red as the lighting, her long bare legs crossed, everything about her immaculate. Ellie had the worst urge to pull her fucking hair.
“Is he alive?” she snapped on her way across the room. Estella had the gall to look surprised, as Ellie sat down hard right beside her.
“Gio?”
“No, the fucking pope. Yes, Gio! Did I kill a man?”
“Jesus, Ellie! No! He’s fine. He’s very much alive.”
“Then could you not have told me that?” Ellie’s voice came out high and loud and Estella gripped her wrist to stop her.
“You thought you killed him?” she asked, still seeming surprised. “It was just a bump on the head. It would take a hell of a lot more than that to kill a man like Gio Florelli.”
“You’re not lying to me, are you?” Ellie said suspiciously. She remembered the incoherent groaning, the blood leeching into his clothes.
“Why would I lie about something like that?” Estella hadn’t let go of her wrist.
“I don’t know, to protect me?”
“A hardened psychopath like me?” Estella quipped. Ellie didn’t laugh. “Not likely.” Estella sighed. “Fine. He’s not only alive and well, he’s — to borrow a line from the police — assisting us with our inquiries. Tied up in a warehouse,” she clarified.
“You’re torturing him,” Ellie said, her voice coming out monotone at the horror of it. Estella recoiled.
“If that’s what you think of me, sure. Cut off all his digits myself this morning.”
“Fucking stop!” Ellie cried. “Can you just tell me the truth, please? I can’t take this from you anymore. Is a man going to die because of me?”
Estella took both her hands and held them tight, looking her right in the eye. “No,” she said. “He’s not going to die. He won’t lose a digit. He’s not being tortured. Because of you, you and I are both alive. You saved two people, Ellie. You didn’t kill anyone. That’s not who you are.”
Ellie didn’t let go of her hands. She really needed to know. “Is it who you are?”
“You don’t get to ask me that,” Estella said sharply. “It’s none of your business, and god knows you’ve already gotten in too deep.” She pulled her hands from Ellie’s and turned her face away, reaching out for one of the two tall glasses in front of them, packed full of ice and topped with fresh mint. “Here,” she said, her voice evening out, becoming gentle. “Have a Nojito.”
“A what?” Ellie thought she’d heard wrong.
“It’s a mojito with no alcohol,” Estella said flatly. “I don’t know about you, but I never want to drink again.”
Ellie was so surprised to hear such relatable words coming out the mouth of a crime boss that she snorted and took the drink. It was icy cold and delicious. Estella was even good at mocktails. Annoying.
“Thank you for meeting me,” she said, after a minute, letting the fact she hadn’t killed anyone take the head out of her steam. Estella sipped beside her, quietly. The room looked made for about twenty people, if they were standing close. But she and Estella were entirely alone, not even a bodyguard to be seen. It made her stomach twist.
“It’s for the last time,” Estella told her. Her voice was easy, like the decision was made. Ellie put down her drink.
“No,” she said firmly. “It can’t be. There’s so much more I want to know⁠—”
“Then ask me anything,” Estella said. “Anything at all. Not that—” she warned, as Ellie immediately opened her mouth. “But anything else.”
“I don’t understand,” Ellie said plaintively. Estella felt odd to her tonight, on edge, sharper, no longer her relaxed almost-friend. She remembered the goofy, giddy woman at the bar the other night, the flirt in the bright bikini, the amused beach babe in the cabana in St Kilda. Ellie would do almost anything to bring any one of those women back into the room. The thought felt desperate. What was happening to her?
“It’s time to end this,” Estella said with that same maddening calm. She looked at Ellie like they were two colleagues in a business meeting, no warmth or sparkle left in her eyes. “Ellie, this was never going to be more than this. A transaction. You always knew there was an end date.”
“Why are you talking like you’re breaking up with me after a couple of Hinge dates?” Ellie demanded. “We’ve been working together on a project and that project is portraying you. You asked me for this, Estella!”
“I know!” Estella rapidly lost her cool, her hands balling into fists in her lap. “And now, things are getting dangerous! You could have been killed the other night!”
“And, like you pointed out, it turns out I’m quite fucking good at taking care of myself!” Ellie felt a ridiculous urge to knock her drink over to watch it spill, or better yet throw it across the room and hear it smash. She hated the way Estella was looking at her, the cold front melting only to be replaced by something closer to concern. She didn’t need Estella pushing her away to protect her. She glared at her, and Estella shook her head in exasperation.
“You shouldn’t have to in the first place! This isn’t your world. It’s not your fight to win!” Estella protested. “You wanted to study me like a goddamned butterfly and now you have! You’re going to give a great performance, which is what I wanted. So we’re both happy!”
“I’m not though!” Ellie cried. “And you’re not either. I know you better than that Estella, whether you like it or not.”
“You don’t know anything,” Estella said sharply. “Nothing at all I haven’t let you think you’ve worked out for yourself.”
Ellie laughed at that. She couldn’t help it. “Estella, I know you lie to me! I know your tells by now. I know that when you sound your most sincere it’s because you’re pretending with everything that you’ve got. I know that when you talk or act dumb it’s because you’re hiding how terrifyingly smart you are. I know you’re two steps ahead of everyone else, that you’re ten steps ahead of the police. I know that you act like everything just happened to you because you’re always the one doing the driving. I know⁠—”
Ellie’s words were cut off when Estella, completely without warning, stopped them with her own mouth, her lips pressing in firmly against Ellie, whose mouth fell open in shock. She gasped in abject surprise, and Estella slid her hand around her jaw to hold her still, kissing her harder. A sound escaped Ellie — a moan, a gasp, something in between — and she tasted Estella’s mouth. She was fresh mint and lemonade, her tongue hot and soft, stroking Ellie’s with determined hunger. Every bone in Ellie’s body melted at Estella’s desperate, forceful kiss and she reached for her, gripping the back of her warm neck, needing more.
Suddenly, Estella drew away. Her eyes were two flames, the deep glow of the low lights dancing in them. She licked her lips, seductively.
“There,” she said. “I know that’s what you wanted.” She pulled away and stood up. “And now, you adorable thing, we’re really done.”
Estella smirked down at Ellie, undone on the couch, and stalked away, closing the door behind her.
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Estella’s heart was pounding in her ears as she fled up the stairs of the dive bar. She stumbled as she reached the top step and when a woman reached out to help her, she completely forgot herself, rearing back furiously. The woman startled. Chill, she hissed, before her friend grabbed her in horror, whispering frantically in her ear. Estella shoved past them, into the heat of the bar, unseeing.
Because what the fuck was that? Estella had just been doing what she always did: using her sexuality to crush someone, to shove them away, to prove her dominance. She’d done it last to Alison Hartmann, who was, it had to be said — albeit reluctantly — an incredibly attractive woman. But she and Alison had both known what it was. A kiss off, as it were. A final way for Estella to win the long-pitched battle between two rivals. That kiss had been nothing but a victory lap: fun, stupid, enjoyably mean. The cost of doing business with Estella Grant.
So that’s what she was doing to Ellie when she’d kissed her. At least, that’s what she’d meant to do. Ellie was so obvious, all cute and flustered and confused, just enough there in the air between them that Estella could use it to humiliate her if she chose. A kiss to push her away, to say oh I see right through you, Ellie Graham, and you won’t even get close. Ellie would shrink at a kiss like that. She’d be so goddamn mad, she’d never try to see Estella again. And she’d definitely stop her far too astute brain from following on all those observations Estella hadn’t even known she was making to connect the dots. The kiss would derail all of that. That’s what she’d wanted when she’d kissed her.
Only when her lips met Ellie’s, Ellie hadn’t frozen or recoiled. She’d melted into Estella, opening up for her to take. And Estella… Estella had simply fallen right in, taking everything she could. That little choked moan from Ellie’s throat had driven her wild with heady power; she’d tasted Ellie’s mouth; she’d felt the slide of their tongues meet, setting off an inferno inside her. It almost hurt to walk, that’s how much she was burning from that kiss.
“You good, boss?”
Estella gripped tight to Ken who’d met her at the door. She wondered how she looked, flushed and unsteady, like she was drunk. No alcohol, all Ellie.
“Get me to the car,” is all she managed, and he whisked her away from Eloise Silver for good.

Estella refused to give herself processing time. She had none to give, when it came down to it. Yolanda was pulling in key people she relied on, left, right and centre, sniffing into things she had no business sniffing. Gio — after some time to sweat it out — was released, officially as a sign of good faith, unofficially because he was needed elsewhere, a means to Estella’s ends.
She lived and breathed her job; she had to. Time was running out.
She spent her days in her downtown office, running interference around Yolanda where she could. Keeping Florence protected was her biggest priority. Right now, she was flying under the radar, just a bit player as far as the rest of the Grants believed, and barely known at all to the police. If Estella had to sacrifice anyone else within the ranks for this it would be worth it. Florence could reach where she couldn’t, and the brighter and louder Estella was, the bigger the shadow for Florence to work below. LOOK AT ME, Estella all but jumped and waved. It was a fine balance keeping the Florellis distracted and the police off her case without ending up dead or in jail, but Estella had walked that line a long fucking time.
It was the end of the day — night, in fact — when Estella heard a hushed commotion out in the anteroom beyond her office doors. She shook her head, her eyes still fixed on her laptop screen, knowing Ken would deal with whatever it was. God, why did running a business like hers still involve spreadsheets. They really should wheel her out to do talks in schools. She’d be a brilliant crime deterrent.
Her office door creaked open and Ken poked his head in, looking bemused.
“Visitor,” he announced. At her nod, he opened the door and Ellie Graham flounced through. Ken closed the door behind her to return to his post, and Estella tried to hide her shock. She placed both hands on her desk and gave her scariest, most bone-wilting glare.
“What the fuck is this?” she asked, her tone crushed ice.
“I don’t know,” Ellie retorted, her gaze not remotely cowed. “Why the fuck did you kiss me?”
Estella sucked in a breath. Ellie crossed the room to put her own hands on Estella’s desk directly across from her. She wore a white dress, like a lamb to slaughter, right there in Estella’s den. It shouldn’t have worked — she was so pale — but instead she looked otherworldly, ethereal, her dark eyes and hair like a stain, and for one single second Estella felt afraid of her. Who was this woman, who slipped inside Estella’s skin like a wraith? Who pulled her in like a goddamned siren with her kiss, who took out Estella’s rival with a single killing blow, who stood here now, radiating fury and innocence like an avenging angel. Who was she?
Estella jerked herself back into reality. Eloise Silver was just an actress. She held no power here. Estella pressed her hands down on her desk and stood up.
“I told you we were done,” she said, in that voice that made grown men shrink. Ellie didn’t budge.
“We’re not,” she said, like her word was final. It pissed Estella off. She wouldn’t be spoken to like this in the very seat of her power. She shoved back the chair hard behind her and strode around to the other side of the desk, making Ellie spin to look at her, getting right up in her face.
“You need to leave. Now.” They were toe to toe, the desk at Ellie’s back, nowhere to move. Ellie wasn’t her height anymore, not when only one of them was wearing heels. She looked off balance, and Estella felt better. In control. It only lasted a second.
“Or what?” Ellie looked up at her, dark eyes full of challenge.
“You’ll kill me? Kiss me again? I’m not afraid of you anymore.”
“You fucking should be.” Estella felt the blood rush to her head. No one spoke to her like this. She shoved at Ellie, her hand on her hip, remembered tripping her to the ground that first time they’d met, shoving her back against a wall. But her hand didn’t let go this time. She couldn’t make herself let go.
“Why did you kiss me?” Ellie wouldn’t relent. Her chest was heaving. Maybe she was scared, after all. The thought was a relief. Estella dug her nails into her hip, but instead of trying to escape her grip, Ellie’s lips parted, a shaky breath escaping her like a prayer.
“I kissed you to make you stop.” Estella couldn’t believe she had to explain this. “I kissed you to make you leave.”
“How’s that working for you?” Ellie looked down at their bodies, barely an inch between them, Estella still holding onto her, her fingers betraying to them both the hold that Ellie had.
“What’s wrong with you?” Estella demanded, even as her skin prickled with heat. “Why are you letting me do this to you?”
“Do what?” Ellie did the worst thing she could do to Estella. She leaned in. Deliberately. Pressed her body right into Estella’s, let her feel the way she was trembling. Oh please god, let it be Ellie who was trembling, please no— She felt her own breath burst out, ragged from her throat. This wasn’t happening. Estella didn’t want like this. Had never in her life wanted like this. It burned everywhere Ellie touched her, and worse, where she didn’t.
“You have to leave,” Estella gritted out, trying to turn herself to stone. Truth tumbled out of her, the last resort she had, weaponising it to make a shield. “I kissed you because I wanted to humiliate you. Like you’re humiliating yourself right now.”
Ellie paused in her tracks and Estella felt like a sharp sword to her own chest that she was going to win. But then, Ellie smiled. It was Estella’s smile, a smile of pure seduction. Estella saw the very second it broke, merging into Ellie’s smile. She looked fucking victorious. “You’re a liar,” she said and tilted her mouth up for the kiss she already knew was coming.
Estella kissed her out of fury, out of wanting the burning to stop, she had to win this, whatever this had become. She kissed Ellie hard, opening her mouth with her own, licking into her firmly to make Ellie know that she was not leading this, she was not getting her way. Estella would take whatever she fucking chose to, and this kiss was the proof.
Ellie didn’t fight her. Ellie just took it, let Estella take over, her hands slipping around Estella’s waist to hold on for dear life, her mouth open and ready and so willing, a moan of need slipping from her that made Estella want to push her harder, because Ellie was getting exactly what she wanted. She was winning. Estella pulled her mouth back from her and Ellie gasped, her eyes opening on Estella’s face, dark, heated, hungry. “More,” she said. “Please⁠—”
“No,” Estella said sharply, shocked at how her voice sounded. Tight and firm like she wasn’t burning alive. She let go of Ellie, shook her hands from her body. Did not, crucially, step away. She already knew it was a fatal error. Wondered if Ellie saw it too. She seemed to see so much. “You don’t deserve it. You ignore what I wanted. You ignore what I tell you to do.”
“I’m giving you what you want,” Ellie said breathlessly. “Tell me what you want me to do and I’ll do it.”
“Leave,” Estella ordered.
“No.” Ellie defied her. “Anything else.”
Estella scrunched her eyes closed. She was losing. What was happening? She couldn’t fucking lose.
“Unbutton your dress.” Her words were fierce. She heard Ellie swallow, but she also heard the hiss of desire in her own voice. It drove her nuts. She wanted to be in charge not choked by her own want. This wasn’t working. “Now.”
Ellie undid the front of her dress. She didn’t drop her eyes the whole time. Her fingers shook, but her lips were parted, her tongue darting out to wet them as she worked. Estella didn’t know what the fuck she was doing until Ellie’s dress gaped all the way open, her bra neat pale lace, white, almost indistinguishable from her skin. And just like that, Estella came to life.
She cupped the lace in front of her, tugged down the cup. Stared at Ellie’s pink nipple, bare, vulnerable. It was small and achingly hard, tiny goosebumps around it, begging for her touch. She met Ellie’s eyes while she tugged down the other cup. Kept her gaze hard. Ellie’s pale chest and neck were mottled with red. Humiliation or desire, it all felt the same right now.
“Please—” Ellie choked out. “Fuck!”
“I’ve seen these before,” Estella said coldly, even as she reached for what she wanted — more than she’d suddenly ever wanted anything — running her thumb back and forth over each hard tip. Ellie moaned, arching toward her touch and Estella felt heady from power. “On my fucking television, while you were pretending to be me.” She pinched Ellie’s nipple, felt the way she startled at the sharp sensation, then the way she pressed up closer for more. Estella felt drunk. Every time she pushed Ellie harder, Ellie just wanted more. There was no power in the world like the feeling she had right now, Ellie baring her body for her, shivering under her touch, desperate for anything Estella would give her.
“I know you, Estella,” Ellie whispered, goading her higher. “I’ve been inside your skin. You can’t hide from me.” She cried out, as Estella pinched both her nipples at once, harder than she should. Estella watched in shocked fascination as Ellie pressed her breasts even firmer into Estella’s hands, wanting it. “I know what you want.”
Ellie was desperate, shaking, her voice getting thin and Estella was aware of being so fucking wet she wanted to grind on Ellie, on any fucking part of Ellie she could get. The thought hit her like a revelation: Ellie would take that too. A breathy gasp escaped her throat, no hiding. Ellie looked victorious.
“Take off your underwear,” Estella gritted out. She needed Ellie more vulnerable than she was. Estella was electrified with fear right then, light-headed with it. She’d never, not once— but how difficult could it be? She touched herself, didn’t she? And Ellie looked like she was hanging by a thread, like almost anything would push her over the edge. A scrap of white lace was gripped in her fist and she dropped it, deliberately, on Estella’s desk. Not a surrender. A fucking victory. Estella couldn’t have that. “Lift your dress for me, now.”
Ellie obeyed without a second of hesitation, gifting Estella her pale thighs, her tiny tease of hair, her bare pussy. Estella had seen enough porn in her life, of course she had, yes even the girl-on-girl kind. Especially the girl-on-girl kind. What woman on earth wouldn’t want to get off without dealing with more goddamn men at the end of her day? And so, a pussy should just be a pussy. Shouldn’t it? Should it feel like this? God knows, Ellie herself had filmed sex scenes, Estella had even seen them. Ellie in a blonde wig, blue contacts and fake tan. Eloise Silver as Estella Grant, taking it in the back of a limousine, throat flung back, getting her fill, riding her hips, crying out for the camera. And yet, here she was, Ellie as Ellie, trembling legs, hungry eyes, wet for her. Estella was going to take her fucking fill.
She pressed in close, slid her hand between Ellie’s thighs and stroked slowly along incredibly soft, wet, burning heat. She had no idea whose gasp was whose.
“I know,” Ellie choked out, right against her ear, pushing her again. “I know you want to fuck me.”
Estella saw white. Ellie seemed to know her better than she’d known herself. She wanted to punish her for it. She wanted to make Ellie ride her fingers so hard she’d feel Estella’s touch for days. She stroked her again, feeling her jolt. It was right then, that Estella heard a distant shuffle in the waiting room. They weren’t alone, she remembered. For some reason, the timing made her smile, enjoying far too much the victory, as she leaned in and took firm hold of Ellie’s jaw.
“I’m not going to,” she whispered. Right as she moved her fingers away. Ellie whimpered in shock.
“No—” she gasped. “Please—” She looked agonised, like it was her very breath Estella was stealing, like she wouldn’t survive without Estella’s touch. The power fed Estella and suddenly she knew. This was exactly what she needed right now, and Ellie was offering it to her, willingly. Estella would eat it all up, every fucking drop of this feeling like she was a goddamn vampire and Ellie wanted her to.
“You’re embarrassing yourself,” she growled at Ellie, slipping her hand back between her thighs. Too soft for friction, just enough to feel that addictive heat. “Begging for it like this. Dripping all over my fingers.” The sound Ellie made at that was cruel. Like she was seconds from coming, even at the faintest brush of Estella’s touch. Estella pulled away again. “Get dressed,” she ordered. “You’re coming home with me.”
Estella turned away so she didn’t see Ellie win.
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The car ride home was agonising. Estella had sometimes wondered what Kenneth really knew about her, from years of following her for protection and driving her around the city. He’d seen her at her worst. She knew suddenly that he’d understood more than she’d suspected by the way he just nodded silently when she’d said take us home instead of take me home, Ellie sliding into the backseat next to her. He kept his eyes fiercely averted toward the road the whole way home like he was paid purely to stare at the white lines on the asphalt.
Ellie was silent too. She stayed utterly still, her own gaze fixed out the window like she’d never seen the lights of Melbourne city glide by before. Estella made no pretence she wasn’t staring at her. The way her glossy hair had come loose in strands from where it had been neatly tied when she’d first walked into Estella’s office. Estella couldn’t even remember touching that hair, but, maybe, when she’d grabbed her— Oh, she throbbed at the thought. She wanted to grab Ellie, to manhandle her, to tug hold of that pretty hair, to mess her up. What was happening to her?
She let her eyes run over Ellie’s pale skin, saw her breath speed up and realised that Ellie knew, clear as day that she was looking, that she could feel Estella’s want as easily as if they were touching. It scared Estella all over again. Who was in control here? Why did it feel like it wasn’t her that was driving this, even though it was Ellie Graham who was in the back of a mob boss’s car on the way to a mob boss’s house? Ellie had to be scared, surely? She wasn’t fucking stupid. Or was it because she was smart, that she knew Estella would die before she harmed a hair on Ellie’s head, even though she did want to push her… just a little more than she should. But — the thought both calmed and terrified her — that seemed to be exactly why Ellie was here. They wanted the same fucking thing.
The thought spurred her as Ken pulled up at the gate, opened the car door and stood guard while Estella led Ellie through her front door. As it closed behind them, Ken vanishing off into the night, she didn’t hit a single light. Instead, she let the low glow of the outside lights be enough as she disabled first one and then the other alarm system that turned her house into a fortress. She could feel Ellie’s presence, still and hesitant, as she then enabled the external alarm system, the one that protected the whole perimeter of her property when she was home.
When she turned back, Ellie was exactly where she’d left her, just inside the front door, pale in the low light. She watched Ellie’s breath speed up once more, as she let Estella stare.
It had never felt so obvious as in that moment, the two of them alone, all that desire naked in the air between them. Estella the lion, Ellie the lamb. One golden, one white. One dangerous, one seeking danger. They wanted the same fucking thing, just one the inverse of the other. Even their names, she suddenly realised — Estella Grant, Ellie Graham — as if they were two sides of the same fucking coin. You could tilt your head, just so, and one merged into the other. Who was the sun and who was the moon? Estella should feel surer about this.
Neither of them moved. It seemed, all of a sudden, too acutely vulnerable for either of them to reach for what they equally desperately wanted. Estella knew it should be her. She was in charge, or, more accurately, she wanted to be. But it was all she could do to keep breathing.
Ellie let her. Estella loved and hated her for it. She didn’t say a word, didn’t push her an inch, even though Estella knew how on edge she must be, right here in the home of the most dangerous woman in the city, having been driven right to the precipice of an orgasm and then denied it. Ellie was, she realised, far more in control than she was. A thought hit her. She knew enough, at least, for this.
“You need a safe word,” she said, her voice coming out surprisingly steady. “Pick one.”
Ellie licked her lips, like she hadn’t quite expected Estella to give her this. Who was Ellie Graham, and why the hell had she walked in here, giving a woman like Estella Grant all the power? The heavy urge to protect her hit Estella just as sharply as the urge to bite.
“Cannoli,” Ellie said, a little flicker of light hitting her eyes, like she was looking all the way back in time and laughing at her. A flash of heat hit Estella’s blood. A flare of like for this woman and an equal urge to force her to stop in her tracks. That day on the picnic blanket, this hadn’t been there between them. Had it? She felt it all rush over her. Running her hands over Ellie’s body for a wire, the flush of heat rushing up Ellie’s throat. Ellie dripping wet in a black bikini that day in the pool, her lovely delicate skin, her nipples hard and evident, the flash of memory that Estella had tried to ignore of what Ellie’s naked breasts had looked like on screen, as she fucked someone else in Estella’s name. How long had Ellie known this?
“Take your clothes off,” Estella said sharply. Ellie looked at her, that spark of impudence fading. They were still in the grand entrance way of Estella’s mansion: cool air, sharp angles, impersonal white walls. Ellie let her lashes fall. Toed her way out of her shoes, unbuttoned her white dress — all the way this time — let it fall to the floor, pooling around her bare feet. She looked at Estella, goosebumps on her skin, nothing but pale lace. Estella looked at that pretty, flimsy, matching set and knew that Ellie had come to her in full confidence that the night would come to this.
It turned her on and infuriated her in equal measure. Ellie, gliding that floral shower gel all over her soft skin, sliding into lingerie that spoke equal parts sex and innocence, wanting Estella to see it. To breathe in her scent. So sure that she would.
“Did I say to stop?” Estella snapped, and Ellie reached back instantly to unsnap her bra, to slide it off her arms, then tucked her thumbs into the white lace of her underwear and tugged it down her thighs. That too, hit the floor of Estella’s entrance hall. Ellie was entirely bare, entirely vulnerable, entirely sexy, and Estella quite suddenly wanted to weep at the sight. Ellie, giving her everything. No one had ever given Estella that.
She remembered, just in time, that Ellie was getting what she wanted too. “Upstairs,” she ordered, gesturing the way and making Ellie go first. She didn’t want Ellie to see her eyes until she was back under control.
Ellie walked ahead of her, through the dark entrance hall and up the grand stairs. Estella was a beat behind her, drinking in the sensation of Ellie’s submission: naked with Estella still in her dress and heels, walking herself into Estella’s bedroom all because Estella had told her to.
Inside the room she let Ellie get her bearings, taking in the sight of Estella’s huge soft bed, the light from Estella’s glaring, golden security lighting outside flooding in through the open curtains of the plate glass french doors that led to the balcony. She turned slowly to look back at her: Ellie in the low light, everything glinting, dipped in dull gold, and all of it Estella’s.
Right at the moment, Estella realised she knew exactly what she wanted. She held up one finger in warning, revelling in the fact that was all it took to keep Ellie controlled. She prowled slowly over toward her bed and made Ellie watch. Estella slid her dress up her hips, inch by inch, just enough to hook her fingers into her own underwear and slide it off her hips. She heard Ellie’s helpless little moan from across the room. This was Estella’s comfort zone: being wanted. Wanted so badly they’d get married at twenty-two, so badly they’d kill for her, so badly they’d destroy their whole legal career and betray the justice system along the way, so badly they’d walk naked through the house of a mob boss just for the chance to be touched by her.
Estella gripped hold of the edge of her elaborately ornate bed head. She crooked that same one finger at Ellie, who moved towards her as clearly as if pulled on a string. “On your knees,” Estella said. Ellie breathed out fast, falling to her knees, her face upturned, supplicant, wanting. Estella cocked an eyebrow. “Make it good,” she warned, stepping her feet out just wide enough. Ellie whimpered.
She tugged Estella’s dress back up, and without hesitation pressed her face right between Estella’s thighs. She inhaled slowly and Estella was almost undone just by that. Then, just as she was about to lose patience and grab Ellie’s head to pull her in, Ellie’s whole mouth seemed to find her. Lips, tongue, breath, chin; her tongue was hot velvet and Estella could feel, finally, how desperately wet she’d been for this. The sound that escaped her was almost embarrassing, a whine of want, followed by a gasp of pleasure. Ellie ate her like she’d been pressed face first into her favourite dessert. Her licks were luxurious, hungry, knowing and how dumb had Estella been?
Her thighs were shaking. She looked down at Ellie, on her knees, licking her like she’d been born for it. This wasn’t humiliation for her, it was her wet fucking dream. “Touch yourself,” Estella ordered shakily, and Ellie gasped against her sensitive flesh. She watched avidly as Ellie’s right hand slipped between her own thighs and began to move. She took a handful of Ellie’s hair, tugging her in closer but also back, so she could see the little furrow of concentration on Ellie’s forehead as she tried to lick Estella and get herself off at the same time. Each moan of agonised pleasure that tipped out Ellie’s throat throbbed against Estella’s flesh, and she found herself racing close to the edge shockingly quickly.
Ellie too, seemed to be teetering towards orgasm, judging by the pitch of her moans, even as she worked Estella with increasingly messy swipes of her tongue.
“You’re not allowed to come—” Estella managed to choke out and Ellie whined, needy, distressed. Estella gripped hard to the bedpost with one hand, her other grabbing Ellie’s upper arm, pulling her hand away from giving herself the climax she was about to hit. Ellie sounded almost ready to sob as she moaned out her desire right into Estella’s body, her hips moving helplessly as she worked, desperate to come. That, as much as the heady swipe of her hungry mouth, turned Estella inside out with pleasure. She heard, as if from far away, her own cries as she ground hard against Ellie’s mouth, wringing every drop of pleasure from her own release. Victory was fucking sweet, Ellie literally on her knees before her. She cried out at the win — finally — as much as the unspeakable pleasure of Ellie’s mouth.
When she came down from her high, she was panting, and Ellie was still on her knees, face still pressed against her, like all she wanted was more.
“You’ve done that before,” Estella got out, the very second she could trust her own voice. Ellie still didn’t move from where she knelt, her tongue pressing in, delicately, wanting, like she didn’t want to leave the taste of Estella, like she’d eat her all over again if only Estella would let her. Estella pushed her away — achingly sensitive — and Ellie sat back on her heels looking up.
“How did you not know I was a lesbian?” she asked, her eyes full of her own fucking victory, as if Estella hadn’t just pushed her down and owned her. Estella looked down her nose at her, naked, flushed, her chin glistening with Estella, still so sure she was getting exactly what she’d wanted.
“It’s not on your fucking Wikipedia bio,” Estella defended herself. “And you didn’t decide to tell me that when we talked about our sex lives!”
“I was too busy trying not to drool at you in a bikini,” Ellie told her, her eyes bright with the memory, like it was obvious. And, oh…
it was. The day in the pool, had Ellie been wet for her beneath that swimsuit? How much more was Ellie going to win? Estella wanted to wipe that satisfaction from her eyes. She took hold of her dress where it was still pushed up around her hips and pulled it all the way off over her head. She watched Ellie’s eyes go large. She was still on her knees, like she was praying at the altar of Estella, and for all Estella was concerned, she could fucking stay there.
“You mean like this?” Estella raised her eyebrows, watching Ellie swallow as she took in the sight of Estella Grant, still in heels, nothing but a push-up bra, towering over her. She undid the bra, heard Ellie suck in her breath. “Get on my fucking bed,” she ordered.
Ellie didn’t need to be told twice.
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Ellie was not okay. Who on this earth would be? She had the delectable taste of Estella Grant on her tongue, the luxurious silky softness of her bed beneath her back and the hot press of Estella’s naked body pushing her down into the sheets. She was so wet she was probably ruining them.
Estella grabbed a handful of her hair as she kissed her, aggressively, possessive. When had Ellie lost her hair tie? When Estella had been holding her head, grinding herself against Ellie’s tongue? Ellie moaned at the memory, and Estella used her grip on her hair to tug her head back, her mouth now hot on Ellie’s neck. Ellie gave in. She needed Estella right now, needed her touch, needed her roughness and sweetness and fury.
Estella pinned her wrists above her head, her thigh pushed between Ellie’s splayed ones, her skin hot and smooth against her clit and Ellie cried out, her hips writhing, finally about to get the friction she needed. Estella pulled back, just a fraction. She was watching Ellie, her eyes predatory, and Ellie felt helpless and desperate and oh fuck she loved it.
“You’re so needy,” Estella told her, voice hard and matter of fact, and Ellie moaned. Her bones were liquid. Estella was all over her: her scent, her taste, her touch, her voice, those eyes, those lips, the satisfying press of her full body weight. Ellie wanted to drown in her. She was beyond caring how desperate she sounded.
“I am. Please, I need it⁠—”
“You’re a mess,” Estella said reprovingly. She kissed Ellie, hard, sloppy, and Ellie knew she was tasting herself on Ellie’s tongue. It only made her throb more. Thankfully, Estella pressed her smooth thigh back in, letting Ellie roll her hips, shamelessly begging. “I shouldn’t be letting you do this,” Estella growled, even as her eyes drank in the sight of Ellie desperately chasing release beneath Estella as she held her captive. “It’s all you’re going to get.” Ellie knew, even as she moaned, her hips racing furiously, that Estella was lying. She was getting off on putting Ellie in her place and god Ellie liked it.
“Please—” Ellie begged, even as the warning sparks raced through her nerves, the hot press of Estella above her, just enough. “I’ll do anything you want. I’ll lick you for hours. Please just let me⁠—”
“I’m going to do whatever I want to you.” Estella’s face was flushed with want, her words a threat, a promise and a surrender all in one. Ellie felt the words hit, undoing her so thoroughly that every part of her body seemed to dissolve with the tidal wave of hot pleasure that made her ears ring as she rode out the orgasm Estella Grant finally allowed her to have.
When she managed to open her eyes, Estella was still fully on top of her, hands still pinning her wrists, her blue eyes full of heat and wonder for just barely a second before she kissed Ellie so hard she couldn’t breathe.
Ellie let her. Let the shock of her own hungry release fuel her as she kissed back with such vigour it was like they were fighting. Estella bit her lip, hard, making her cry out. She wrapped her legs tightly around Estella’s hips pulling her in impossibly closer, and Estella let go of her right wrist to grab her hair again, baring her throat for her teeth. They were clawing at each other, like they were trying to get inside each other’s skin and it felt fucking perfect to Ellie like they were both finally telling the goddamn truth.
“You want me,” she hissed into Estella’s pretty, pink shell of an ear. “You need this.”
Estella pulled back, one arm supporting her up, the other hand going to Ellie’s throat. She didn’t push or squeeze. She just held it there. The most dangerous woman in the city. And Ellie let her.
“One night,” Estella said. “One night is all you get.”
Ellie lay there, staring up at the blaze of those eyes, that hand right there on her throat, all threat and fury and want.
“Fine,” she said softly. “It’s all you get too.”
Estella’s eyes scrunched shut. For the faintest second her hand squeezed but then, just as quickly she let go. She melted down into Ellie’s body, clutched her tight and pulled them both onto their sides, face to face, her arm draped up around Ellie to all but cradle her. Her eyes slowly opened on Ellie’s face. “Okay,” she whispered softly. “Okay.”
Ellie’s heart did something strange in her chest. The twinge was close enough to something terrifying that she knew Estella was right. One night. They could have nothing more than that. The thought spurred her to do something shocking. She leaned in, softly, and pressed a gentle kiss to Estella’s lips.
Estella seemed to freeze in her tracks. Ellie didn’t withdraw. She kissed her again, just as gently, no demand, no ferocity. Estella sucked in a breath, and then another, like she was drowning. Then, she placed her hand on Ellie’s chest, the lightest of pressure, like a tentative plea to stop. Ellie felt on the edge of a precipice, like all it would take was one sharp shove. She remembered, just barely as if it were a message written above them by a sky writer, drifting away in a puff of white smoke, barely even legible anymore: crime boss, criminal, probably a murderer. She couldn’t feel the words as she gazed into Estella’s baby blues but somewhere, far-off, she knew that they existed.
“No,” Estella said softly. She shook her head. “This is not like that.” Ellie knew, like she always knew, that Estella was lying. “We get one night.” Estella took a shaky breath, her eyes closing and when she opened them, her pupils were big, her eyes gone dark. “One night and I’m going to use you in every way I can, and you are going to let me take everything I want.” Ellie heard herself moan. How did Estella know, exactly what to say, to make Ellie want to tie herself in knots for her? Estella was watching her face intently. “Tell me,” she whispered. “I need you to tell me that’s what you want Ellie.”
“Yes.” Ellie didn’t even hesitate. “Yes, please.” She was already molten at the thought of it. Estella Grant. One night. Taking Ellie over and over again. “You only get one night,” she said. “One night that I’m all yours.” She watched Estella’s eyes flare black. “So you better take your fill.”

She’d made Estella get out of bed and go trim her sharp manicured nails — Estella slightly shocked at the order, Ellie laughing helplessly at her expression — and for that she was deeply grateful. Estella liked her entirely helpless, tied tight to her headboard, thighs splayed, one too many of Estella’s fingers stretching her, relentless, while Ellie bucked and sweated, swore and sobbed for more. Estella liked reclining back on her pillows like a goddamned queen, making Ellie sit astride her hips, writhing for more while Estella just watched, taunting her for her hunger, pinching and rolling her nipples like Ellie was purely there for her own amusement. She liked waiting for Ellie to be incoherent with desire before she directed her up with a deliberate crook of one finger, making her spread her thighs on either side of Estella’s head, Estella lazily licking her like she couldn’t care less if Ellie came, only that she did what she was told, and that made her come even harder.
She liked grabbing Ellie’s hair and clutching it in hard fists as she ground her pussy against Ellie’s mouth, whispering terrible taunts, that Ellie was hers and hers alone, that she would ruin her for anyone else. Ellie moaned and throbbed and wondered if this, indeed, was the truth.
The push and pull between them lasted hours into the night until the two of them were drunk with exhaustion, hazy, almost sick with lack of sleep. Finally, Ellie succumbed to the hard-won peace of her deeply satiated, well-used body, drifting into dreams. When she woke with a start, Estella was asleep, arms still around her, skin warm and smelling of sex. She stared at her face. Estella Grant looked innocent, harmless, vulnerable, and Ellie couldn’t even begin to deal with that. She closed her eyes tightly, tried to conjure up the memory of that terrible night — Estella and Ken dragging a bloodied incoherent man onto a sofa to tie up as easily as if they were shuffling papers on a desk — but it didn’t work. That blood was only there in the first place because of Ellie, after all.
“Not those biscuits,” Estella mumbled in her sleep. Ellie jumped slightly at the sound, and Estella clung closer to her, her face pressing into Ellie’s shoulder. Ellie lay awake, smiling up into the dark.
When she opened her eyes again, Estella was awake. Sunrise was leaking through the open curtains, flooding the room with low pink light. The night was over. They were kissing before either of them were really awake, pulling at each other, until Estella had three fingers inside her, Ellie’s teeth sinking into the soft skin of her shoulder, both of them rocking and crying out in desperate need. Nothing about last night had sated anything.
But after that, Ellie slunk naked down the stairs and put her clothes on, over her sticky, aching body, and Estella slid into some kind of slinky rich mob boss robe to see her off. They stood at the front door without speaking and there, Estella stroked Ellie’s hair, soothing the tangles she’d created, tucking a lock behind her ears. She didn’t kiss her again. There was nothing left to say that wasn’t trite, or pointless, or completely insane, so Ellie just met her eyes and nodded.
It was over.
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For one whole week Estella let herself feel it. She told herself that her night with Ellie Graham had given her something: power, victory, self-knowledge and one hell of a hit of pleasure. All of those things would fuel her, making her stronger for the battle that lay ahead. She lay in her bed at night, the scent of Ellie in her sheets, reliving the sounds she’d made, all the things she’d let Estella do, all the things she’d done because Estella had demanded them. Estella had finally vanquished her, until pretty blushing Ellie Graham or fierce conniving Eloise Silver — whoever the hell she really was — was nothing but a whimpering husk of need. It wasn’t until the days and nights stretched out, longer and longer in silence, that Estella started to think that maybe that night had been about loss.
“Gio Florelli’s only daughter went missing yesterday morning,” Florence was saying to her, and Estella managed to pull her attention back into her living room. They were sitting facing each other, Florence sitting confidently, her back straight and knees set wide, something that would repel Estella when a man did it. Now all she could see was Florence’s power, quiet and compelling. She looked down at herself, all but curled into a ball in the corner of her sofa. She couldn’t bring herself to unfurl in case she fractured.
“How unfortunate,” Estella said. “Must be such a worry for him, not knowing whether she’s alive or dead.”
Florence nodded curtly. She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. Estella knew that Florence was fifty-seven years old. She wondered if she herself would manage to project such a steady strength by the time she reached that age. If she did. “You’ll need to be on full alert.” Florence seemed to be thinking along the same lines. “Not just Kenneth if you’re out and about. You need a guard 24/7. Don’t go anywhere alone, not even your own home.”
“For fuck’s sake. I’d rather take a Florelli bullet than have men breathing down my neck all day and night.”
“Preaching to the choir, baby.” Florence snorted. “I’ll send you one of mine. She’s scary as shit but she won’t bug you.” Estella nodded. It was only a slight improvement, truth be told, to have a woman guarding her every waking moment. Florence seemed to feel her reluctance. She didn’t miss a thing which was why Estella had picked her. “Remember why you’re doing this.” Florence dipped her head, making Estella meet her eyes. “I swear to god if your mother was still alive, she’d be so fucking proud of you.”
“My mother should be teaching primary school,” Estella retorted. “Not cheering on this depravity.”
“Oh, how cute,” Florence said, her eyes rolling skyward. “What do you want instead? They go low, we go high? I think you know exactly how far that will take us when we’re dealing with monsters.”
“Out monster the monsters.” Estella’s voice sounded weak, even to her. Something had been sapped from her when Ellie Graham walked out her front door. She didn’t seem to have the stomach for it anymore. She tried to remember Ellie on her knees — her desperation, Estella’s fist clenched in her hair — but instead she thought of Ellie in her giant sun hat on the beach, face flushed as she sipped a cocktail, surprised by her own laughter. Estella would never have anything like that again. Not where she was going.
“Estella.” Florence was steady and stern where Estella was fading. Just as Florence was gearing up to deliver a rousing lecture, her phone vibrated. She held up a finger in apology and took the call. “Hey, baby,” she said, her voice going oddly light. “I’m in a meeting. Uh huh. Yeah. No, I left in the car. Yeah, I told you this morning, it’s in the glove compartment.”
Estella watched her as she spoke. This version of Florence was one she’d never seen before. Soft. Domestic. She caught Estella’s look and grinned with a little eye-roll as she listened to the caller on the other end.
“It’s not there? Check under the car manual. Oh my god! No I took the wagon this morning! Honey, I’m sorry! Yeah it’s with me. No, I’ll drop by. It’s fine; my fault. I’ll see you soon. Love you.” She hung up and shook her head wryly. “Sorry,” she said to Estella. “Just the wife. Keeps me in line.”
Estella hadn’t given much thought to Florence’s personal life. If she had, she’d probably have assumed she was gay — short hair and men’s shirts and all that — but the tenderness in Florence’s eyes made her stomach clench. She felt sick and sad, and like she wanted to ask a thousand questions. How did you meet your wife? What does she look like? What did you wear when you got married? Will she be happy to see you come home in the middle of the day? Will you kiss her briskly on the cheek as you rush by, or stop for a minute and kiss her properly, with all the longing in the world?
“Why do you work for someone like me?” she asked instead. She was acutely aware all of a sudden, of the woman who’d been on the other end of the call, out there in the world right now. She imagined her hearing that Florence was dead — or worse — because of the work she did for Estella Grant.
Florence tilted her chin. “Because your mother would have wanted me to,” she said easily. She got to her feet and looked down at Estella. “I’ll report in again on Wednesday. Stay safe.”
There must have been something in Estella’s expression because just then Florence did something no one else would ever dare to do. She reached out and laid her hand on Estella’s head, just gently like a benediction. And then she left.
Estella had choked on her own tears from just two seconds of Florence’s tenderness. Thank god she’d used Ellie for all she was worth and kicked her to the curb. Anything more would be unsurvivable.

The new bodyguard, Vera, was everything Florence said she would be. She wasn’t overly large — barely taller than Estella — but everything about her condensed body radiated menace. Estella almost felt sorry for any Florelli who’d dare to come near them. Vera had an added bonus in that she seemed to scare Grant men as well. The next time young Aiden reported in, no one had to threaten his ball sack. Vera had snarled at him and he scattered, yelling something over his shoulder about giving him time to do better. Estella wanted to keep her forever.
Vera had another extremely good quality: she wasn’t Kenneth. Estella found herself looking forward to Vera’s shifts because Ken had been weird with her ever since the night he’d driven her home with Ellie. She hadn’t been able to put her finger on it, but something was different in the way he looked at her, and she didn’t like it one bit. Finally, after a few days of sidelong looks and disturbingly thoughtful glances, he came right out and said it, right in the middle of the drive to work.
“We won’t be seeing her again, will we?”
“Who?” Estella had snapped, wilfully pleading ignorance and hoping he’d take the signal and drop it. He didn’t.
“Eloise Silver. You’re done with all that. Aren’t you?”
“Why the fuck is it your business?”
“I don’t trust her,” he said heavily, and Estella briefly considered slitting his throat to avoid the conversation. “Or, rather, I don’t trust you with her.”
“The fuck-” Estella bristled like an angry cat, ready to tear holes in his skin.
“She’s a distraction,” he spoke over her as if he’d earned the right to mansplain. “I know I don’t know everything, but I do know that you’re up to your neck in the biggest danger you’ve ever managed to find, and you can’t afford a distraction right now. Distraction equals death, Estella. And⁠—”
“We won’t be seeing her again.” Her voice was a razor, cutting the thickened air.
“If she needs warning off⁠—”
“She doesn’t. I’m quite capable of doing that myself.” Estella could see it in her mind’s eye: Ellie Graham’s back as she slunk out of Estella’s house early in the morning. Fucked senseless and dismissed. She swallowed. Yeah, she was quite capable.
“But if she comes back⁠—”
“She won’t. Now shut the fuck up, Ken, and do your goddamned job. Stop pestering me about my love life.” It took a couple of seconds before she realised what she’d said out loud, right there in front of someone who could hear it. They were both uncomfortably silent, all the way to work.

Her night with Ellie Graham was a mistake, she could see it now. She’d thought she was taking what she wanted, getting her fill, getting herself off with the power she wielded. She was so fucking wrong. Ellie had taken something from her, and the worst part was, Estella couldn’t put her finger on exactly what it was. She felt exposed somehow and vulnerable, as if Ellie had robbed her of a shield she’d only just now realised was vital.
And Kenneth was right. This was the worst possible moment she could have let herself be sapped of power. Because today, Estella was going to face someone so dangerous that neither Kenneth, nor Florence, nor Vera herself could protect her. In fact, all three of them combined were still no match for the deadly opponent behind this unassuming suburban door. Estella gazed at the glossy green painted wood, the little door knocker shaped like a sheepish little lion holding the handle between its teeth. Sucking in a breath, she pressed the doorbell instead and heard Greensleeves ringing cheerfully through the walls.
A moment later, the door swung open and she steeled herself. For a few seconds they faced off, two predators, neither of them vanquished.
“Come in, then. I’ve just made a pot of coffee,” said her mother-in-law.
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Jimmy Jenkins had invited her here at eight o’clock at night and that fact alone was enough to make Ellie think twice. He’d asked her to meet him for a drink in the bar of the Langham Hotel. It was an opulent old world establishment in the heart of South Bank. The bar served exquisite cocktails, but the main feature was, of course, the luxurious five star hotel rooms just overhead. Everything about the set-up was uncomfortable, and she wondered if he deliberately wanted her off balance, the price she had to pay for walking out on him once before.
Still, she knew how much she owed this man and the power that he held, so there she was, right on time, riding the escalator up under the decadent chandeliers and making her way into the beautiful, low-lit bar. She’d agonised over this outfit. What exactly could she wear that would say leading lady, up and coming and please don’t touch me in equal measure? She’d never been more aware of the delicate balance she had to strike: be sexy enough to be featured on-screen but not so sexy she wasn’t taken seriously; be attractive but don’t attract the wrong gaze; be feminine but not so much that they forget to treat you like a human being.
She tried to project just the right amount of confidence as she strode into the bar in heels and a hopefully not-too-little black dress and found the discreet booth in a low-lit corner occupied by the most powerful man in the business. He looked up at her, and she saw his expectant gaze flicker from admiring into fury for one terrifying second before it turned into a broad smile.
“Eloise.” He stood, grasping her hand and pulling her in for a slightly moist kiss on the cheek. She felt it for what she suspected it was: a consolation prize and a warning. He let her go. “Jared!” He greeted her agent, who was standing right behind her, with a firm hand pump. “I didn’t expect to see you this evening.”
Jared was, as Ellie had known he’d be, a perfect foil. He looked relaxed and exuberant, as if a night out charming Jimmy Jenkins was right up top on his bucket list. It probably actually was, come to think of it.
“Couldn’t turn down an opportunity to really sell you on my favourite client,” he enthused. He took the booth seat ahead of Ellie, neatly inserting himself between her and Jenkins, and Ellie could have kissed him in relief. She slid in beside him, opposite Jenkins and quite out of his reach. Again, she saw the flicker of anger in Jenkins’ eyes and just as quickly he smothered it.
“I’m afraid you’ve wasted your time,” he said. “I’m sold on Eloise already. I’m only here to get to know the star of my show a little better. To assess her appetite for other roles.”
Eloise wasn’t sure if she was imagining the slight sound of salivation as he spoke of her appetite, but she was a far better actor than Jimmy Jenkins would ever be. She smiled and twinkled at him, and as she opened her mouth to discuss her future, she knew her low-level disgust at the whole damn business — this man in particular — was perfectly hidden. He’d walk away from this meeting with his dignity intact, because making a man like Jimmy Jenkins feel rejected was career suicide. Still, she hoped her subtle message — that she had her guard up, that she wasn’t as naive as he’d like — was enough to keep him at arm’s length. She’d picked up Lucia’s message loud and clear. She’d never let herself be in a room alone with Jimmy Jenkins, ever again.

Afterwards, she stayed the night at Zara’s. Despite how smoothly the evening had gone — thanks to Jared’s expert manoeuvring — she felt unsettled and she didn’t want to be alone. When she made her way through her sister’s front door, she found the household asleep. Arthur’s bedroom door was shut tight, but her sister was curled up on the couch, snoring into the cushions, the flickering light of the television keeping silent watch over her.
Ellie’s heart clenched. Her sister had many nights like this one, unable to sleep without distraction, unwilling to go to bed, but tired out from the strain of her days. She tucked the soft throw over her sister’s body and hoped she’d make it through the night undisturbed.
She showered in the family bathroom, remembering when the bath tub had once been crowded with bright plastic bath toys, a small chubby-limbed Arthur so lost in play he didn’t want to get out. Now it was empty of all but basic shower products, a handful of them hilariously, almost spoofily masculine, as though the dark plastic bottles contained some kind of magical testosterone spell. For some reason tonight, the idea of her young nephew dousing himself in those heavy scents brought unexpected tears to her eyes. Before Arthur existed she’d never spent a moment considering the desperate tenderness of boys. Please god, that he turn out to be a Jared and not a Jimmy Jenkins.
Despite her tired ache, she lay awake for a long time, her eyes open and unfocused, staring into the dark. She’d tried all damn day not to think of Estella, but it was an impossible feat. Her job was to think about Estella after all, to remember every fluid commanding movement of her body, to recreate her sexual confidence with her own limbs, to express her hunger through her own lips. Ellie was an incredible mimic; it was a lifelong talent, and one she’d honed for years at drama school, but giving life to a character was so much more than that. Playing Estella meant looking out at the world through her eyes, and oh what a complicated experience that was now.
Slipping quite literally inside Estella Grant had been a terrible error, but it was a mistake Ellie had leaned into with everything she had. She regretted it now, and yet she knew that in a heartbeat, she’d do it all over again. To have tasted that level of pleasure, of hunger, of freedom — even as Estella had tied her to her bed — Ellie felt like she’d experienced something deeply and fundamentally human she’d gone her whole life without.
Oh, she’d always liked kinky sex. It had been an early discovery, all things considered, of how it felt to bottom when that exact right kind of strong-desired woman walked her way. It was a balance so delicate it almost couldn’t be described: yes she wanted to be over-powered, but never to be taken advantage of; yes, please she wanted the threat of all the terrible things someone wanted to do to her, but never without knowing she was truly being taken care of. Estella Grant was genuinely dangerous, so how the hell did she manage to make Ellie feel so safe?
Because here was the secret, the key — finally — to Estella Grant’s character, and it was one Ellie felt deeply queasy about using now. Estella wasn’t an all-powerful super villain; Estella was every bit as scared as Ellie was. She was — beneath all that red lipstick, bloodshed and power — a vulnerable human woman. It had never struck Ellie as strongly as it did now: everyone was walking around figuring things out as they went along. Whether they were prime minister, a CEO, a brain surgeon or a mob boss. People were all just fragile collections of childhood wounds, secret hopes and dark desires. Did anyone truly feel in control?
There were unequivocally bad people in this world, Ellie knew that as well as anyone. But was Estella one of them? Surely the line stopped at literal
murder. Of course it did; it must. Somewhere along the line, Ellie had stopped looking too closely. She just knew that Estella kissed her out of helpless desperation, that the woman who ran an empire had shaking hands as she’d touched Ellie’s skin, that uncertainty flickered into her gaze almost as frequently as ferocious hunger, that Ellie had needed to take just as much care of her as she had of Ellie, the night that they both took what they wanted.
Estella took, but she watched Ellie like a hawk, assessing her wants, protecting her safety. She asked Ellie for a safe word before she’d gotten her naked. She’d checked, with care, the comfort of the ties that bound her. She’d soothed down the hair she’d pulled; kissed the skin she’d bruised with her teeth; held Ellie as she slept; and most of all… she’d let her go. She’d refused to let Ellie kiss her with tenderness, held her back at the precipice of deeper feeling, pressed her out the door the next morning with unrelenting firmness. Ellie knew, beyond anything, that that was Estella’s biggest kindness.
Anyone else would have kept on taking. She’d seen the pleasure Estella had wrung from her, oh how Estella had looked each time she’d come. Ellie had never seen anything as hot as Estella Grant driving herself crazy as she took everything she wanted, and she was pretty sure she’d never see anything to quite match that again. If Estella was a true villain, she’d simply keep Ellie hanging on, keep her as a goddamn pet, keep her at her beck and call, because Ellie would take it, that was the worst truth of all. But Estella wouldn’t let her. She’d seen the desperate want in Ellie’s eyes and like a principled bartender, she’d cut her off. Not out of cruelty, but out of protection for her heart. And that was the most devastating thing of all.

When she awoke the next morning, her head throbbed with the discomfort of a broken night’s sleep. Her shoulders were stiff from tossing and turning. As she examined the day ahead she felt her mood sour. Today she was due at Fallen for another day of pre-production meetings and wardrobe fitting: a full day of embodying Estella Grant, when all she wanted right now was to escape her clutches entirely. What use was Estella cutting her loose when Ellie still ate, drank and breathed her?
She stumbled out into the kitchen to grab a cup of the coffee she could smell brewing. She was looking forward to a bit of familial comfort, the distraction of her sister’s sass and her nephew’s sweet goofiness, only to find neither. Zara looked exasperated and Arthur sat stony-faced at the table, his phone in hand.
“Can you just eat, please?” Zara sighed at her son. “You need to be at the bus stop in ten minutes.”
“This is rank,” Arthur protested, pushing away his regular bowl of Weetbix. “Kyle has eggs for breakfast every day. We should be eating more protein.”
“You’re being rude, and eggs are expensive,” Zara said tightly. “And your mother is a shift worker. I’m not cooking you eggs every day when you can pour yourself a bowl of cereal.”
Arthur pushed back his chair and got to his feet. “Typical. You don’t give a shit about what I need.” He stormed out the room, ignoring Zara as she yelled after him to come back. Ellie winced and held up her hand to stop Zara in her tracks, then followed after her nephew down the hall.
She found him in his room, angrily shoving his laptop in his schoolbag and heading for the front door. “Woah, slow down kiddo, what’s gotten into you?”
“I’m going to be late. Leave me alone.” He pushed past her roughly and pulled the door open.
“Arthur—” she reached out to stop him and he wrenched his arm free.
“Forget it!” He flounced to the front gate and she watched him all the way down the street to the corner where the school bus would stop. She stayed, keeping him in view until the bus arrived, leaning on the gate and feeling stung. She remembered his meltdowns as a toddler, or his floods of exhausted tears when he first started school. Kids could feel monstrous at times; maybe this was just what teenage hormones were like? God knows Ellie hadn’t exactly been a dream herself.
“Christ almighty,” said Zara glumly when Ellie came back down the hall. “Spare me from the next five years.”
“He’s a good kid.” Ellie couldn’t help defending him. “Puberty sucks.”
“Kyle sucks,” Zara said. “Don’t know who the kid is, but he’s all Arthur talks about since school started back. Apparently, he’s into building muscle. He’s fourteen.”
“Yikes.” Ellie’s hackles went up. “I read an article about teenage boys and body dysmorphia a while back. It said they’re abusing steroids earlier and earlier⁠—”
“Jesus, Ellie stop!” her sister cried. “I can’t do this right now! He’s not using fucking steroids, he’s just being a crabby kid who needs to go to sleep earlier and not stay up on his goddamn phone. Can you please not give me another thing to worry about this morning?”
“Okay. Fine. Sorry.” Ellie was being stung by everyone this morning, but she tried to hide her annoyance. Her sister got this way sometimes, all sharp edges and tension. Ellie poured the remains of her coffee into a to-go cup and went to get dressed. Spending the day impersonating a woman who no one would mess with suddenly felt infinitely more appealing.

Still, Ellie couldn’t quite shift her sense of responsibility when it came to her sister and her nephew. Those roles had been blurred since the beginning, when Ellie was in drama school in Sydney and came home to her share-house one evening to find her sister was sitting on the doorstep, after a 12 hour bus ride from Melbourne, seventeen and pregnant. Ellie was nineteen but had felt forty ever since. The two of them had figured it out together, their mum’s reaction something akin to a shrug.
Ellie, Zara and baby Arthur had lived together for three years, all the roles blurring while Ellie scored her first acting job on Australia’s favourite soap opera, and Zara found her feet as a new mum. Ellie tried to tell herself that it was good, it was growth, it was right, when Zara moved back to Melbourne with Arthur, having met a guy online who wanted to give them the world. Her heart just about broke, kissing Arthur’s little chubby cheeks goodbye, but after all, she was his aunt, not his mother.
Within six months the dream had crumbled, the guy in question deciding parenthood wasn’t really for him. Ellie and Zara’s mum declined to help out, making it clear that Zara had made her own bed, and besides, she had a plane to catch to Thailand. Arthur had finally settled into preschool, and so, Ellie, afraid for her sister’s crumbling mental health, had quit the soap opera and headed back to Melbourne.
It might not have been the best career move for an aspiring actor, but she’d never regretted it. Zara had eventually gotten back on her feet and Ellie got to stick close while her nephew grew. She was the best kind of aunty, she figured. One that was always around, but who you could tell anything. With all that playing over in mind, Ellie sighed to herself but didn’t return to her blessedly peaceful apartment that night, going back to Zara’s again so she could figure out what the hell was going on.
She shared a glass of wine with her sister after Arthur had gone to bed. Zara looked tired and drained. “So, I asked Arthur to invite Kyle over,” Zara told her, “cos I really want to meet this kid. Arthur told me there was no way. Apparently, he’s embarrassed that I’m a single mother, that we live in a rental and that I’m a quote, ‘shift worker,’ which apparently is a dirty word. The kid’s in a state school,” she said glumly. “It’s not like he’s surrounded in rich kids. I’m not sure when my very existence became a humiliation he had to bear.”
Ellie could see how hard her sister was trying. “All kids think their parents are embarrassing at some point,” she soothed her. “It’s just a gross phase. I’ll chat to him.”
Ellie strategically volunteered to drive Arthur to school the next morning, and on the way there, she tried to press him on it, to figure out what was going on. “Women aren’t supposed to have to work, though,” he groaned. Ellie blinked rapidly, unsure she’d heard what she thought she’d heard. “Mum should really be at home, taking care of me, since that’s her literal job? She should have a husband, so she doesn’t have to worry about money, but she won’t get one. It’s embarrassing, okay? Kyle’s mum hasn’t worked since he was born, and she at least still cares about being pretty⁠—”
Ellie almost crashed the car in her haste to make the words stop. “Arthur! Where in the world is this coming from? You’ve been surrounded by working women your whole damn life. It’s why you have a roof over your head!” Her mouth hung open, entirely lost at the shock of his new world views. “Not to mention I’m gay, so how’s me not having a job supposed to work? Do I need a husband too?”
“Don’t be stupid,” Arthur muttered, though his face had gotten red. He looked confused or perhaps like he was holding something back that he badly wanted to say. They were almost at the school drop-off zone, kids in the same uniform all flooding in the gates.
“Kiddo,” she said quickly, even as she slowed the car, trying to figure out how to reach this new version of her nephew. “I remember what it’s like when your friends are everything. But you’re all just kids. Kyle doesn’t know any better than anyone else, you know this right?”
“You don’t even know him,” Arthur said, his eyes fixed out the window, dying to escape.
“I know,” Ellie said. “But maybe it’s a good idea to make more friends? Like, maybe also some girls in the mix? Just to make sure you’re getting to hear different points of view.”
The car stopped, and Arthur grabbed the door handle instantly. “Oh sure,” he said tightly as he leapt from the car. “You want me to be a simp? That’ll go really well for me in Year Nine.” He shut the door in her face and walked away, not looking back.
Ellie’s eyes stung. She watched his long gangly limbs and the vulnerable back of his neck as he joined the throng of teenagers entering the school. She didn’t even know what a simp was. She put the car into gear and drove on, trying desperately to reassure herself that teenage angst was normal, that Arthur was a good kid, that he’d find his way eventually. She’d talk to Zara again, and they’d figure out how to reach him. It was going to be okay, of course it was.

It was late by the time she finally headed for home. The day had been kind of fun; meeting with wardrobe was one of her favourite parts of getting to impersonate a character. In a sick kind of way getting to dress like Estella made her feel like she still got to be close to the woman. It felt, at times, like the best kind of secret, sliding a slinky dress over her body and knowing exactly what the real Estella had looked like deliberately sliding her dress up. Then, Ellie imagined what Estella might feel in real life, watching Ellie on her screen in a dress she all but spilled out of. Would it turn her on?
The thought that maybe now, all things considered, Estella might not watch the show at all darkened her mood all over again. She would. Surely she wouldn’t be able to help herself. Because by then, Ellie would be a distant memory. That was even less comforting to contemplate; Estella Grant smirking to herself at the thought she’d once fucked the actress who’d played her on TV, with no more weight to the memory than a bit of fun, while all the while Ellie would be even more wound up in her. Because the series hadn’t even started filming yet. She had so many days ahead of her where Estella had to be all she thought about: reading a script about her life, learning lines to say in Estella’s voice, embodying her for the cameras over and over again. And then, after that would come all the post-production publicity, photo shoots, interviews… how long would Estella Grant haunt her life? Would Ellie ever escape her clutches?
When the day ended, she and Sophie had gone out for dinner and drinks. She’d warned Soph about Jimmy Jenkins, and the two had made a pact to look out for every single woman on set. Sophie told Ellie about how she’d tried again, fruitlessly, to contact Alison Hartmann, to try to gain if not her blessing for the portrayal, but just to tentatively reach out, to see if a door there might ever creak open. Alison had once tried to sue Fallen to prevent the series going ahead, and Sophie was under no illusions that Alison would ever respond to her overtures. She didn’t feel great about it, but hell, a great role was a great role.
It was the closest Ellie had come to spilling the beans on her experience with Estella, but she recalled Hugo’s concerned censure when she’d told him about it, and that was before Ellie had crossed the ultimate line and had sex with the woman she was studying. She couldn’t bring herself to breathe a word of it to her colleague, already anticipating the shock and worry in her friend’s eyes, especially because there wasn’t a single word Ellie could say in her own defence. It was, after all, indefensible.
She got out of the Uber across the road from her apartment block. She had absolutely no urge to spend the night at Zara’s tonight. God, sometimes it was such a guilty relief that Arthur wasn’t her own child. Ellie couldn’t wait for a relaxing bath, maybe in candlelight, then to curl up in her peaceful, neat, tidy apartment and make her own coffee in the morning where no one would bother her. What a dream and a privilege…
She crossed the dark street and ducked between two parked cars to get to her building entrance. She found herself colliding with a body coming the other way and had just enough time to recoil in surprise at the heft of him, the scent of the strong cologne naggingly familiar in her nose, the word sorry, right on her lips even as she felt a sharp blow to the side of her head. She took a heavy hit to the stomach that bent her in half and tasted a mouthful of blood before the whole world went black.
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Estella was gathering steam with every day that passed. There was something to be said for living on the edge, her awareness now sharply honed for threats. Be it the Florellis escalating the war between them, the consistent danger from within her own ranks, or the constant breathing of Yolanda down her neck, Estella was battle ready. She’d been born for this, after all, readying herself since the age of twelve. Estella was a goddamned criminal athlete.
No time for yoga now, she started her day with a solid round at the punching bag in her home gym, absorbing shock after shock through her boxing gloves, forcing her bones to numb themselves to the sensation of being jarred every time she took a hit. When the time finally came she’d dish out as much hurt as it took to win, get back up off the mat as many times as she could, because while there was every chance she couldn’t win against odds as long as these, she would sure as hell go down swinging.
No more distraction: she didn’t need Kenneth to remind her of that. She kept her mind disciplined and sharp. She got up early and went to bed early, a model goddamned citizen. She eschewed all forms of numbing: no more alcohol, sex, or anything stronger than a black espresso coffee. She stayed focused, meeting only clandestinely with Florence, with more layers of security and subterfuge than the KGB. She did none of the crucial work — or the daily work of distraction — both were the work of others now. Instead, she spent countless mornings in dutiful widowhood, keeping her mother-in-law company in her Ascot Vale home. She took bunches of flowers and sweet treats from the bakery, the picture of Grant family serenity. If the police were surveilling her, they’d be disappointed, and if the Florellis were stalking her, they’d see nothing but catch-ups between women.
Despite all efforts at resting to keep herself sharp, at night her dreams kept betraying her. Sometimes it was Mike’s face, a leer appearing above her in their old bedroom. You’ll never win, he hissed in her ear and she would wake abruptly, heart banging like a drum, sweat running in rivulets down her chest. Other nights it was Ellie, those big dark eyes full of danger, poised on the other side of a ravine, the space between them nothing but a rickety, swaying, broken-down old bridge. Estella pressed her face into her pillow and tried, with everything she had, to think nothing. It was then, in the early hours, drifting in and out of reality that her mother would come to her. And those were the worst moments of all.
Despite it all, Estella would wake up, drink her black coffee, pummel the hell out of her punching bag, shower off the stench of fear and dress to fucking kill. The latest Florelli girl was still gone without a trace. Two of Luciano’s nephews found themselves arrested for drug trafficking and one of his cousins died unexpectedly of a mysterious heart attack in the middle of a family dinner, even though he was only forty-three and fit as a fiddle. They were in uproar. Good. The Grants thrived heartily in the mess of their enemy’s chaos.
Chess pieces kept moving. Yolanda seemed quiet but Estella knew that appearances were deceiving. The last time Yolanda had gone dark she’d piled five new murders onto the table as if they were little trophies, and she couldn’t wait to award Estella every single one. Estella knew her time was running out, but she’d started this marathon far too long ago to give up on the final sprint.
When you were this exhausted, something had to give. And so, once in a while, savouring it like a whole mouthful of decadent silky chocolate, she would lie back in her sheets and think of Ellie. Sometimes she allowed herself the heat and burn of it, slipping her fingers between her thighs and thinking of Ellie giving it all up, all for Estella. Afterwards, loose-limbed with pleasure she’d feel an after-hit of her own power, as if even the memory could fuel her. But every now and then, far more rarely, she’d let herself sink into something so much darker. She imagined Ellie, soft-eyed and tender, a home, a life, her head in Estella’s lap, her laughter on a cold evening, her body warm, her mouth tender. The sweetness carried her through, even as it inevitably turned bitter when she forced her mind back to the reality at hand.
Despite the dull throb of pain, she still allowed herself to go there whenever she felt the need run too deep. After all, there were only two ways out of this: she’d be dead or she’d be in prison. If she was in prison, she’d have all the time in the world to dream; if she was dead, none of it would matter anymore. But if she was unlucky enough to have her life flash before her eyes as she went, then by god she’d want a little bit of sweetness to hang onto as she finally bled out.

She started staying at work late; far later than a legitimate business woman should be staying in the office,
but truth be told, Estella was starting to prefer focusing on work than being home, alone with her ghosts. Ken had the night off, so tonight it was Vera keeping guard. While her anteroom was silent she could just about feel her bodyguard’s irritation mounting as the night dragged out. Estella, of course, dug in her heels and worked a little longer, just to show Vera who was boss, but finally, she locked up her desk, picked up her handbag and strode out.
Vera didn’t so much get to her feet as uncoil like a tightly wound spring. She led the way to the car, senses bristling like an alley cat, and Estella felt like a child with a parent holding each hand. Vera drove her home, wordless as always. In fact, she’d probably heard the woman say a total of about three words in the whole time she’d worked for her.
“Hold up.” Oh, wow, two more words. Estella felt almost amused as Vera spoke suddenly, her voice stern, as she nosed the front of the car up the drive, stopping close to Estella’s front gate. The amusement died, as she glanced up and saw the reason for Vera’s uncharacteristic chattiness.
Sprawled on the ground right outside her front gate like an abandoned parcel was a body. The headlights of the car highlighted a hint of chestnut in the long dark hair spilling onto the stones like blood and Estella’s heart stopped cold in her chest. There, almost inches from her front tyres, lay the crumpled form of Ellie Graham.

Vera flicked on the child locks before Estella could leap from the car. Somewhere in her very distant mind she knew that Vera was just doing her job, protecting Estella from throwing herself headlong into unknown danger, but she was incapable of comprehending anything right now; she’d tear Vera limb from limb before she let her stop her. Vera moved too fast for her as Estella clawed at her in blind terror. Her bodyguard exited the vehicle, gun drawn — a fact Estella could only distantly grasp — because who cared if this was a fucking trap? She frantically shoved her body from the backseat through to the front and tumbled out the passenger door, crumbling to her knees at Ellie’s side.
Her hands were on the body in an instant. She was sipping air like her lungs had turned to stone, unable to fully draw breath, crying out in relief when she found warm skin under all that blood. Ellie’s blood. Ellie was groaning, eyes opening on Estella’s face and Estella was gritting her teeth so hard she couldn’t even inhale, so somehow it was Ellie who was reassuring her.
“I’m okay. It’s okay, I’m okay….” she mumbled, and Estella almost collapsed on top of her at the sound of her voice.
“You’re not.” Estella was choking on fear. “You’re bleeding⁠—”
“It’s… I’m… it’s…” Ellie closed her eyes again, as if she were too tired to finish the words.
“Stay with me!” Estella wanted to shake her, but instead she pushed her bloodied hair from her face and Ellie opened her eyes, hazily, before they drifted closed again. “Call an ambulance,” Estella ordered Vera, who still had her gun drawn, her head up, keeping watch as though whoever had dumped Ellie here was still lurking instead of disappearing into the dark streets like a fucking coward.
“No!” Ellie found her lungs. Estella jerked back at her ferocious vehemence. “No ambulance. No hospital. He said…he said they’d come for my family, Estella. No!”
Estella looked down at Ellie in the bright white of the car headlights. Blood had oozed down the neck of her dress, her eyes were hazy, angry, scared and everything about her was completely terrifying. She took in the deepest breath she could, gripped Ellie’s hand and turned to Vera, grim words falling from her lips.
“Call my mother-in-law.”

Later, she’d remember the next couple of hours only in snatches. Ellie shivering, maybe from shock or maybe blood loss, despite the heat of summer evening. Vera producing a comically giant first aid kit from the car like some kind of army medic and pressing a stack of cotton gauze to the gash on the side of Ellie’s head all while keeping her head up, on high alert, gun in her lap. An argument erupting between them about whether Ellie could be moved until Ellie decided it herself, shakily crawling to her feet only to throw up, then slump lightheaded between them, until they quickly got her lying on the backseat of the car. Estella kneeling on the floor of the car as Vera drove them in through the gate and up to the house. Pressing her face into Ellie’s throat, the iron scent of her blood. Who did this to you? Ellie’s absolute lack of response, no matter how hard she begged.
And finally, in crystal clarity, Cheryl Grant, standing over them all, bleach blonde, upscale sneakers, hands on ample sixty-eight-year-old hips.
“Well. What the fuck do we have here then?”

There wasn’t much her mother-in-law hadn’t seen in her life. First as a nurse, then as a mother of three boys, then as the wife of a mob boss. Cheryl knew where all the bodies were buried, yet somehow she’d proven bulletproof. She’d lost her husband and all three of her sons to the violence in which she’d thrived and here she stood amongst the rubble. Perfectly free and out of jail, despite decades of suspicion and countless arrests.
She’d poked and prodded and bullied poor broken Ellie in the back of the car, then pronounced her fit to walk into the house. Between the three of them, they’d gotten her into the living room and onto Estella’s couch, while Cheryl had cleaned and sutured the wound on the side of Ellie’s head like she was a goddamned plastic surgeon.
She clucked and tutted, and clicked her tongue, made Ellie follow her eyes with a tiny torch. She had Vera write down a set of meticulous instructions about rest and observation and Vera obeyed her like a well-heeled puppy, the combination adding up to perhaps one of the scariest moments of Estella’s life. Estella held herself excruciatingly taut and upright. She knew what Cheryl could do if she showed a shred of weakness and so she sat aside, unmoved, like Ellie was nothing to her than another of her lackeys.
There wasn’t a trace of softness or empathy in Cheryl’s touch or her tone, so Estella was taken aback when Ellie was left limp, her bleeding finally staunched, and Cheryl had looked down at her on the couch and said matter-of-factly, “Poor little mite. Don’t worry love, we’ll get the monsters,” and gotten to her feet.
Estella followed her to the door. “Friend of yours?” Cheryl said, her voice like broken glass. She was apparently psychic now as well as psychopathic, or perhaps Estella’s new fragility had shown in her eyes despite all her effort. “Message received, huh?” Cheryl jerked her head towards the violence played out on Ellie’s body. Bruises bloomed everywhere, but Cheryl was right: Ellie was alive for a reason. Estella couldn’t let the thought land, couldn’t even begin to face it right now, so all she did was nod, sharply. “Better get her out of town,” was all Cheryl said. “Fast.”
“Cheryl,” Estella managed, her voice brittle. She’d finally had enough, no more hints or wheedling, no more veiled threats or begging. Everything she needed hinged on this ferocious husk of a woman and yet she’d finally run straight out of time. Ellie’s body made that quite clear. “You’ll think about it. What I asked?”
She’d first met her future mother-in-law at nineteen. Cheryl had hidden soft-shell crab in the pasta sauce, because she’d heard Estella was allergic to shellfish. As Estella had stabbed herself in the thigh with her EpiPen, her throat starting to close up while the ambulance siren wailed closer, Cheryl had only shrugged, blandly. Sorry love, I thought you were lying to me. Estella had signed herself up for a desensitisation trial, shuttling herself back and forth from the immunologist for an entire year, because she knew full well that Cheryl would happily try again to kill her and make it look like an accident.
“Ezzie,” Cheryl said now — because Estella hated when she called her that — “I’m fucking tired.”
That, Estella knew, as she closed the door behind her, was the only kind of yes she’d ever get from this woman.

There was no time to waste on second-guessing. Estella packed a quick bag and flung it in the front footwell of her car. It triggered the memory of the last time she’d fled her home with an overnight bag and she too, felt fucking tired. When would this end? The bloodshed, the danger, the schemes, the violence. God, to just sit in a sunbeam, just for ten whole minutes, without thinking of fighting or running.
Ellie lay slumped in the back seat of the car again, her head on Estella’s lap. Vera had found a way to wrap the seat belt around her hips despite the position, muttering only, it’s the law, when Ellie had protested. Estella felt a hysterical laugh bubble up her throat, which she swallowed, because she knew Vera’s resume, and very little of it involved the right side of the law.
Ellie was too weak to sit up, and Estella wanted the excuse to watch her as closely as possible, to ensure she was breathing — conscious, alive — so she’d ignored the door to the front passenger seat when Vera had opened it for her. They couldn’t take Ellie back home, or to her family, and Estella wasn’t convinced any of her safe-houses were safe right now. Not when Ellie couldn’t — or wouldn’t — tell her who’d attacked her. It had been Ellie who’d finally given her a name of someone she trusted. Hugo. When Estella had picked up Ellie’s phone and called the number under his name, giving the man who answered only a terse report, he’d grasped the situation with startling brevity. And when he gave her the address she couldn’t fault the karma of it all.
As Vera started the car and rolled it towards the gate, Estella looked ahead at the darkened city beyond.
“Take us to Gold Hill,” she said.
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Ellie drifted in and out as the car spun its way out of the city limits and into the dark surrounds. Even when she managed to hold her eyes open for more than a second, she could see nothing but the back of the passenger seat in front of her. She was aware of a creeping blackness, no more lights flickering by. The stop-start motion of city driving gave way to the smooth acceleration of the highway, helping soothe the thudding of her heavy head, the throb at her temple and the sick swooping sensation in her gut every time she opened or closed her eyes.
She was aware of Estella, the warmth of her thighs beneath Ellie’s head, the careful way her arm draped over her, as if she was trying to avoid hurting her further, the faint spice of her perfume mingling with the scent of blood that Ellie couldn’t get out of her nose. And then, finally, nothing.

“We’re here.”
Ellie opened her eyes — hours or days later — to the realisation that the car was no longer moving. The night seemed eerily silent without the roar of tyres against the road, the engine ticking as it cooled. The car door beside Estella was open, spilling cool sweet air and a soft hum of frog-song into the stuffy vehicle. Ellie groaned and managed to drag herself upright. Her head pounded like she’d drunk a whole bottle of vodka and her vision blurred. She leaned back on the carseat in defeat, closing her eyes again.
The steady heat of Estella’s body pulled away, but just as she felt the loss, a low voice arrived like an apparition, warm, deep and familiar. “Eloise.”
When her eyes cracked open again, there he was. Broad-chested, a thick dramatic moustache with heavy eyebrows to match and dark eyes filled with softness.
“Hugo.” She could have wept just at the sight of him, but she found herself oddly empty of tears.
“Come on, my love.”
Ellie sighed and managed to shift her aching pile of disconnected limbs to the car doorway, where she found herself scooped up in the air, cradled against Hugo’s large chest like a baby. She tried to protest, but he hushed her and she tried not to throw up at the seasickness of being swayed along a gravel path. She opened her eyes briefly to glimpse a half-moon set low in the inky sky, leafy low trees lit up by small white lanterns. The light grew brighter as she caught a glimpse of the beginning of an elaborate wooden house porch, and she scrunched her eyes tightly against it. The scent of roses bloomed in the night.
“Oh darling, how butch of you,” murmured an unfamiliar man’s voice, as low and patrician as Hugo’s. Ellie could only crack her lids open a fraction as they passed indoors under brighter house lighting, but she caught a glimpse of another grey-haired, older man, bright blue eyes, an elaborate green smoking jacket. “You lucky thing, I wish he’d carry me over the threshold like that,” the man said, and just like that, Ellie felt safe.
Hugo followed the other man’s directions and she was gently deposited on a heavenly soft bed.
“The light—” Ellie managed, and the lamp on the bedside was almost instantly dimmed to a low burn. She felt safe to open her eyes, just barely long enough to see herself surrounded in close forest green walls, white linen, framed art, fresh flowers. The sheets smelled like sun-dried lavender, just strong enough to make the blood-scent fade.
“This is Harry,” Hugo told her, and the two men set about removing her shoes and socks, fussing around the pillows, gently dabbing blood from her face with soft towels and tucking her in.
“Where’s Estella?” she whispered, through the pounding in her brain.
“You need rest,” Hugo said reprovingly, as if that was any kind of answer.
“Oh, leave them be you old curmudgeon,” said Harry. “Come on in, darling, I know you’re out there.”
Then Estella was there, her face sickly white in the low light, sitting beside the bed, holding her hand. Ellie gave in to the darkness.

She didn’t know how much time had passed, but she was aware of murky dreams, snatches of too-bright colours that made her groan and shrink away, whirling behind her closed eyes, a fairground ride she couldn’t escape. Up and down, sinking into darkness, whooshed up into the glare, over and over again. Zara kept calling for her. “Ellie!” I’m here, Ellie, tried to tell her. I’m right here. But Zara kept calling her, insistently, refusing to let it go.
“Ellie! Ellie, can you open your eyes for me?”
Ellie groaned. It wasn’t Zara. She had no idea who this stranger was, and she didn’t want to know. She tried to bury herself deeper into the sheets. “Sorry, honey,” the voice was gentle but persistent. “Open your eyes.”
Ellie reluctantly cracked opened her eyes to see a different woman kneeling by her bed, the room dim and dark green. The curtains were still closed, but light spilled around the edges. For a long, frightening moment she didn’t know where she was or why her head kept pounding. She didn’t know what time it was. The room was empty, except for this stranger. Was Ellie supposed to know her? She was around Ellie’s age and had dark glossy short hair that swooped across her forehead, warm dark skin, big soft eyes. Impossibly pretty. She smiled reassuringly at Ellie.
“Ellie, my name’s Prisha, I’m one of the local doctors. Do you know where you are right now?”
Ellie was underwater, watching everything play out from the wrong side of the surface of a pond. She blinked, slowly. “I’m at Hugo’s,” she croaked. “But I don’t know where that is.”
“Close enough,” the woman said. “It’s Harry’s house, but he and Hugo are obsessed with each other, so I guess it’s basically Hugo’s now too. And we’re in Gold Hill. Does that sound right?”
“Um.” Ellie had been to Gold Hill a handful of times over the years, for hen’s parties and romantic getaways. It was that kind of town. “Estella brought me here.”
A strange expression crossed the doctor’s face. It was somewhere between a wince and wonder. “Yeah,” she said slowly. “Estella Grant brought you here. We’re going to keep you safe, okay?”
Ellie had been beaten, of that she was fairly sure, but she couldn’t remember much else outside of a vague sensation of pain, fear and darkness. But even through the fog she knew what Prisha was worried about.
“It wasn’t Estella,” she said, her voice a rasp. Why? Had she been screaming? “She wouldn’t hurt me. She saved me, actually, I think…”
“She does seem to do that sometimes.” Prisha pressed her lips together in a firm line. She made Ellie squeeze her hands and push her feet up and down as she moved around the bed. She shone a little light in her eyes and palpated her neck, spine and abdomen. She inspected the stitches in the side of her head. She asked questions that made Ellie feel sick, but after a gentle conversation and examination, Ellie declined the need for a sexual assault kit. She cried then, even though she was relieved, feeling the full weight of what she’d escaped and how vulnerable she’d been.
Prisha did her the kindness of dispensing strong painkillers, and she stayed with Ellie, keeping her fears at bay with her soft chatter and lovely smile. As the dull throb receded and sleepiness kicked in, Ellie thought she heard herself ask again for Estella. Just before the tide of darkness pulled her under, she heard Prisha’s response.
“She left, Ellie. She said she had some business to take care of…”

The next time Ellie awoke, she was utterly alone. The curtains were all the way open now, but the light that came through was heavily filtered by thick green leaves on the other side of the glass. She couldn’t figure out how late it was, but it felt like it was afternoon. She tested out moving and found that while her body ached, the throbbing in her head had dissipated.
Her bladder was crying out, and she fumbled her way out of bed, her head spinning as she stood upright, finding to her relief an exquisitely tiled ensuite bathroom. She did a double take as she looked in the mirror. She was washed out white to the point of looking pale blue, dark rings heavy under her eyes. A bruise bloomed angrily across her left cheekbone and a dressing covered the wound on her temple. Her hair was a frazzled mess. Everything ached. She wanted a shower, but she didn’t trust the way the room occasionally tilted if she moved her head too fast.
She teetered in the doorway afterward, gazing longingly back at the bed. It was tempting to lie down again but she’d slept for so long she didn’t think she could pass out. The idea of lying there alone, watching the light fade, seemed too much to contemplate. Besides, her stomach was starting to growl. How long had it been since she’d last eaten?
She tiptoed out into a long hallway. The light spilled brighter out here, bouncing off the polished caramel floorboards, the walls pale dove grey, covered in more framed paintings than a gallery. She could hear a low murmur of voices at one end, from the same direction the sunlight glowed, so she crept towards them, one hand on the wall to steady her.
“Cacao cinnamon or hibiscus lemon myrtle?” It was the older man again. She remembered bright blue eyes, sparkling with both humour and concern. He’d seemed so unflappable, as if injured women were dropped at his house after midnight quite regularly. Harry.
“Don’t you have anything normal? Camomile or peppermint?” The local doctor was still there which struck Ellie as odd. She’d thought hours or days had passed, but still, Prisha lingered.
“Maple matcha?” Harry went on. “Apricot amaretto. Cherry cosmo? Kiwi lime ginger!”
“I swear you’re making these up now,” Prisha huffed. “Just plain black tea, please.”
“Potato pavlova,” came the voice Ellie loved best. Her knees wobbled in relief at the sound of Hugo, charming every room he presided over. “Pinecone potpourri.” She could hear Prisha laughing now. “Buttercup grimy underwear.”
“Philistines, the both of you,” Harry scoffed. “Fine. Decaf Ceylon it is. I refuse to give either of you a drop of caffeine at this time of day.”
Ellie’s mouth felt dry as dust as she heard them speak of tea, and the thought propelled her through the open door. All three looked up sharply as she limped into view. It took a few seconds, but she managed to make her mouth work.
“Hibiscus lemon myrtle,” she said. “Please.”

It wasn’t entirely horrible being treated like an invalid, Ellie reflected. All three of them had jumped to their feet at her arrival and now she was neatly ensconced on a deep cushy sofa, a soft woollen throw the colour of sunrise tucked over her lap, a cup of herbal tea in hand as Harry worked — urgently as a trauma surgeon — to create what he called a little snacky snack
plate of different foods he thought might tempt her, while not creating too much work for her aching jaw. In all truth though, Ellie felt like she could polish off a steak dinner right now.
It was late afternoon, Ellie could see that now, the summer light going dark blue outside the huge picture frame windows above a glorious sprawling cottage garden, star-laden with flowers. Prisha knelt in front of her again, still with that tiny torch in hand to shine in her eyes, making sure Ellie still knew where she was, the day, the month, the year. “All right, doc,” Harry finally hurried her along, as he arrived with a whole dinner plate’s worth of snacky snacks. “Get off your knees already, you’ll make Camille jealous.”
Prisha smirked and got to her feet. “What in the world would make you think it’s me who’s on her knees?” She took a second glance at the impeccable spread of treats Harry was laying on Ellie’s lap. “Where’s mine?” she demanded immediately.
“Spoken just like a country doctor.” Harry looked over her head at Hugo. “Does your local GP expect tea and biscuits back in the city every time you pop in for a prostate check?”
“Do not answer that—” Prisha held up a hand as Hugo opened his mouth, his eyes sparking with a gleeful response at the ready. “I’ll help myself.” She escaped over to the kitchen bench.
“That’s what she said,”Ellie said softly, and both Hugo and Harry guffawed in unison.
“Glad to see you’re still in there, old chook,” Hugo said lightly, but Ellie could see the relief in his eyes as he took a seat next to her on the sofa. “How’s the noggin?” He frowned closely at her forehead, as if he could see inside her brain.
“It’s okay,” she said looking away, her mouth full of goat’s cheese and quince wattle-seed fruit paste. “Thank you for having me.” Suddenly it struck her that maybe she was putting these lovely people at risk with her presence, and the food went down her throat in a hard lump. “Are you sure I should be here?”
“Sweetheart.” Harry jumped in, even as Hugo took her hand in his large one and squeezed it. “Any great love of Hugo’s is a great love of mine. And there’s not a one of us who’s afraid of Estella Grant nor any one of her associates. We’ve survived her here before.”
“We’re experts,” agreed Prisha, slicing a huge juicy mango into neat little squares.
“Did she say where she was going?” Ellie felt unbearably small and dumb asking this. It seemed embarrassing, like everyone in this room knew she’d had sex with a mob boss, and that now she sat, small and injured on a couch, wishing a career criminal had cared enough to at least leave her phone number. They were all quiet for so long that Ellie felt the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. “What are you not telling me?” she asked, her voice coming out high and wary.
“She didn’t tell us,” Hugo said. His voice was calm, but the man had won far too many accolades for his acting, so Ellie didn’t drop her gaze for a second. “But put it this way. Someone she…” he paused delicately, “cares about was attacked, and left for her to find, like a message. What do you think someone like Estella Grant might do after that?”
“Oh fuck.” Ellie shoved her plate onto Hugo’s lap and stood up sharply. Her head swam at the sudden change in altitude, and she almost tripped over the blanket wrapped around her feet. “Oh my god, she’s going to start a war.”
“Ellie—” at least three people said at once, all with their hands outreached and she batted them away.
“I have to stop this!” she said. Was she the only person thinking sensibly here? She was halfway across the room, the sound of their protests distant as she thought ferociously: where are my fucking shoes? She didn’t have her car here, but surely someone did. The clamour of voices grew louder as she gripped the front door handle, but to her confusion, the handle moved right under her fingertips making her stumble backwards out of the way as the door pushed opened from the other side. Estella, she opened her mouth to say, swaying with relief.
Instead, she clutched at the wall for balance, rethinking the blow to her head. Was she hallucinating? Because walking right into the house like she owned it was the other fucking star of Universe Below.
“Hi,” said Alison Hartmann.
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“Could we drive a little faster?” Estella finally snapped.
Vera, of course, didn’t respond. Whether she sped up or not was debatable, but she was staying infuriatingly close to the speed limit. If Estella wasn’t so damn stressed she’d possibly find it endearing. Vera had the face and musculature of a killer and the soul of a law-abiding grandmother. Estella tried not to explode at her lack of urgency. To keep herself calm she tried to think of legitimate reasons why Vera would work for criminals yet refuse to break the law. She remembered, with a jolt, that Ted Bundy had been caught because of a faulty brake-light. Maybe it wasn’t for grandmotherly reasons that Vera zealously followed some laws. She sat up straighter, casting a side-eyed glance at her newest bodyguard.
The drive from Gold Hill back to Melbourne was distressing enough even for the most regular of people, she figured. Leaving a cute little holiday paradise behind, watching the landscape fade from lush forest, to golden pasture, to grimy outer suburban hellscape. She wondered, though, how many others experienced it quite like she had. The last time she’d made this journey, it had similarly been a furious dash, driven by a maniac. The trip out had been a desperate race out to Gold Hill to save the life of Alison Hartmann, while chaos exploded back in the city. On their return, there’d been Devo’s blood pooling across the backseat, Ken silent and grim, knuckles white on the wheel. She’d been racing back to Melbourne to try to uphold her once watertight alibi, the death of her husband imminent. What times.
This trip was its own kind of race, even with what should
technically be lower stakes. It didn’t hold the risk of prison or her own messy fight for survival, but other far more innocent lives might just be hanging in the balance. She shouldn’t have left this so long, but she’d heard Ellie asking for her, had seen the fear and hurt in her eyes and those aching bruises blooming on her delicate skin. Somehow, she couldn’t even make herself let go of her hand, let alone leave. Ellie had been long asleep by the time Estella had shaken herself properly awake from her indulgent doze at the bedside and pulled herself into action.
By then it was already solidly morning, and three sets of eyes had immediately fixed on her as she’d arrived into the beautiful, open-plan living area, the scent of coffee warm in the air. There was Ellie’s friend Hugo — his face famous enough that Estella had immediately recognised him on arrival in the middle of the night — his silver-haired partner Harry, and a local doctor who had large, long-lashed, dark eyes full of curiosity and judgement. All three paused stock still as if her presence had cast a spell.
“Can I have one of those?” Estella asked, into the silence. “Please.”
Harry came to life and poured her a coffee, thick and black, just how she liked it.
“How is she?” Hugo had said grudgingly, like it pained him to have to ask her.
“Asleep,” she said. She felt, to her deep confusion, her cheeks flushing pink as she said the word. As if saying it were to acknowledge openly in a room full of these strangers that she was the person who Ellie Graham wanted to watch over her while she slept, to hold her hand tightly as she’d drifted off. It was impossibly exposing. She took a solid swig of her coffee, grateful for the heat rushing down her throat. She was also starving. Harry placed a plain croissant on a plate and handed it to her, so perhaps her stomach had growled out loud on her behalf. He seemed to hate her less than everyone else and to her surprise, she actually cared about this. “Thank you,” she said, and he met her eyes and nodded.
The room was excruciatingly silent as she bit into the warm flaky pastry. All she could hear was the sound of her own chewing. The three strangers all took turns stealing glances at her, at each other, and into their own cups of coffee, yet no one said a word. Estella thought she had a sky-high tolerance for public scrutiny, but right now she felt an uncharacteristic wish for the floor to swallow her. Why did she even care?
She decided to out-brazen them, eating the entire croissant in quick neat bites and forcing herself to swallow, washing it down with fast full sips. Everyone watched closely. There must be very little entertainment in a town like Gold Hill, she decided. She took a breath, and everyone looked electrified, ready to hear what she might say. She leaned in and looked around, meeting all their eyes in turn.
“Do you have a couple of to-go cups?” she asked.
Harry immediately busied himself with pouring two cups of black coffee, as efficient and serious as a nurse. She topped up one with milk and two sugars, then neatly stacked another croissant on top of the lid. Harry held up a hand to stop her, then gravely handed her a napkin.
“Thank you,” she said again. She turned to look sharply at the doctor. “Take care of her.” The woman looked back steadily but didn’t confirm or deny. Estella trusted her even more for her refusal to be pushed around by a thug. She looked briefly around the room. It was beautiful here, morning light splashing onto the polished original floorboards, a dazzling array of flowers bobbing their bright dewy heads just outside the windows. Despite the frosty reception she wished she could stay here with them all. What a life.
She wanted to say thank you for the hospitality, but she knew it would come off as sarcastic, highlighting their lack of small talk or smiles. But the thing was, she actually meant it. It took a particular kind of person to say yes to the type of phone call she’d put Hugo through last night. Of course Ellie Graham would have friends like that. Instead, she just nodded at them, picked up both coffees and the delicately balanced pastry, and headed out the front door.
“Here,” she said, shoving the milky sugary coffee and croissant at Vera, who’d apparently chosen to sleep in the driver’s seat of the car. If she’d slept at all. Still, Vera expertly managed caffeine, pastry and navigating the narrow country roads all at once, and if they’d also found themselves in a sudden gun battle, Estella was pretty sure she’d manage that too. Even Vera looked exhausted, however, as they finally made it through the forest and fields, factories and strip malls, suburbs and suburbs, to pull up, at last, outside their destination.
Estella took a long deep breath. She’d brushed herself off for croissant crumbs at least four times but she still seemed to keep finding them. Her dress was crumpled and bloodstained and she could smell the scent of her own body: unshowered, fearful sweat. She reached down to grab a lipstick out of her handbag but when she pulled down overhead mirror she realised it was a waste of time. She looked like shit, and lipstick would only make it worse.
This meeting was going to be fucking terrifying no matter what and looking hot would do nothing to help her either way. So finally, she just sighed and got out of the car, woozy with exhaustion. She opened the gate, walked up the path, her heels ringing out over the wooden porch and knocked on the door.
There was yelling from somewhere deep in the house, until finally, the door swung open and Estella looked straight into the eyes of Arthur Graham.

“Hi,” he said. Estella stared. He reminded her of a half-grown cygnet, part baby-fuzz, part swan. His body was gangly, his jaw soft and his brows heavy. Both ears were pierced like he belonged in a boy band. His eyes were Ellie’s eyes.
“Hi,” Estella said, and then she just stared. She was actually pretty good with kids, usually, with stacks of Mike’s nieces and nephews to practice on. But sometime in the last twenty-four hours, she’d forgotten how to human. Arthur stared back. He stretched out one socked foot and traced shapes on the doorstep with his toe.
“Are you here for my mum?”
“Uh, yeah,” she said, but Ellie’s sister was already walking down the hall. Estella saw the exact moment Zara Graham’s eyes went wide. She grabbed hold of her son’s arm like she was pulling him back from the edge of a cliff.
“Into your room,” she said urgently. “Right now.”
“Don’t tell me what to do!” Arthur hissed. “I’m not a kid anymore.”
“For god’s sake, Arthur, this isn’t the time!” Zara’s voice was high. Arthur’s eyes darted from her to Estella. It wasn’t clear which face convinced him to obey his mother, but he turned, slowly disappearing into a room off the hall and closed the door behind him. Zara stepped out onto the doorstep, blocking entry. Estella approved. She was trying to put space between her child and a dangerous criminal. Estella didn’t even try and look non-threatening. She had blood on her dress after all.
“I’m not here to hurt you,” she told Zara matter-of-factly, even as the woman’s eyes stayed narrow. “Or your son.”
“Where’s Ellie?” Zara’s tough voice cracked. Her hands had started shaking. “Oh my god, what have you done to Ellie?”
“She’s safe, I promise,” Estella said. “But you might not be. Especially not if I’m seen here on your doorstep. Can we talk inside?”
Zara had grown pale, her skin tone just like her sister’s, even though she was shorter and less curvy. She was angular in the way a bird was, flighty and delicate. She looked out at her quiet suburban street, at Vera sitting menacingly in the car across the road. She swallowed convulsively and reluctantly stepped back to let Estella in.
“Go back in your room, Arthur!” Zara hissed immediately once they were in the hall.
Estella heard a loud huff and the bedroom door closed again. For some reason, it made her want to smile, imagining a teenage Ellie. Zara led the way down a hallway cluttered with stray shoes and coats on hooks, into a comfortable if untidy living room. It smelled like fresh toast, a couple of discarded plates still on the dining table surrounded by paperback books, a sketch pad and a packet of colouring pencils spread across the dark wood. So this was where Ellie sometimes lived. She felt like she was invading her privacy even while part of her was absurdly grateful for the glimpse.
“I didn’t know you were coming or I would have cleaned,” Zara said flatly as they surveyed the living room together.
“If you’d known I was coming, you’d have left town,” Estella corrected her, aiming for levity, and oh my god, why was she trying to joke with Ellie’s sister? Zara didn’t laugh.
“Please tell me what’s going on.”
Estella stood in the living room waiting for an invitation that didn’t come. She remembered then who the fuck she was and took her own seat at Zara’s table. Zara pulled out the seat opposite, her hands before her on the table like she was being interrogated.
“Ellie’s okay,” Estella said firmly, “but she was attacked last night.” Zara drew in a gasp, her breath going shaky. She looked sick. Estella filled the gaps before Zara could start sobbing out questions she didn’t want to answer. “She has a bang to the head and a bunch of bruises, but nothing worse. She’s safe now, I promise. We didn’t want to bring her here because she didn’t want anyone being led to you.”
“Who’s we?” Zara choked. “Why are you here? Did you do this to her?”
“No.” Estella held her gaze, long and steady. “I wouldn’t hurt her.”
“But it’s because of you. This role. Right? Playing you is why she got hurt?”
“Someone wanted to send me a message,” Estella confirmed. “They used your sister to deliver it. I’m sorry.”
“Where is she?”
“She’s with Hugo. Out of town. He’s taking care of her. There’s a doctor there too, who’s checked her out.”
Zara nodded. She took a shaky breath and looked down at the table. She shook her head, and Estella braced herself for the next screed of questions she really didn’t want to answer. But when Zara lifted her head, her brown eyes blazed with fury. “So what are you going to do about it?” Her tone was fierce and Estella didn’t have to ask what she meant.
“I’ll take care of it.” Estella met her eyes as calmly as she could. Zara didn’t even flinch.
“Tell me that you’ll fucking kill them for this. That you’ll find them, and you’ll kill them.”
Estella and Zara faced off over the table. Zara was shaking, her skin pale and her jaw clenched. Estella stayed very still. “I’ll take care of it,” she promised again. “This won’t go unpunished.” She thought of Ellie’s injuries and gritted her teeth. She had a job to do first. “Please go and get your son and pack a bag.”
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It wasn’t just the knock to the head; Ellie was pretty sure she’d never experienced a more surreal — or awkward — introduction in her entire life. Alison Hartmann was an unmistakable woman, all steel grey eyes and icy beauty, but even without all that, Ellie was willing to bet that most Melburnians would recognise her face. There’d been a time where the whole city — maybe even the whole of Australia — had been a bit obsessed with her. The beautiful society wife in the midst of one of the biggest legal and criminal scandals in Melbourne’s history. The will-she won’t-she, what-did-she-know-and-when-did-she-know-it of it all. That notoriety was of course incredibly enhanced by Universe Below, thanks in part to people like Ellie.
Perhaps that was why she allowed the unexpected visitor to derail her urgent plans to leave, relinquishing to Harry’s fussing and Hugo’s calm hand on her shoulder, until she was pressed back to her seat on the couch. She gripped her half-drunk cup of tea for warmth and tried —and failed — not to stare.
After a brief once-over, Alison seemed thrilled to more-or-less ignore her. Ellie had met her share of hefty egos and Important People across her career, so it wasn’t like she was new to the feeling of being put in her place. Still, she’d never felt anything quite like the sensation of Alison Hartmann’s perfectly pointed icy indifference. It was like being quite suddenly invisible, while sticking out like a sore thumb.
“Earl Grey or Lady Grey?” Harry offered the new visitor, his perfectly shaped silver eyebrows raised. Apparently, he knew well enough not to offer her anything quite as frou frou as the rest of his collection. “Don’t tell me! Of course you’d pick the lady.”
Alison didn’t even blink at whatever Harry’s teasing was meant to insinuate — that Alison was the very pinnacle of ladylike with her round vowels and upright bearing, probably — and simply nodded, taking her own seat on the armchair furthest possible from Ellie. Or maybe Ellie was reading into that.
Being in Alison’s presence cowed her. Ellie was already feeling weary, not to mention hyperaware of the potential danger her presence might bring to this house full of kind people who’d taken her in. Alison’s arrival sucked out every molecule of oxygen from the room. It said, without Alison even needing to say a word, for what? For what, Ellie? For a job? For a pay-check? For a TV show? A silly, sensationalist, inspired-by-true-events crime show? A show that hurt real people and profited from their pain? Ellie had always been aware of what they were doing, but the sheer righteous silence from the real flesh and blood woman who’d just walked in the door filled her with abject shame for the first time since she’d signed on the dotted line.
“How are you doing, Ellie?” Prisha said.
“I’m fine—” Ellie started at the same time as Alison spoke up.
“Wonderful—” she said, in her confident patrician tone.
“Sorry,” Prisha said, looking wryly amused. “I was talking to Ali. Ali and Ellie, god, that’s going to be confusing.”
“Quite,” Alison said shortly. She still didn’t look at Ellie, thank god, since Ellie could already feel her cheeks heat up at her error when she’d been trying to go unnoticed. “I’m doing great, thanks Prish,” Alison went on, blandly. Ellie couldn’t entirely turn off the part of her that was fascinated at meeting Alison Hartmann, imagining the host of questions Sophie would have for her on her return to Melbourne. Perhaps that was why she was so acutely aware of Alison’s deep discomfort right now. This elegant older woman was almost rigid with it. And yet, here she was. Why?
There was a long period of silence in the living room, nothing but the sound of Harry banging teacups around as he created the perfect beverage for Alison. Hugo kept meeting Ellie’s eyes, his gaze deeply assessing. If she wasn’t so exhausted, she would squirm under such scrutiny. Ellie wondered if it was as basic as worrying for her health, or if he’d invited Alison here as some kind of lesson about crossing professional lines: an intervention of sorts. Prisha and Alison were having an intense conversation purely with their eyes, Alison’s mouth pressing into a tight line as Prisha raised her eyebrows to the roof. Harry huffed to himself across the room at the kitchen bench, seeming to decide the only way to fix this problem was to put together more and better snacks.
There seemed to be undercurrents to the undercurrents in this room, all of it revolving around the fact and threat of Estella Grant and all the ways she’d made their lives collide. Ellie felt so confused and guilty about this inescapable truth that she was starting to wish whoever had beaten her up had left her on just about anyone’s doorstep other than the one they’d chosen. She’d made some mistakes in her life, that was now blindingly clear, but this was about the most uncomfortable reckoning she could possibly deserve.
Still, all of this squirming seemed like an utmost waste of time. Who knew what Estella was doing out there right now while they all sat uncomfortably in this beautiful room, avoiding each other’s gazes and sipping boutique tea?
“I need to go,” she reminded them all, her voice quiet but firm. “Estella could be doing anything out there.” Four sets of eyes swung her way.
“I don’t mean to state the obvious,” Harry said lightly. “But what exactly do you think you could do about that?”
Ellie flushed. “If she’s trying to avenge me, I don’t need avenging. I’ll tell her that.”
“Estella Grant,” Hugo said levelly. “The head of a criminal enterprise. Under investigation for her suspected role in a laundry list of serious crimes, including multiple murders.”
“Your point?” Ellie said, even as she knew how stupid and naive she sounded. To her surprise it was Alison who finally addressed her.
“The point is that Estella Grant can’t be stopped,” she told Ellie, her tone quite calm and certain. She was so poised, her back perfectly straight, her long legs crossed at the knee, entirely formal even in a pair of designer jeans. Ellie could see the lawyer in her as she spoke; she seemed unquestionable. “You might as well run outside and request a cyclone stop uprooting all the trees. She takes what she wants, and her moral compass isn’t something you can direct. It’s who she is.”
“You seem to know her extremely well,” Ellie said pointedly. It was unfair of her, perhaps, to needle Alison on this, but how objective could Alison Hartmann be about the woman who’d ruined her marriage. A tiny voice popped up in her brain to remind her, add that one to the list of Estella’s crimes. It felt different, though, looking the jilted wife in the eye. Alison just viewed her coolly.
“You’re out of your depth,” she said, like Ellie was an actual child. Ellie bristled.
“I’m sorry for what you went through, I really am. I know Estella took from you. I know Universe Below took from you⁠—”
“That’s a conversation for another day.” Alison overrode her easily. “I have no interest in talking about that piece of excrement and what it did to my life.”
“Then why are you here?” Ellie’s head was thudding, the painkillers now well and truly worn off. “To tell me I deserved what I got?”
Alison drew in a sharp breath, and Ellie waited for the judgement to rain down like she’d all but goaded Alison to do.
“No,” Alison said instead, her voice very soft. “No, I don’t think you deserved to get beaten by unknown assailants and left at the feet of a mob boss.” Her slate grey eyes held Ellie in her gaze as she processed the stark words. “I’m here because part of me wonders if you would be here, if not for my choices.”
“What?” Ellie couldn’t follow. God, she was tired. Alison leaned forward, her elbows resting on her knees, her fingers interlacing.
“No, it doesn’t make much sense, I know that. But if my ex-husband hadn’t… if I had been more assertive… if I had played my role better, would there have even been a story at all? If my marriage had been less of a clusterfuck, would they have had anything to make a show about in the first place?”
“You think this is somehow your fault?” Ellie rubbed her brow, a vice seeming to squeeze around the outside of her skull. “Did you take a hit to the head too?”
All the air seemed to rush back into the room as Harry snorted out a laugh and something cracked in the tension around them. Alison rolled her eyes.
“Yes, I know it’s not entirely accurate, but the feeling is there all the same. It’s the Simon fucking Hartmann effect. He turned everything around him to rubble. He couldn’t keep it in his pants and all these years later there’s just ripple after ripple effect until I’m sitting here looking at another bruised woman.”
“That’s because I didn’t keep it in my pants,” Ellie blurted. She scrunched her eyes closed, because the blow to the head really seemed to have loosened her tongue. But honestly, this was ridiculous. “It was me. I crossed all the boundaries. I wanted to play Estella, and I wanted to get to know her. I’m the one who slept with her and got caught up in the crossfire. It’s got nothing to do with you.”
There was a long moment of ringing silence and when Ellie couldn’t keep her eyes closed a moment longer, she was faced with four different versions of appalled on all their faces. Ugh, no one spoke and Ellie wanted to crawl back into bed and possibly never come out again. Across the room an elaborate vintage clock was ticking. It sounded like a drumbeat above the screaming silence.
“To be fair,” Prisha said after a long moment, chewing contemplatively on her lower lip. “Estella is incredibly hot.”
“Oh, for god’s sake, Prisha!” Alison pinched the bridge of her nose like her head too was starting to ache. “The woman is a career criminal⁠—”
“Who saved your life,” Prisha interrupted, and Ellie’s ears pricked up. She wanted to hear this story so badly she couldn’t breathe. “Estella risked a hell of a lot to save you, Ali. It’s purely because of Estella that both you and Hope are even alive right now. So let’s not leave that part out.”
“That doesn’t mean we should be encouraging this young woman to chase after her,” Alison protested and honestly Ellie was really starting to tire of all this. Besides, she wanted to hear this version of Estella with a desperation that was alarming.
“She saved you?” she interrupted. “How?”
“That’s a story for another time,” Alison said quite infuriatingly. “Of course, we wouldn’t have been in danger in the first place if it wasn’t for the Grants, and that’s what’s important here. I can tell you, hand on heart, that the Grants bring nothing but pain and suffering, danger and violence⁠—”
“And people are complex,” Ellie argued. She didn’t know why she was digging in. It made no goddamn sense. After all, it was Ellie who was trying to argue she needed to stop Estella from committing even more violence.
“Estella Grant might be complex,” Alison said fiercely. “But she’s calculating and dangerous. She’ll take what she wants and she’s incapable of being safe for anyone. She’s a multiple murderer, Ellie, be for real.”
“Wow,” said a voice from the front doorway. Estella stood there, blazing blue sky lighting her up from behind, blonde hair glowing like a fallen angel, red lipped, blue-eyes, a human question mark. “Tell me what you really think, darling.”
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“Estella! Welcome to the party.” Harry was up on his feet, graciously smoothing over the crackle in the air between the grand villain’s entrance and everyone else. “Can I interest you in a herbal tea?”
Estella blinked at him. Harry had already crossed to the open kitchen and opened with dramatic flourish the world’s most extensive and exotic tea collection. Ellie wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it. Estella Grant, sparking with sex and danger, poised in the doorway for a showdown and being met with herbal tea. To her shock, Estella didn’t shoot him down or ignore him for a duel with Alison Hartmann. Instead, her shoulders dropped about two inches. “Yes please. Do you have anything minty?” Her eyes sought out Ellie and Ellie, despite it all, found herself flushing.
“Of course,” Harry said into his tea cupboard. Estella didn’t look away from her, as if she was frozen to the spot. Out of Ellie’s peripheral vision she saw Harry turn back to take in Estella more fully. “The Rest & Relax Tranquility Blend,” he decided, pulling out a box. “Please,” he waved at her, “come in and take a seat.”
Estella seemed to come unstuck. She was dressed down, all in black, skin-tight yoga pants, her t-shirt cut to show the shape of her body, the perfection of her collarbones, the glow of her skin. Ellie was starting to understand this was her version of comfort-wear. She toed off her shoes at the door like some kind of impeccably polite house guest and crossed the room toward them. Only Estella, with her gleaming red pedicure, could look equally dangerous padding across a living room in bare feet.
Estella made a beeline for Ellie. She took her seat right beside her on the couch, aligned hip to thigh. “How are you doing?” she asked, her eyes on Ellie’s face, her voice gentle. Ellie shivered. She’d never seen this from Estella. Was it an act? Was she simply proving Alison wrong?
“I’m okay,” she whispered back, completely unsure how to act. It felt like the whole room was watching them both like hawks. Estella narrowed her blue eyes just slightly, like she didn’t believe her. Harry arrived in and presented a large earthenware white cup on the coffee table before Estella with a flourish. Estella thanked him and picked it up, then, with perfect casualness, dropped her other hand down onto Ellie’s thigh. The gesture was soft but entirely clear. Mine, it said, to anyone who wanted to look.
Ellie turned to liquid. She didn’t want to meet anyone’s eye, but, even more than that, she didn’t want Estella to let go. Yet another long, ringing, awkward silence took over the room. But still, Estella didn’t budge.
“Seems like I’ve interrupted quite the reunion,” she said lightly after a while. “Alison, you look well.” Her meaning was crystal clear. Estella saved your life. To Ellie’s surprise — considering Alison’s last words on the subject — Alison looked simply contemplative.
“I am,” she said. “Thank you. It’s been surprisingly peaceful not being harassed by thugs anymore.” She let the moment string out, just for a moment, then she let her eyes rest on Ellie. “Seems they’ve found a new target, though.”
Ellie felt Estella stiffen, though outwardly she didn’t move. “That,” Estella said coolly, “was not the work of the Grants.” Her hand tightened slightly on Ellie’s thigh. Ellie’s head started pounding all over again. She opened her mouth to protest she had no idea who’d assaulted her, but Alison got in first.
“Ellie here, despite her injuries, has been worried sick you’ve been out seeking revenge. What can you tell her? Did you go kill anyone about it, Estella?”
Estella didn’t say a word, and Ellie started to feel sick. The air was thick with tension.
“Dangerous question to ask,” Estella finally replied. “It’s like we’ve never met. Have you reverted to type again, Alison? Decided I’m the dumb piece of ass your ex-husband was chasing? Nothing but a clueless, psychopathic bimbo? You think I’d answer a question like that in a room full of lawyers?”
Ellie frowned. By quick process of elimination she realised that suave, sweet Harry was perhaps not the retired airline attendant he gave the vibe of being. It still didn’t distract her from the fact that Estella hadn’t answered the question.
“Did you?” she asked Estella directly. She couldn’t reconcile all the fractured parts of her. She couldn’t feel both things at once: warm comfort from Estella’s protective tenderness and a suspicion that the soft hand on her thigh could have just started a gang war.
Estella removed her hand as if she could read Ellie’s mind. Ellie felt the coolness immediately where her warmth had been. Estella met her eyes.
“I did not.”
Ellie didn’t wonder for a second if she was lying. Instead, she felt the full hit of the moment. Alison got evasion and a whole weight of old pain. Ellie got a simple answer. The price, though, was a flash of what Ellie swore was hurt in Estella’s eyes. That made zero sense, though.
“Let me get this straight,” Alison said, her tone dry. “Your girlfriend was beaten, and dropped at your door. You — with your entire violent gang network at your disposal — dropped her off here and rushed back to Melbourne for a full day of… not taking revenge?”
Ellie’s head throbbed for several reasons: girlfriend not, unfortunately, the least of it.
“It’s honestly quite cute how you think this is any of your business,” Estella said, her voice light and breezy in the way she always did when she was bordering on furious. “Honey,” Estella looked at Ellie now, a full force of irony in her voice. “What do you need right now? Because I swear to god, that is why I’m here. No matter what you all think of me.”
Ellie heard it, the thing everyone in this entire suspicious room had just heard: the smallest crack in Estella’s voice. Estella Grant, a little bit hurt that Ellie thought she was a murderer. All of the times she’d tried to ask the question, and here it was, the closest she was going to get to an answer.
“I want to go to bed,” was all Ellie managed to say, and this time it was her hand that found Estella’s thigh. “Please? My head hurts.”
There was a small whirl of activity around her. Prisha dispensing medication, Estella with the hand on the small of her back, all but helping her stay upright, the blurriness of the long, beautiful hallway, then finally, the little forest green room. The door closing. The bed.
Estella looked at Ellie, as she sat woozily on the edge of the bed. She looked both fierce and tender.
“I went back to Melbourne to make sure your sister and your nephew were safe,” she said, her voice flat. Ellie went dizzy. She’d been so in her own head, battered, scared and exhausted, so worried about what Estella might do, that it was only now that she had a hazy recollection of a hissed threat, somewhere during her semi-conscious trip across the city, we know where your family live. “They are safe.” Estella quickly held up her hand, as if to stop Ellie lurching out of the house to find them. “I’ve got them out of town and with an eye on them. You can call Zara when you wake up.”
Ellie could feel the tears slipping down her cheeks. She could see now why Estella had felt hurt by her suspicion, despite how reasonable it was. “Thank you,” she whispered.
“It’s okay,” said Estella briskly. She looked away from Ellie, intently over to the landscape painting on the wall behind, as if making up her mind. “I wanted to tell you that, so you didn’t have to worry. And also, so you can make a choice.” Ellie sucked in a breath. Estella looked deadly serious. Ellie wondered what was coming, how much of her life was going to hinge on what Estella would ask of her now. “Do you want me to stay the night with you?”
Ellie burst out crying, even as she started to laugh. Yes it was partly the head injury, making everything swim around her, but also it was the heartbreakingly real vulnerability in Estella Grant’s face and the desperate urge Ellie felt for her to please, please, just hold her, for all the safety and protection she somehow felt in this woman’s arms, despite all the reasons she shouldn’t.
“Yes,” she said. “Yes please.”
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Estella couldn’t sleep. Ellie was wrapped tight in her arms, and it was everything right and everything wrong all at the same time. The sight of Ellie Graham sitting there on that couch with those bruises darkening on her skin, those heavy circles under her exhausted eyes, the fragility of her had just about fractured Estella. It was her fault. Ellie had gotten hurt purely because of her relationship to Estella, just like her mother had been harmed because of who she was married to.
It shattered Estella’s fucking heart into a thousand pieces because if there was one thing about being with Mike, it was that she never had to feel responsible for the life he’d lived. And yet because of Estella’s stupid slip-up and the way she’d given into the temptation of this one, beautiful, innocent normie, Ellie had been harmed. The one right thing she could do in this life was to get the hell away from Ellie Graham.
And yet, she couldn’t. Her job now was to make sure no one had a bright idea like finishing off the fucking job now they’d worked out how critical Ellie was to Estella. On top of that, she badly wanted to pick up the pieces for Ellie. She could feel it, like a pulling sensation, right where her heart should be: Ellie needed the comfort of a warm body and strong arms around her right now, and Estella — for better or worse — was the only one here.
Estella was the biggest threat to Ellie’s safety and at the same time, the best comfort and protection she had. The scariest thing of all was that Estella wondered if the same was true in reverse. Ellie was, as it turned out, a serious risk to her — to her life, and her emotional state — even without meaning to be.
She couldn’t keep Ellie around; it wasn’t a possibility. The kind of life where Ellie could lay her head in Estella’s lap, Estella’s fingers running through her hair, talking about their days… that was not something Estella would ever get to have. And yet, already, her arms around Ellie’s warm soft body in the dark, she could feel how much it was going to hurt to inevitably let her go. Perhaps worse, was that Estella knew the lengths she’d go to keep this woman safe. Oh, Ellie was a risk to her alright.
And so she lay awake, running it all over and over in her mind. Zara and Arthur and a small ginger guinea pig all safely transported to a little chalet on the verge of Gold Hill lake, neatly positioned in a row of holiday accommodation filled with happy tourists. There was no way for anyone to get to them without a thousand witnesses, not to mention Kenneth keeping watch. Estella had settled them both in herself, Zara’s gaze careful and assessing, Arthur’s wide and curious. Zara had, despite her suspiciousness, been surprisingly good at self-protective subterfuge.
She’d called in to her job with a plausible excuse for an urgent, unpreventable fortnight away, then repeated the same to Arthur’s school. Both her boss and the principal had believed her without hesitation. She’d confiscated her child’s devices, not even bothering to try simply warning a teenage boy not to give them away to his friends. She’d easily struck a balance of impressing on him the seriousness of the situation while reassuring him not to be afraid. Estella watched the whole thing go down, Ellie’s words ringing in her ears. My sister has trauma. Estella knew exactly what kind of woman Zara Graham was, just by watching her respond to a dangerous criminal arriving in her home on a weekday morning and telling her she and her child were at risk. It made her heart squeeze to witness the familiarity of it: Zara’s flight response was perfectly honed.
And then she thought of the other process she’d set in motion, her urgent meeting with Florence, the immediate escalation of their plans. Keeping the Grahams safe was now item one on her agenda, but if the situation meant two birds, one stone, then all the better. Yolanda was breathing down her neck, the Florellis at a fever pitch, the Grants roaring toward what they believed to be a victory. The time to strike was glimmering right on the horizon, the final blow hers to deliver.
She felt Ellie stir beside her on the pillow and couldn’t help herself from nestling in closer, breathing in the soft scent of her hair and her skin. Did you? Ellie had asked her. Did you kill someone today? The answer had been technically the truth. I did not.
I did not kill anyone, Ellie Graham, I swear on your life. But don’t ask me what I set in motion.
She held Ellie in her arms and breathed her in like a drug. Dappled shade under a tree, blue skies reflected in her eyes, laughter on a beach, the hot gasp of her kiss, Estella’s fingers inside her, the sweet salt of her skin, her hand on her thigh, imagining she was hers.
Finally, Estella slept.

When she awoke, she was in bed alone. For that, she was grateful. She looked and felt like shit, probably because she hadn’t slept that hard in… ever? She showered in the bedroom’s ensuite and got dressed, then wandered out to face the gauntlet.
The house was quiet, and for a moment she thought she was alone. She could smell fresh coffee though, so she filled a mug with it. She glanced out through the french doors and saw Ellie sitting on the back porch steps overlooking the garden.
“Hey,” she said, as she stepped out. Ellie turned her head to look at her and froze still, staring. And then, she smiled, the expression on her face a little dazzled. “What?” Estella asked, knocked off-guard. She walked towards Ellie and took a seat at her side.
“I’ve never seen… this before,” Ellie waved her hand vaguely at Estella. Estella frowned.
“Seen what?” she demanded. Ellie laughed.
“You looking like a normal person,” she explained. “No makeup. Fucking track-pants. What the hell?”
Estella rolled her eyes. “Shut up,” she said. “What else am I supposed to wear at 9AM in the middle of the countryside?” She felt oddly exposed, wishing she had at least put makeup on. She sipped her coffee and gazed out at the lush garden, inhaling the fresh scent of the eucalypts on the breeze. She felt Ellie’s eyes on her face.
“You’re fucking beautiful,” Ellie said, her words a little breathless. Estella whipped her head around to stare at her. They weren’t doing this. They definitely shouldn’t be. She wanted to make some kind of retort, but Ellie’s eyes were confusing. They were soft and serious and laughing all in one, and while the dark circles had disappeared from under them, the bruise on her cheekbone had darkened. Estella couldn’t snap at a bruised woman.
“Thank you,” she said simply, and to her horror, felt a rush of warmth in her cheeks. “You look like shit,” she lied, trying to cover it. Ellie only smiled wryly.
“Try that again,” she said. Estella huffed. Fuck’s sake. Why was this so hard?
“You’re beyond gorgeous, Ellie Graham and you fucking know it.” She sucked in a breath, her chest feeling tight. “But you have a massive bruise on your face and a bandage on your head, and I am so fucking sorry you ever met me that I can hardly look you in the eye.”
She delivered all of that somewhere toward Ellie’s right eyebrow, then turned away to drink a big sip of coffee before she fucking cried. Ellie inhaled sharply beside her, and Estella tried not to flinch ahead of the empty reassurance or blame that was coming. But instead, Ellie just let her breath escape slowly into the morning air. They both sipped in silence, looking out over the garden, until Ellie moved imperceptibly closer to her and put her hand back on her thigh.

“I called Zara,” Ellie said after a while. “She’s mad and relieved and furious at me and seems to love you, so I don’t know what to do with any of that.”
“Okay,” said Estella. She shrugged. All she could think of was Ellie’s hand on her thigh, no one there to see it, no meaning beyond closeness. She’d held Ellie all damn night, which in its own way had been far more intimate than fucking, but Ellie had been asleep for most of it. She didn’t know where to look, even though she was the one who’d started this, by touching her the same way yesterday.
It was just that Ellie had looked so sore and lost and Estella was entirely at fault and all the people in the room hated her — which, of course they did — but there was something deeply stabilising about touching Ellie, not least the part of her that did it to piss Alison Hartmann off. Because hearing Alison verbally rip her to shreds even after Estella had saved her life and set her free? Honestly, it rankled.
She and Alison had been rivals for a fucking decade, that was the god honest truth. But that had only been because Estella was once young and dumb and thought Alison had it all, when really, all Alison had had was Simon fucking Hartmann. And that was — as Estella found out, once she’d had it — worse than having nothing at all. Of course, by then Alison rightfully hated her, and Estella had been too busy fighting for her goddamned life to do much about it. But when the chips were down, and everything was on the line, Estella had raced against time to save Alison’s life. She’d saved Alison — and the woman Alison loved — and all the thanks she got was to be called a vicious, calculating, multiple murderer. In front of someone she had a crush on!
“What are you thinking about?” Ellie asked and Estella pulled up her racing mind.
“Alison Hartmann,” she admitted.
“If I asked you to tell me the truth about that, would you?”
The question was so direct it pulled Estella up short. I know you lie to me, Ellie had told her; and honestly, what a thing to say. Of course Estella lied to her! The truth was the last thing Estella really owned. Maybe, when it came down to it, it was the only thing she owned. Ellie was using her and she was using Ellie. And yet, those bruises; Ellie in her arms last night, finally sleeping peacefully because Estella was there with her; that hand on her thigh.
“Yeah,” she said finally. “I think Alison would too though if you want to ask her for the story.”
“I want to hear it from you,” Ellie said.
And so, Estella sighed. She told Ellie, truly, about the first time she’d met Simon Hartmann as a lawyer: his kindness, his goodness, his patience. She told him about the first time she’d met his wife. So exquisitely beautiful, poised, successful, the mother of his child. The jealousy that had kicked in. The way she’d imagined somehow getting to have what Alison had, so sure that it was her husband that allowed her to move through the world with such confidence and security. Estella wanted to live like that, to be anyone but the person her own husband treated her as. Only as it turned out, the chase and being chased… that was all it was. Simon Hartmann was a bigger piece of shit than Mike, in his own way.
And so Estella had neatly ruined Alison’s life, only to find that all her poise and confidence had been despite Simon all along. Alison rose above her circumstances and her marriage, while Estella sunk amongst hers. All she’d managed to do was wreck her own life along the way, for nothing but a lousy mirage of a man, sealing her own fate as she did it. She glossed over that part — telling Ellie Graham all she’d endured from Mike when the affair came out felt like she’d be sullying them both — but if Ellie noticed she didn’t push.
“When I realised that Mike had despatched Devo to kill Alison I couldn’t let it happen,” she said. She didn’t tell Ellie her part in the plan, how she’d wheedled and pushed and plotted and set it all in motion. She really hadn’t meant for some of it to happen, she really hadn’t. But that was Mike: a fucking hand grenade in a knife fight. She also didn’t tell her that derailing Devo meant that Kenneth had shot him in the head. She just told her the bare bones, the part that made her look good, really, when she thought about it. Saving Alison, saving her girlfriend. “Alison had been living in fear for years,” she said. “I knew that was my fault, ultimately. If I hadn’t gone for Simon, he’d never have been on Mike’s radar in the first place, and neither would Alison. I gave her the heads up that day, that I was taking over and that she was going to be safe.”
Ellie was perfectly still, her eyes on the garden.
“You told her that Mike was going to die,” she said.
Estella’s heart pounded in her ears. She couldn’t deny it, or what that admission revealed. There was no point, because Alison would tell Ellie anyway, and it was the truth.
“Yes.”
The word seemed to make the flowers droop, or at least that’s the way it felt to Estella. She could feel the tear she couldn’t stop sliding down her cheek and running down her throat. She waited for Ellie to take her hand off her thigh, because, after all, Estella Grant was a murderer.
“I already knew that,” Ellie admitted after a few minutes of silence. “Alison told me about it this morning before you got up.” Estella wasn’t sure what she was supposed to say to that. Somehow Ellie still hadn’t taken her hand off her thigh, and Estella had the urge to pick it up and fling it off her, to get it over with.
“Then why are you here?” Estella could hear her voice breaking and she hated it. How on earth had things gotten this fucked up? She should be an island right now, not spilling the worst of her truths to a pretty actress who she had shared a bed with. What the hell was happening?
“Alison said that you showed up, saved them both from a bullet, then spilled the fact that Mike would be killed. She said that neither she nor Hope had said a word about it, didn’t call the police or even tell them about it after the fact, so they were as good as guilty too. Accessories, in fact.”
Estella’s ears were ringing. She shook her head, scrunching her eyes closed. She lifted her head and glared out at the flowerbeds. She’d sort of known this glaring fact, but not known it at the same time. She’d known Alison would see the trade she’d made, known Alison was a woman of honour. She hadn’t known that Alison would believe herself complicit.
Ellie took a breath beside her. She squeezed Estella’s thigh then loosened her grip. Estella could feel that her legs were shaking. Why? Ellie kept going. Her voice seemed to be coming from far away. “Alison said that you killed your abuser. That you endured years of torment from a violent man. That as a family lawyer she knew that the courts still didn’t understand the difference between the abuser and the abused when a woman finally hits back. She said she let you kill him to protect yourself, but ultimately, to protect herself and her son as well. She said that if you’re a killer, then she’s one too.”
Estella erupted up and off the porch step to get away from Ellie. She marched blindly through the garden, frantically blocking branches and leaves with her arms to keep them whipping her face, needing to move, to get away from her words, to figure out how the hell she was supposed to cope with her worst truths being spoken to her from that mouth, from this woman who kept seeing her, whether she wanted to be seen or not. Because Ellie Graham did not just call Estella a fucking victim, and she could not align herself with Estella like she was some misunderstood waif. Because even if Alison’s assessment was accurate, the deeper truth was that Estella was so very much worse than all that.
Estella was shaking, knees weak, hyperventilating, breaking down, head spinning, choking, and these fucking trees went forever and how big was this garden and how did she get out, she was going to be sick and⁠—
“Breathe, honey—” Ellie was there and Estella had to be alone, had to get away, but her knees collapsed and she was sitting in the fucking dirt and Ellie was holding her tightly. “Breathe with me,” Ellie said, her voice so calm that somehow Estella could grab hold of it, even though she couldn’t get air in, couldn’t breathe. “I’ve got you,” Ellie said, “honey, I’ve got you.” And then Estella was breathing ragged breaths and those breaths were sobs and Ellie was holding her and she wasn’t letting go.

“Where are we?” Estella managed, at least nineteen hours later, when she had finally stopped heaving and crying, scrubbing her sticky face dry.
“In a dahlia patch I believe,” Ellie said gravely and Estella found herself laughing. She and Ellie were sitting in the dirt, surrounded in tall leafy flowers — not dahlias but foxgloves, in fact — like two incredibly fucked up garden fairies. She could see nothing except green leaves, pink, blue and purple flowers towering above their heads, and Ellie Graham.
“I can’t talk about this again,” Estella said, sucking in a long deep breath. “Please don’t make me. Just know… what Alison said, I’m even worse than she thinks.”
“Okay,” said Ellie. She squeezed Estella’s hand. “I believe you.”
“Wow, that was fast,” Estella said wryly.
“I think you’re telling me the truth,” Ellie said simply.
Estella sighed. She felt drained and sick and a little bit like she was hanging by a thread. And yet still Ellie didn’t seem to want to leave her side.
“Why are you here?” She needed to know. “Like what are you getting out of this? Outside of method acting, which by the way you don’t need me to fuck you to be able to do.”
Ellie leaned back on her elbows in the garden, almost disappearing back into the flower bed.
“I wanted you to fuck me because you’re hot as hell and we have ferocious chemistry,” she said. “And that’s the honest truth.”
“Great decision making, Eloise Silver,” Estella said. Ellie smiled. Then she looked contemplative.
“I’m here because you’re under my skin. Because I always seem to want to know you more. Because I’m not stupid and I know you’re dangerous, but you always make me feel safe.” Ellie sat up and half-turned to her. “I don’t fucking know, Estella, I don’t have any good answer for you. You fascinate me, you turn me on, you make me laugh… why does anyone want to be around anyone? I like everything better when you’re there and I don’t know why, but I look at you and I always just… want you closer.”
Estella was stunned into silence.
“There’s no future here,” she stated the blinding fucking obvious.
“I know.”
They both sat staring at each other. Ellie was bruised, Estella was tearstained, they both were marked with streaks of dirt from the flowerbed.
“I’m going to kiss you,” Ellie said softly, and just like that, she did. Ellie knew who she was but somehow she wasn’t running scared, nor was she seeming inclined to judge her, which— should Estella be judging her for that? But Ellie’s mouth was soft and warm, and Estella kissed her for the comfort of it, kissed her for the tenderness she craved, kissed her because she was sorry, kissed her like it could keep them both safe, hidden away in the foxgloves forever.

Finally, they stumbled out, weak-kneed, unreasonably aroused, dirt-smudged, tear-stained, equally confused as the other. They held hands as they navigated up the grassy lawn, this time between the flowerbeds and not through them, and walked up toward the house.
“Oh jesus,” said Harry as he watched them arrive. “Don’t look my love, you’ll have a conniption.” He clapped one hand over Hugo’s eyes, where they both sat at the outdoor table under a sun umbrella, cups of coffee and eggs on toast. “But then again, what’s a beautiful summer’s morning in Gold Hill without lesbians fucking in the flowerbeds now, let’s be honest. Do you want some eggs, darlings?”
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And with that commenced the strangest holiday Estella had ever experienced in her life. Had she truly ever had a holiday, come to think of it? She and Mike could never go overseas because of their combined criminal histories, but he’d loved taking her to various luxury beach resorts around Australia, showing off his golden-tanned wife in a bikini. Those weeks were always work, as far as Estella was concerned, always on her guard, always trying to keep the peace.
She’d never felt anything like this. Going to sleep in a neat double bed, Ellie tucked chastely into her arms as if they were some old married couple. Waking up to the scent of coffee, sipping it out on the porch as the sky heated up, the whole world smelling like fresh earth and eucalyptus leaves. Harry and Hugo cooking up boundless breakfasts with eggs fresh from the fancy chicken coop, two older men epically in love. Prisha came and went, ostensibly to check in on Ellie’s recovery though Estella suspected her of secretly spying on the situation for Alison, who felt ever-present even without appearing.
Estella and Ellie went for slow walks around Harry’s beautiful garden property and later, as Ellie’s headaches lessened, out through the forest. Ellie excitedly exclaimed over kangaroos nibbling on the verges, a lone koala high up in the trees, and once an echidna sticking its beak into the ground with her ferocious spikes out, hoping she couldn’t be seen. Estella felt a pang of solidarity she’d rather not admit to.
She and Ellie somehow kept making out — Estella couldn’t seem to help it — the almost innocent joy of Ellie’s mouth, the taste of her kiss, the way she kept smiling against Estella’s mouth. It wasn’t real life, Estella knew that, just one golden moment of escape to a wild, beautiful, imaginary world where she wasn’t Estella Grant anymore and Ellie belonged in her arms.
She was secretly grateful for Florence’s confident assurance that Estella staying out of Melbourne while she ran around putting out the increasing fires and moving pieces into place was the best possible plan. It meant Estella didn’t have to admit, out loud, that at this epic moment, rushing toward the pinnacle of her life’s work, the only thought in her brain was Ellie.
They were
playing with fire here, and she knew it. Perhaps it was Ellie’s injuries that gave them the perception of safety, thinly veiled though it was. Instead of all-consuming hungry sex, they were careful with each other — long slow kisses, their fingers soft and exploratory, never stoking the flames or stroking anywhere dangerous — because Ellie was still recovering and Estella was far too cautious of her. It didn’t stop Estella from smouldering with desire, lying awake at night remembering the hot relief of Ellie’s soft mouth burning between her thighs, trying to hold back the tension building in her body every time Ellie sighed beneath her kiss.
It felt like they were teenagers — the kind Estella had never been — fooling around, enhanced maybe by the fact that while she was trying to be careful of Ellie, it was also good cover for how nervous she was. She remembered that aching night between them, the power she’d craved, wanting to push Ellie down and win, sex like a battle of wills, Estella determined to be the vanquisher. It had been blisteringly hot sex, and yet Estella couldn’t imagine having Ellie that way now that this excruciating truthful tenderness had grown between them. Estella both burned for her and was quietly relieved she could do nothing with all her escalating desire. The idea of sex between them now was… out of the question. Unsurvivable, Estella was pretty sure.
Ellie didn’t seem to feel that way though. They’d been in Gold Hill for five days, Ellie waking stronger every morning. Prisha had pronounced it just a mild concussion and some bruising, to Estella’s massive relief. The idea of Ellie’s pretty head being harmed at all crushed her with both guilt and fury, but she reassured herself — silently — that vengeance was coming.
As for Ellie, she admitted to being a little tired and a little achey but otherwise fine. Estella couldn’t bring herself to fully believe her; she knew that Ellie was trying to spare her from responsibility. You didn’t do this to me, Estella, she’d said over and over again. It’s not your fault. Estella knew she couldn’t accept that version of events. They dumped you on my fucking doorstep, Ellie, I think we can categorically say that they hurt you to get at me.
“It doesn’t help, you know,” Ellie told her, one warm afternoon, as they made their way back into Harry’s beautiful cottage. “You walking around with this storm cloud in your eyes. It only makes me worry what you might do.”
“For god’s sake, Ellie! If I knew exactly who did this to you, I’d rain hell down on their heads.” Estella made this perfectly clear, even as she followed Ellie through the front door. “It’s almost certainly the Florellis, but they’re usually thrilled to take credit for their work. And since you can’t — or won’t — say for sure, then I promise you, I’m not doing anything other than keeping you safe right now.”
“Keeping me safe.” Ellie turned to her in the middle of the living room, her voice getting soft. “Jesus, Estella.” Her eyes had gotten very big, her lips parting.
“What?” She couldn’t understand why Ellie was looking at her that way, but it made her stomach clench tight to see the heat in her eyes, in the quiet solitude of this pretty country cottage.
“You just say these things, so casually, like you don’t know how it sounds out of your mouth.”
“How does it sound?”
“Like you’re the most dangerous woman in this city,” Ellie said simply. She didn’t look scared; she looked electrified. “Like you think I’m yours to protect.”
She turned, and walked down the hall to the room they were sharing, and Estella’s heart was pounding furiously in her ears as she followed her in. She closed the door behind them, watching Ellie like she was prey. It was there in the air between them, a tension so thick she could just about taste it.
“You are mine to protect,” Estella told her, defiantly. She’d fight Ellie on this all day and night: in this new dangerous world that Ellie Graham had foolishly stumbled into, she was Estella’s responsibility. Her words died on her lips as Ellie drew in a shaky breath, her teeth sinking into her plump lower lip. She looked very distracted.
“Why does that turn me on so much?” she whispered. Her hands were shaking. “It shouldn’t. I shouldn’t like that you’re dangerous.”
I’m not, Estella wanted to say. Not to you. She knew it was a lie. Ellie’s bruises only proved it. She tried instead not to respond outwardly to Ellie talking about being turned on because that was dangerous.
Ellie’s breathing had sped up, her throat getting a little flushed. Estella couldn’t stop herself from all but devouring her with her gaze and god she needed to look away.
“Don’t,” Ellie said softly. “I want you to look at me.”
Estella groaned a little in her throat. “I’m trying to hold it together.” The crackle of desire in her voice couldn’t be hidden as she met Ellie’s eyes, saw the want reflected back there.
“Why?”
“Why? You’re injured.”
“I’m fine,” Ellie said instantly. “You heard Prisha. Medically cleared.”
“I’m not— we can’t—” Estella felt the rug get pulled out from under her at this last little protection being stripped away.
“You won’t hurt me.”
“What if I do?”
“What if I want you to?” Ellie’s tongue darted out to wet her lip and Estella’s breath sucked in sharply. “What if I don’t want you to be careful with me? What if I want you exactly as you are?”
“And how’s that?” Estella felt lightheaded, her skin getting hot.
“Someone who takes what she wants. Who doesn’t ask permission. Who’s rough, and beautiful, tender and fierce and only makes me come when I’ve earned it.”
Estella’s knees got weak. Ellie was flushed, her lips parted, her gaze perfectly certain.
“What are you asking me for?” Estella whispered.
“Stop tiptoeing around me and take what you want,” Ellie said fiercely and Estella felt the permission set something free, tugging loose inside her chest. Her hand shot out for Ellie, her hand in her silky hair, grasping it as she pulled her in for a kiss. It wasn’t the soft, careful, longing kisses they’d been trading, instead almost bruising in its force. She couldn’t stop. Ellie sucked in a sharp breath and Estella stole it from her, licking hard into her parted lips, dying for a taste of her.
Ellie moaned out loud, so Estella kissed her harder. “Clothes off.” Her voice came out like a snarl, her desperation overtaking her, getting sharply worse as Ellie obeyed instantly. Estella could almost taste her, watching as Ellie tugged her t-shirt up over her head, exposing her pale skin, unclipping her bra, full breasts spilling, unzipping those small shorts Estella had kept staring at, slipping out of her underwear.
“Estella,” she whimpered, as Estella stood frozen staring at her. Her beauty. Her bruises. She was so vulnerable Estella could cry, and so alive and pretty, Estella wanted to devour her. “Please, please touch me⁠—”
“No,” Estella said. She felt furious at the sight of the bruises on Ellie’s skin. She could murder whoever had done that to her. Ellie’s skin was so delicate, so pale that Ellie could see the blood heating in her veins, blotches of want racing up her chest and throat. Perversely it made her want to mark Ellie’s skin, for the only bruises Ellie had on her body to be from Estella’s hungry mouth. “Face down, on the bed,” she ordered tightly, unable to bear the sight of her fading injuries any longer.
Ellie sucked in a breath but did as she was told. She turned her head to the side where she lay, just below the pillows, frustration and want in the tension in her spine. “Estella, please⁠—”
“Spread your legs for me.” Estella was figuring this out as she went along, but she felt the full kick of her power as Ellie immediately did what she was told. She saw a telltale hitch in Ellie’s hips, like she was aching with need even without Estella’s hands on her. How far would Ellie go, if Estella asked her to? “Touch yourself,” she hissed, her teeth sinking into her lip. “Touch yourself for me.” Ellie gasped, but snaked one arm under her body, her fingers starting to move between her thighs. “Look at those pretty fingers,” Estella murmured, heat slicing through her, burning her alive. Her voice sounded thick and foreign. “I could come just watching this.”
“I want you to—” Ellie gasped. “I like you watching me.”
“Mm, I bet you do.” Estella couldn’t take her eyes off Ellie’s fingers against her pussy, the way she moved them, hips flexing as she worked herself up. Estella pulled at her own clothes, Ellie moaning as she stole glimpses over her shoulder, until Estella was perfectly naked, climbing onto the bed to slide her bare skin over Ellie’s. She draped her whole body over the bare woman below her, covering her, like protection, like a threat.
“G-od!” Ellie stuttered. “You feel so fucking good⁠—”
“That’s enough.” Estella bit her earlobe. “Stop talking. Just touch yourself for me, like I told you to.”
She could feel Ellie still trying to move, grinding against her own trapped fingers as Estella pinned her down with her body. She kissed Ellie’s shoulder, first softly, then hot and wet, then biting down, hard. Ellie cried out, her fingers moving faster, her movements more frantic, but still Estella didn’t stop. She thought of the mark that would stay there, unmistakable, the shape of Estella’s mouth on Ellie’s beautiful skin. A mark of pleasure — adoration, even — not of violence.
“Estella!” Ellie cried out and Estella drew back from her skin, just enough to meet Ellie’s ear with her lips.
“You’re mine,” she gritted out, hearing Ellie moan again at her words. Estella pulled back, on her knees now, between Ellie’s spread thighs. Ellie was whimpering with need, her fingers still moving and Estella licked her lips at the sight. She placed her hand on the back of Ellie’s neck, then slowly dragged it down her spine, over the curve of her ass, and down, caressing the shock of wet heat between her thighs. She felt Ellie’s fingers under her own, their fast, ceaseless undulation, then pushed deeper, slipping inside her where she burned with heat. “Mine.” Her voice came out almost furious, and Ellie cried out, her back arching with pleasure.
Estella fucked her firmly, watching as Ellie took it — took Estella’s determined fingers, took Estella’s commands, took being face down, naked and spread, took Estella’s entirely unreasonable, unfair assertion that she was hers — Ellie crying out her capitulation anyway, clenching on Estella’s fingers as she came desperately hard under her control.
Estella took her moment, revelling in it — Ellie dripping down her wrist, panting, limp with pleasure — then slowly pulled her fingers out, so focused on Ellie’s moan she almost tasted it. She leaned down and gently kissed the furious mark she’d made, savouring Ellie’s shiver as she did. Then, she slid her naked body along Ellie’s in the bed, turning her so she could press her into Estella’s body, securely held in her arms.
“You turn me to liquid.” Ellie’s voice was breathless, her face in Estella’s throat.
“Good,” Estella said matter-of-factly, and god, it was. She wanted this: Ellie putty in her hands; Ellie coming all over her fingers; Ellie limp and boneless with the pleasure she gave her. She wanted Ellie, far, far too much, and the selfish, insane part of Estella knew that if she was racing toward the end of her life, one way or the other, she wanted this before she got there. Ellie pulled back to gaze into her eyes, and the exquisite vulnerability Estella saw there was too much.
They couldn’t talk about this, they couldn’t, and so Estella slid her fingers — wet from Ellie’s desire — right inside Ellie’s mouth. Ellie licked herself from them, her tongue slow and lingering, softly sucking Estella’s fingers, making crystal clear what she was offering. “Please,” she murmured, her tongue slowly fellating Estella’s finger tips. “Please let me⁠—”
“I think you’ve earned it.” Estella drew her fingers out of Ellie’s reach and rolling luxuriously onto her back, listening to the groan tugged out of Ellie’s throat at her words. “Show me how good you are at making me come.”
Ellie shook her head slowly at Estella as she sat up, giving Estella a full eyeful of her naked body. Estella let herself look at Ellie’s full breasts and hard nipples, refusing to let her eyes drop as Ellie gathered her own hair up, tying it out of her way. Then she met Estella’s eyes and licked her lips, before slipping down between her thighs to comprehensively take her apart.
Estella hadn’t forgotten for a second how good Ellie was at this. She’d craved it, incessantly, ever since the one night they’d shared. And still the first aching lick of Ellie’s tongue almost undid her. I know you lie to me, Ellie had told her, but there was no possible way Estella could hide anything from her right now.
“Oh fuck…” Ellie pulled back to murmur her appreciation of just how ruined Estella already was for her. Estella grabbed the back of Ellie’s head and pulled her back in, trying to assert some semblance of control, but the cries of pleasure escaping her mouth as Ellie licked her couldn’t be stopped. Ellie ate her as if she couldn’t get enough, as if she’d let Estella ride her tongue, night and day. Estella remembered Ellie on her knees that first time, eyes big, hungry for her, and she growled low in her throat, her fingers going tight in Ellie’s hair.
Ellie moaned at that, her mouth soft, luxurious, perfect and so Estella didn’t let go until she was towed under by a tidal wave of furious desire as she ground herself against Ellie’s willing mouth.
Estella was almost disorientated by pleasure, her eyes scrunched closed, panting in the aftermath, finally having to push Ellie’s tender mouth away from her parted thighs, tugging her up into her arms to hold her tight. She felt completely unequipped for the shocking intimacy of Ellie’s gaze, pressing her in close to avoid it, holding her tight, her breathing taking far too long to settle.
Finally though, Ellie refused to be pinned any longer, pulling back and resting up on one elbow to gaze longingly at Estella, her other hand slowly tracing over the shape of her body.
“Why are you crying?” she asked, and jesus, way to call Estella out like that, for one lone tear escaping down to her hairline, when it really could have just been ignored. Estella wanted to tell her the truth: because of your bruises; because of this deep well of true pleasure I’ve only just discovered; because I’ve lost you long before I ever found you,
but she blinked back hot tears and bit her lip instead.
“You’re far too good at eating pussy, Ellie Graham,” she said . “You could make any girl weep.”
Ellie smiled, but the kiss that followed made it clear she wasn’t falling for Estella’s smoke and mirrors anymore. As for Estella, she was just falling. She knew she wouldn’t even see the end coming.
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“God, I could totally live here,” sighed Zara as she and Ellie walked around Gold Hill Lake, licking ice-cream cones, Arthur at least half a mile ahead along the path, patting someone’s dog. “There’s a tiny little hospital I could get a job at, and Arthur could go to that hippy school out in the hills. Bet he’d turn out nicer if we could get him away from bloody Kyle.”
“Everyone thinks they should move to the place they go on holiday,” Ellie pointed out. “But you only love it because you’re on holiday. Bet it’s different when you live here, bumping into the same handful of people every day, with the same three restaurants to pick from.”
“Holiday?” Zara raised her eyebrows sky high. “That’s what you’d call fleeing your home under the order of a crime boss? Good lord, those acting gigs must be harder than I thought if this is your idea of a holiday.” She jerked her head not so subtly to emphasise the woman following in the distance behind them: a terrifying foot soldier that Estella claimed was called Vera.
“You’re literally getting put up in a lake chalet,” Ellie pointed out. “And eating ice cream in the sunshine on a Tuesday afternoon. Don’t even try to tell me you’d rather be at work.”
Zara stopped dead still. “Don’t be cute with me, Ellie. We’re here because you got tangled up in fucking mob business and nearly got yourself killed, so excuse me if it’ll take a little more than an ice-cream to distract me from that fact.”
Ellie sighed. “Okay,”
she said, tugging her sister to keep walking, not least because she really didn’t want to find herself making small talk with Vera. “I know. I’m sorry. I guess I’m just trying to make the best of a bad situation. There’s worse places to run to.”
“No, you’re trying to make light of the situation, which is different. And what’s worse is that you really seem to believe it. You’re recovering from a head injury and you’re acting like you’re on cloud nine⁠—”
“It’s a minor concussion⁠—”
“I mean, wow, she must be really great in bed for you to find all this worth it.” Zara waved her hand around them, at Arthur not in class but throwing stones into the lake, at the most likely armed henchwoman walking protectively behind them. Ellie went bright with shame. “Oh, you think I didn’t work it out?” Zara narrowed her eyes. “How stupid do you think I am?”
“I don’t think you’re stupid⁠—”
“Really? I mean, first you don’t tell me you’re confusing researching Estella Grant with stalking her, then you lie to my face and tell me that you’ve stopped. Then you’re really obviously seeing someone and lying about that, then the next thing I know, Estella fucking Grant is on my doorstep letting me know some mob war psychopathy had broken out using you to send her a message.” Zara was furious now, pointing right at her face. “Not some member of her family; not someone who works for her; you, Ellie! Apparently the two of you were so unsubtle about your feelings for each other, that even her enemies knew that you are what’s precious to her. I can’t tell you how much I love being somewhere down the line after Florelli henchmen when it comes to hearing about developments in your love life.”
Zara had steam coming out of her ears, her face bright with fury. Ellie felt thoroughly chewed on, but she knew, ultimately, that she deserved every word of it.
“Are you done?” she asked her sister, trying to keep her voice level. “Or is there more?”
“Of course there’s more! How could you do this, Ellie?! You’ve made us all a target! Not least yourself! If something happened to you, we couldn’t… we couldn’t bear it, okay? I had to tell Arthur that his aunt, who he adores, got beaten up. How do you think he took it? Imagine if I had to tell him something worse had happened to you! You’re not thinking⁠—”
“I’ve thought of nothing but what you and Arthur need for a decade and a half!” Ellie cried. “You know that! Can’t I have something for myself, just for once?”
There was a ringing silence, as the two of them stared at each other, white-cheeked and furious. Ellie went cold. She’d broken their unspoken pact and actually named the elephant in the room: that Zara needed her and Ellie sacrificed. The can was open and the worms were everywhere. She’d told herself, over and over, to stay quiet, to never make Zara feel like she owed her, but oh how quickly the resentment had spilled the very moment Zara had pushed. Ellie felt sick, afraid her sister was going to shrink or run or explode. But right then and there, Zara burst into sudden laughter.
“Oh, fuck, I’m sorry,” she choked. “I’m so sorry, Ellie. It’s just… yes, I take your point, but did you really have to decide the one thing you wanted was to fall in love with a mob boss?”
“I’m not⁠—”
“You couldn’t have picked like, anything else? Literally anything. But no, your hill to die on is Estella Grant? Your adorable, peeved little face, like I’m getting in the way of you of starting tennis lessons!” Zara had tears running down her cheeks as she laughed, and Ellie couldn’t help a splutter of laughter too, at the absurdity that was her life.
“I mean, I’m not in love with her,” she defended herself, her head swimming slightly as she wondered if that too, was teetering on the edge of a lie. “We’re not in love.”
“Then Estella needs to tell that to her face, because she sure as hell looked like her fucking world was ending knowing you were hurt.” Zara sobered, but she rolled her eyes. “Ellie, I adore you, but what in the hell have you gotten yourself into?

So. Not a holiday then. But oh it felt like one to Ellie all the same. Watching Zara and Arthur look so surprisingly relaxed — with Arthur’s previously tense mood seeming to evaporate slowly the longer he was away from school and his phone — it made her heart sing. Getting to watch Hugo belly laugh and flirt with Harry, singing with his famous baritone voice as he collected chicken eggs and picked roses from the garden felt like watching someone she loved get everything he loved. And then, there was Estella.
Estella felt like a different person in Gold Hill. Red lipstick and heels were switched out for sneakers or bare feet, t-shirts draping off her perfect collarbones and mouth-wateringly small shorts. Her body seemed loose and relaxed, her smile quick and blinding, her words softer and less spikier. She was, however, still very much, Estella Grant, the woman who liked Ellie helpless in her bed, supplicant on her knees, and their conversations still held landmines where Estella absolutely refused to go. And yet, Ellie knew she was seeing a glimpse behind the armour, the woman behind the mythology.
Universe Below seemed impossible out here in the peace of Gold Hill. Filming was scheduled to start in just over ten days’ time which disorientated Ellie to the extreme. What the hell was real life, and what was art? Estella Grant was in her bed every night and they had an upcoming dinner invitation to Alison Hartmann’s home. In less than a fortnight Ellie would put on a blonde wig and act out some kind of version of these women’s real damn lives. The only thing she could tell herself was that it was better, at least, that it was her, than someone who didn’t care about anything more than the drama of it all. Was that comfort enough? If not Ellie, someone else would do it anyway?
Estella refused to tell her what, precisely, was happening back in Melbourne to make her seem so confident, but she was crystal clear nonetheless that Ellie would be safe to be back on set in time. It felt impossible to press her — please let me know I’m safe so I can go and make money exploiting your life on TV, and also, please don’t kill anyone for me to make that happen — so Ellie simply closed her eyes to the layers of absurdity and moral grey, accepting simply what Estella was telling her.

“You’re oddly quiet,” Ellie said in the backseat of the car, as Vera drove them the short distance from Harry’s hillside home to Alison’s lakeside mansion. Estella sighed heavily.
“Of course I am. Alison Hartmann has invited us to dinner. Black is white and night is day. I cannot stress enough the fact that this is a trap.”
“Maybe she wants to clear the air?” Ellie tried. She couldn’t figure it out either. Alison’s disdain of her — of her job and her relationship with Estella — was enough to make the invitation thoroughly unlikely, let alone everything that had gone down between Alison and Estella in the past.
“Cute,” said Estella. “I suspect I’ll be tied up in her basement by nightfall. I figure her as the type.”
Ellie couldn’t even begin to touch that one.
When they arrived at the epic wooden door of the oversized glass-and-stone house on the lake verge, the sun was just starting to sink behind the hills, splashing hot pink across the water. A number of cars were parked in the gravel drive, including Harry’s Porsche, since he and Hugo had left ahead of them. Estella sucked in a deep breath as she raised her hand and pressed the doorbell.
“Well, well,” said Alison, as she pulled open the heavy wooden door to greet them. “It’s unlike you to knock,”
she observed to Estella, who rolled her eyes in response. Estella was back in full force for this dinner: every inch the city crime boss — heels, red-lip, skin-tight designer dress — and her attitude matched perfectly. Ellie couldn’t help but find it fascinating, the way Estella could so completely put herself on as a disguise.
“I’m afraid I had no choice this time,” Estella drawled. “My gun is in my other purse.”
“Oh, my fucking god.” Ellie felt lightheaded. “Hi Alison, thank you so much for having us.”
“The pleasure is mine,” Alison said, her tone so icily polite, Ellie almost withered right there on the spot. Alison gestured to the stairway just inside the front door. “You know the way, Estella,” she said drily.
“Mm, you know, I do,” Estella practically purred. She sashayed up the stairs with utmost confidence, which was how Ellie knew she was most definitely drowning in discomfort. She placed her hand on Estella’s waist as they reached the top, entering a massive open plan kitchen-dining-living area, glass plate doors open to an expansive stone balcony. Estella slipped her own hand around Ellie but let it drift down to squeeze her ass. Ellie knew full well that the grope was at least half intended for Alison’s benefit behind them so she swatted Estella away. So much for solidarity. “Now this is a party…” Estella murmured at her. Ellie took her point: this was an extremely strange combination of humans to walk in on. Alison stood to their side and pointed out who was who.
Zara and Arthur were out on the balcony, Arthur involved in an earnest conversation with Dr. Prisha and her partner — a pretty blonde named Camille — both of whom were nodding at him seriously. Zara, on the other hand, had a glass of wine in her hand for the first time in a long time, laughing and looking relaxed, while a handsome younger man seemed to be flirting with her. Alison told them, with a slight wince, that it was her son, Jac, visiting from Melbourne. Hugo was standing next to the kitchen, both obeying Harry’s orders and gazing at him with heart eyes as Harry flittered about fussing over the salad bowls. A handsome bespectacled hipster couple seemed to be taste-testing wines in the living room: a local lawyer named Flynn and his architect boyfriend Magnus.
“How perfectly cosy,” Estella told Alison, her voice droll. There was a strange air about her that Ellie was struggling to get a read on. Estella’s eyes were flitting about the living room, not quite landing on anyone, something like anxiety sparkling in the air. Just then, another pretty blonde arrived, sliding her arm around Alison’s waist. This, then, must be Hope.
“Oh wow,” she said to Estella by way of greeting. “Now this is a reunion.” Her voice was bright, her teeth sinking into her pink lower lip. “I’ve had literal therapy involving you standing in this exact living room. You look wonderful, by the way.”
Estella seemed quite uncharacteristically lost for words, her lips parting and her eyes narrow.
“Oh my god.” Ellie felt sick. “This was… this was where… it happened?” She somehow hadn’t put all the pieces together until they all stood right here: Alison, Hope and Estella Grant. In the living room of Alison’s lakeside house.
“It being Ali and I nearly being murdered by one of the Grant goons?” Hope confirmed. “Yes. Estella put an end to that, but she held us at gunpoint for a while on the couch right there.”
“Well, we had to chat,” Estella said defensively. “Glad to see you still looking so pretty and happy and loved up and alive.”
“It was great not being murdered,” Hope acknowledged, her voice cheerful, though no one could have missed the flash of heat in her eyes. “We appreciated it so much.”
“We shouldn’t be here,” Ellie said, the realisation rushing over her. “I don’t know why we came, this is insane. Do you want us to go?”
Three sets of eyes turned towards her, all of them faintly surprised.
“Oh no,” Alison said, with an elegant wave of her hand. “We’re just getting the necessary pleasantries out of the way. You’re invited guests, the two of you.” She looked them both in the eye; then, to Ellie’s total shock, reached out and squeezed Estella’s forearm. “Thank you for coming,” she said. “You’re welcome here, but please keep your other guest from joining us.”
“Me?” Ellie flinched and all three women tittered together, making Ellie feel like she was in the twilight zone. Estella slid her hand back around her waist.
“Vera,” she confirmed. “I’ve left her in the car. Don’t worry, I’ve rolled the window down and left her with a few puppies to gnaw on.”
“That’s not funny,” Hope said, even as she was clearly trying not laugh. “Never bring puppies into it.”
And just like that, Eloise Silver — the upcoming star of Universe Below — and Estella Grant the villain, were neatly welcomed to Alison Hartmann’s Sunday night dinner party.
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The food was incredible, the view out over the lake beneath the sunset was spectacular, the wine exquisite. Still, Ellie found it hard to fully relax with all the curious eyes on them both. She could feel Estella’s uncertainty, the way she twisted it up and disguised it with sharp sarcasm and pithy one-liners. It turned her inside out to know that there was a different side to Estella and she was, perhaps, the only one who got to see her with her claws retracted. She wanted to say please stop, please come back to yourself, but she knew it wasn’t that simple. It was one hell of a self-protection mode, but also, who was to say that one version of Estella was more authentic than the other? Ellie for the life of her, couldn’t say either way.
They ate al fresco, serving themselves and staying on their feet, a long, lazy meal full of conversation. Ellie suspected that Alison knew full well that there wasn’t a chance in hell that they’d all survive a formal sit-down meal, and she couldn’t figure out why the hell Alison had brought them all together.
“It’s so weird seeing the two of you side-by-side,” Hope exclaimed at one point, two glasses of wine in, gesturing from Ellie to Estella. “Like, you don’t look remotely alike, but oh my god you played such an incredible Estella last season! You’re wildly talented.”
Ellie blinked. Hope sounded absurdly like a legitimate fan which was extremely confusing to contemplate.
“She’s something else,” said Estella. Her tone was wry, but her hand slid warmly around Ellie’s waist to squeeze her. “What?” she said when Ellie side-eyed her. “I’ve told you what an incredible actor you are.”
“I mean, you have,” Ellie said. “But you’ve never told me you think I’m good at playing you.” She wasn’t sure what had gotten into her. Wine, perhaps. But suddenly, it nagged at her, taking central importance in her mind. What did Estella really think about her performance of her literal life? And why had she never told Ellie, one way or another? Because Ellie was about to do it again.
“You’re terrifying,” Estella said. Her voice was soft. “So, I’d say you hit all the right notes.”
Ellie’s stomach sunk like a stone. She’d played Estella Grant with all the gusto of an incredible, seductive and morally-bankrupt woman, hitting all the slightly camp notes the script had created for her. It had been wildly fun inhabiting her skin as she manipulated dangerous men and seduced husbands, stoking up the violence all around her and fanning the flames that almost destroyed the city. And Estella, the real Estella, quite rightly, hated it. Hated it enough to pursue Ellie, to try to make her play her with complexity and nuance. Suddenly, the words tumbled out of her, right there at the edge of the party on Alison Hartmann’s front balcony.
“Do you want me to stop?” she asked.
“What?” Estella cocked her head, like she hadn’t heard the words.
“If you tell me that you don’t want me to do this season, I won’t do it. I’ll quit.”
Estella gaped at her, and Hope didn’t even pretend she wasn’t going to stick around for this conversation.
“Ellie,” Estella said reasonably. “I’m quite sure you’d get sued to high hell if you dropped out at this point.”
“Of course.” Ellie swallowed. She knew what she was offering, and she forged ahead anyway. “But it’s your life, Estella. If you don’t want me to play you for the world on television, then I won’t do it.”
“Why?” Estella sounded slightly desperate. “It’s your career! It’s… I’m a great fucking role.”
“I mean, you are.” Ellie couldn’t argue with that. “You’re fucking delicious to play. You’re my chance of a lifetime. But you’re much, much more than that⁠—”
“For fuck’s sake,” Estella breathed out sharply, and just like that, her hand slid around Ellie’s jaw, pulling her in and kissing her. Ellie couldn’t hide her own short gasp; Estella had never kissed her in front of anyone before, let alone this group of highly invested onlookers. She couldn’t tell if Estella had kissed her to stop the words that were coming, or because she’d heard the message just fine without them.
When she pulled back, Estella’s gaze was soft. Hope was still standing there, even though she’d turned her head away, a smile quirking her mouth. “Do you see what I have to deal with?” Estella said to Hope, as though they were old friends. She shook her head at Ellie, her voice firm. “No matter what happens, I want you to play me, okay? Play me going down in a blaze of glory, if that’s where it all ends. Play me even if it all goes to hell. I don’t want anyone playing me, but you.”
Just like that, Estella strode away, leaving Ellie standing alone on the balcony. She shivered, as the hair on the back of her neck stood up. Hope’s eyes were warm.
“She’s in love with you,” she said. Ellie shook her head. She could still hear Estella’s voice, predicting it all ending in a blaze. Did she mean them? Or did she mean something else? She craned her neck around Hope, but Estella wasn’t anywhere to be seen.
“Hope.” Ellie cut to the chase. “Why did you and Alison invite us here? What the hell were you thinking?”
Hope reached out, and gently touched her arm, her eyes filling with sympathy. “So you knew where we were. When the time comes. If you need us.”
The hair on the back of her neck was screaming now. Ellie’s throat worked, trying to find the words. When what time comes? What do you know that I don’t? Why would I need you? But just then, Arthur popped up by her side, full of questions of his own, asking Hope a thousand questions about guinea pigs, a subject which she seemed to be oddly expert in, just another surreal addition to the night she was having.
Ellie made her way from the balcony to the empty living room, her heart racing, unable to see Estella anywhere. She wasn’t in the kitchen, nor in the bathroom, as Ellie tiptoed down the hall. Then, she saw a door half-open at the very end. When she peeked in, it was the master bedroom. Estella was just inside the door, her eyes on the bed, like she was in some kind of a trance.
“What are you doing?” Ellie whispered.
“Hope was sparing you,” Estella said, her gaze fixed. “I held them at gunpoint on the couch, but I also walked them in here, made them get on the bed.” Ellie couldn’t speak. Estella’s voice was low in the half-light of the bedroom, her face in shadows. “It sounds insane, but I wanted closure.”
“Closure?” Ellie wasn’t sure she’d heard right. Gunpoint.
“I know,” Estella said, her tone wry. She was quiet, for a long moment, and then, she sighed. “We need to end this, Ellie.” Her tone was flat, and sad, but quite firm. “There are things coming that I can’t protect you from. And I’m never going to be good for you.”
“Estella—” Ellie wanted to stop her, but she didn’t have the right words to come next, so she just stood there, mouth hanging open in the wind.
“I held those women at gunpoint,” Estella said again, this time with a trace of anger in her tone. “For fuck’s sake, Ellie⁠—”
“You saved their lives. You told me that. Alison told me that, herself!”
“And I also scared the living hell out of them, just to have the last word. I’m not a good person, and let’s not pretend as if I am. My parameters are wildly off. We’re going back to Melbourne tomorrow, anyway. You’ve got a series to film and I’ve got…” she trailed off.
“Got what?”
“I’ve got my own job to do.”
“What job? What’s worth ending in a blaze of glory?’”
“Ellie, oh my god, stop! I didn’t mean anything by that,” Estella said, the lie as clear as day. “Come on, we should go.”
“No!” Ellie refused. “Stop pushing me away⁠—”
“This isn’t pushing!” Estella did push her then, just enough that Ellie’s back met the wall. “If I want to push you, you’ll fucking know it.”
Ellie could see the war in her eyes; Estella wanted her, so much that she refused to let herself have her. Heat ripped through Ellie at the knowledge, making her lose all semblance of control. She tilted her throat back, pressing her hips up, her tongue wetting her lip. “Push me then,” she whispered, and Estella growled in the back of her throat, her hands tightening on Ellie’s hips like a warning. “Show me,” Ellie goaded her. “Show me what a bad fucking person you are. Do your worst, Estella. Take what you want.”
Estella bit Ellie’s lip, hard, and Ellie almost crowed at her victory. Because Estella was already pressing her harder into the wall, one hand grasping Ellie’s breast and squeezing, then pushing inside the neck of her dress to touch her skin, twist at her nipple, making her cry out. Estella was doing everything but pushing Ellie away and that put her right where Ellie wanted her. Then Ellie’s dress was shoved up above her hips, Estella’s fingers finding her, the words almost accusing in her ear — you’re wet — before she was fucking Ellie, roughly and tenderly, up against the wall of Alison Hartmann’s bedroom.
When Ellie came, shockingly fast, at Estella’s urgent insistence, she almost tumbled into Estella’s arms, kissing her soft skin where her neck and her shoulder met. “Take me home,” she murmured, trying not to make her desperation clear. Estella was trying to end this, for better or for worse. Something was coming. Something that Ellie couldn’t understand or control, something that meant goodbye forever, and she couldn’t figure out how to undo any of this, only delay it. She took a shaky breath, her fingers tight on Estella’s skin, needing more, needing everything. “Take me home to bed, please. Let me give you what you need.”
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Ellie felt a creeping hopelessness steal up through her veins as she watched the suburbs grow up out of the ground like a spreading fungus. She’d been in Gold Hill for less than two weeks, but somehow the beauty of the forest and the peace of the tiny town had stolen its way into her bloodstream. By contrast, the rapid rise of concrete and metal felt like an assault on her senses.
This was the first time she’d seen Estella drive. The woman in the driver’s seat beside her was quiet, but her foot was heavy on the accelerator. Perhaps she, too, just wanted this journey over with, now that the end had been called. Ellie felt sullen, a creeping anger swelling inside her chest amongst her sadness, as if this looming loss was something she badly wanted to blame Estella for, rather than accept responsibility for her own pain.
She gazed sideways at Estella, torn between wanting to savour the last of her presence and the desire to tear off the Band-Aid and have this drawn-out goodbye over. Estella was in her very best mob boss designer dress mode, but she wore sneakers to drive in, her heels waiting in the back footwell. Her lipstick had been chewed off along the drive, the only outward sign that she was feeling anything at all. She looked tired, beautiful, trapped between two worlds. Ellie couldn’t help herself; she reached out and lay a hand on Estella’s thigh. It took a few seconds, but eventually Estella’s spare hand came down to rest atop of hers. Ellie’s chest ached at her touch.
Eventually, they hit a snarl of traffic coming down the Western Ring Road and slowed to a crawl. Outside the car, the sun beat down, oppressive. The blue sky felt relentless, pinning them in amongst the mass of buildings like a dome. Ellie missed Harry’s garden like an ache. When she couldn’t stand the silence between them for another second, she reached out and turned on the radio.
Vapid pop music filled the car, the lyrics about love and heartbreak sounding catastrophically stupid in this context. She replayed the night before over and over in her mind. Hope’s words: she’s in love with you, and so you know where we are, when the time comes. Estella’s caginess, her decision to fuck Ellie, rather than give her any answers, a choice that Ellie had let her make, more than once as they’d tumbled back into the little green bedroom, one last time. She could still feel the ache inside her, from the intensity of Estella’s fingers, and the memory throbbed. She remembered again, Estella’s adamant declaration that they had no future and huffed out a sigh at the shocking waste of the two of them. By this morning, asking any questions at all felt pointless. She could feel the answer she’d get in the sadness in the air between them: it was over.
The song faded out into the jingle for the hourly radio news, and Estella reached out and snapped it off. For a second, Ellie let silence reign, content to let her eyes drift over the woman beside her, knowing she might not get the luxury of looking at her again. But then, her eyes narrowed. Estella had a slight pallor to her cheeks, her eyes fixed sharply ahead, her posture rigid. Ellie frowned at her, then, a sudden suspicion grabbing her by the throat, pressed her finger back on the radio button.
“Ellie—”
“No—” Ellie held up her hand as the newsreader’s voice entered the car.
“…in the escalating gang war between Melbourne rivals. Two bodies were found this morning in Kingsville, while a third man is now in the Royal Melbourne Hospital in a critical condition.”
Estella was almost white, two spots of red on her cheeks, as she snapped off the radio again.
“Don’t!” Ellie snapped it on again, her fingers swatting Estella’s away from the dial.
“….advise residents to steer clear of the area, however, reassure the public that there is no ongoing threat. Victoria Police released a statement saying that all victims are known to the police and are believed to be associates or members of the Florelli crime family.”
Ellie’s ears were ringing, a sick sensation swirling in her stomach as the news reporter concluded the story, with the words of a Detective Senior Sergeant Yolanda Markos speaking calmly into the cool interior of the car.
“Victoria Police are following a number of leads, however it is clear that this was a targeted shooting. At this stage of the investigation the motivation for the attack is unclear, but members of the public can rest assured that those responsible will be apprehended.”
Ellie was the one to snap the radio off at that. Silence rang. She had no words at all. Her hands were shaking. Estella kept driving, the crawl of the stop-start line of traffic on the off-ramp torturous now, each cycle of brake-accelerate-brake making Ellie motion-sick. She wanted to claw off her own skin. Estella didn’t say a word, didn’t open her mouth, didn’t even try. Finally, Ellie snapped.
“You killed two men over me? Shot three human beings? Over a concussion, Estella?” The words were absurd, Ellie feeling like she was floating above her own body. People were dead.
“No!” Estella’s voice was vehement, but her eyes were evasive.
“I don’t believe you!” Ellie yelled. “Tell me the truth, for once!”
“The truth isn’t yours to have!” Estella gritted out. “For god’s sake, Ellie, you don’t get to demand something like that, just because we⁠—”
“What? Because we what?”
“It doesn’t matter.” Estella declined to give her even that.
Ellie could barely breathe she was so angry and afraid. “I never asked you for this. You don’t even know who did this to me⁠—”
“Of course we know who did this to you! Don’t be absurd.”
“You’re admitting it then? You literally shot three people?”
“I didn’t shoot anyone, Ellie! I was with you!”
“Oh, please. You ordered this.”
Estella fell silent again, and Ellie wound down her window, needing real air. Heat flooded into the vehicle along with exhaust fumes, but the sound of the traffic felt like a relief from all the words Estella wasn’t saying. She wanted to leap from the car, do anything to get her away from the nightmare she’d found herself embroiled in.
They arrived at Zara’s house simultaneously: Estella and Ellie in one car, Zara and Arthur deposited at the curb by Vera. The division of cars had felt right when they’d left Gold Hill — a final stolen moment with Estella — but now, all Ellie wanted was to get the hell away from her. Estella had barely pulled up when Ellie leapt out of the vehicle and grabbed the small duffle bag of things Zara had packed for her. She felt her sister’s eyes on her as she fled past them to the front door, only to remember her keys had been lost that night on the street.
She squeezed her hands into fists, not wanting to stand there and be seen like this, dying to run in and hide. She could feel Estella’s eyes on her back.
“Head’s up!”
She turned, as Zara tossed her the keys, her sisterly senses twitching. Ellie fumbled them, but managed to get the door open and strode into the house. Inside it was overly warm, the air seeming baked dry in their absence. She made her way through the house to the back door and flung it open for air, making it all the way out onto the wooden porch before she crumpled to sit, her feet in the grass, as far away as she could get from Estella Grant.
“In your room, kiddo.” She heard her sister’s voice down the hall, vanquishing Arthur who grumbled. Ellie heard a door slam, then murmured voices before her sister wandered out to find her.
“We need to talk,” came the voice from behind her and Ellie whirled around, infuriated. It wasn’t just her sister, she’d brought Estella along with her.
“No.” She jumped to her feet, backing away. “We don’t.”
“I don’t care if you hate me,” Estella said, her voice tight like maybe she fucking cared a whole lot. “But it’s my fault you’re in this situation in the first place⁠—”
“I mean you don’t need to let her completely off the hook,” Zara chimed in. “She stalked you in the first place.”
“Christ, Zara!” Ellie glared at her sibling. “Thanks for having my back! Why are you letting her in here in the first place?”
“Because I’m trying to keep you alive!” Estella had her hands on her hips.
“By killing people?” Ellie cried. “I never want to see you again! I don’t want your version of protection, I never did.”
“You killed the people who did this to her?” Zara demanded, turning to stare at Estella, her eyes wide. Ellie felt rotten to the core for bringing this world into her sister’s homely, overgrown little backyard. Estella didn’t respond, instead just sucking in a long slow breath. Ellie nearly put her teeth through her lip as she watched her sister throw her arms around Estella. “Oh my god, thank you!”
“What the hell, Zara—” Ellie’s world flipped upside down. Zara drew back, then stood, shoulder to shoulder to Estella.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Ellie! These are bad people! They’re dangerous criminals who beat you bloody and left you for dead. My fourteen-year-old son had to flee his home to stay safe, and now you’re mad at Estella for getting rid of the threat?”
“Can I be clear, here, you’re condoning fucking murder, Zara?”
“I’ve had enough!” Zara yelled into the still suburban air. “The man who raped me, what did he get? Fucking nothing. He’s out there, living his life, police practically fist-pumping him on the way out the door, all he said, she said, no consequences, live your life, let’s move on. What about the teenage boy who took my virginity back in school like it was a fucking prank — barely consensual — what happened to him? What about his mates cheering him on? Fucking nothing! He’s a goddamned lawyer now; did you know that? Probably turn out to be a judge. The older man who refused a condom cos it felt better for him, then got me pregnant and did a runner? Fucking nothing. Our dad, making mum crazy, then walking out and never giving a shit whether we had food in our bellies, or an adult around to look after us? Fucking nothing! I’m sick of it, Ellie!”
Silence rang as even the neighbourhood songbirds hushed still to listen. Zara was blazing red, every word like a razor and Estella Grant stood by her side, in perfect silence. Ellie’s world was blurring, the up from down, the right from wrong and she couldn’t get a grip on it. She sucked in a breath anyway.
“We can’t just murder men, Zara⁠—”
“Why not?! They murder us all the goddamn time! What do we get to do about it? Cry and march together in the street, and nothing fucking changes. At least they’re fucking terrified of Estella! She’s getting shit done that no one else will do.”
Ellie was speechless. Everything Zara was saying was insane. Giving Estella carte blanche to kill any man who transgressed was a nightmare world, and not one Ellie wanted to live in. “But… what about Arthur?” she heard herself saying. Zara went rigid, but she forged on. Someone had to. “He’s going to be a man one day. You really want to argue for vigilante justice if he’s ever accused of anything? You wouldn’t want him to get a fair trial rather than just straight to execution by a mob boss?”
Zara’s face was bright with fury. “There’s no such fucking thing as a fair trial, Ellie. Not under these rules. And if I knew Arthur was going to end up like one of those men, I’d smother him with a pillow right now myself.”
She stalked away into the house, Ellie’s eyes stinging with distress. She tried to take a deep breath, but it was like there was a band around her chest, restricting her lungs. Estella didn’t turn away, and Ellie couldn’t cope with what she saw in her eyes. It looked a lot like grief.
“Don’t—” Ellie put her hand up to stop the words. “I don’t want to hear it.”
“Your family is safe.” Estella said quietly. “And so are you. For now, anyway. I’ll let you know if that changes.”
She waited for Ellie to say something, but Ellie had nothing left. She sank down on the porch step, gazing out at the unmowed lawn and tried not to cry until finally, finally Estella left her alone, this time,
forever. And then, she wept.
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Estella had been balanced on a knife’s edge for a full two weeks before the end came rushing up to meet her. On waking that morning, she’d had no idea that the night she’d been preparing for since she was twelve years old had finally arrived.
It started with a phone call. Estella knew exactly who was on the other end of the line before she even looked at the screen. The phone was reserved for just this purpose, carried around with her in every handbag or coat pocket, charged at her bedside night after night, waiting in silent stillness for so long that when the ringtone finally arrived, it erupted like a bomb.
“Bruna,” she said, standing upright in her living room, the hair on the back of her neck rising like hackles. She glanced quickly at the time. Five fifty-seven p.m. She grabbed her other phone and immediately sent a one-word text. For a moment, all she could hear down the line was breathing, harsh and rapid, air grating past the phone like the elegant older Florelli matriarch was running.
“It’s done,” Bruna gasped out, her voice thready and weak. Estella tried not to panic. She couldn’t tell if the catch in Bruna’s voice was horror, grief or elation.
“Grazie,” she whispered in shock. “Grazie, Zia.” Just before Estella ended the call, Bruna’s ragged voice pulled her back.
“Estella,” the elderly woman choked. “She didn’t deserve it, your mother. None of them ever do.”
Estella’s ears were ringing, the blood draining from her face until she was almost sick. She’d never sought this apology, knowing she would hurl it back in their faces with double the violence if it ever came. Bruna had lived her entire life in the seat of Florelli power; she held the guilt and dishonour in every line of her face. And yet, as Bruna’s words reached Estella’s ears, she felt them charge through her body like power, like love. Finally, they were on the same side.
“Let’s call this amends,” Estella heard herself offer, like a farewell olive branch, against the crackle and rustle on the other end of the phone: the sound of Bruna fleeing her home, her family, her life.
She ended the call, cutting off the sound of Bruna’s weeping. She hoped that tonight, she too, had Bruna’s brutal steel in her blood.

There were already sirens blaring when she hit the street. They’d rehearsed this moment, over and over, so her body moved without thought. Her car stayed neatly parked in her garage while Estella vanished into the fading evening light, out the back gate of her garden, into the laneway behind, and finally into the streets. She was dressed down: no nonsense, baseball cap, ponytail, and sunglasses, even as the daylight died. If anyone noticed her, she didn’t catch their second glance.
Fifteen minutes later, along the main road she got into a plain silver sedan with stolen plates. Florence indicated, merging into the evening traffic as politely as if they simply had dinner reservations. Estella’s heart raced at terrifying speed but her mind felt disturbingly clear.
“I need you far away,” she said to Florence, connecting her tongue to her brain with effort. “If I don’t come out of this⁠—”
“You will,” Florence said serenely, her hands firm on the steering wheel.
“If I don’t come out of this, you’re the entirety of plan b. You know this right?”
“I do. But, as you know, plan b won’t work if you’re not there. There’s no two ways about it, kid.”
Estella hissed in her breath. “I want you to assure me, that if after tonight I’m dead or in jail⁠—”
“I’ll fucking kill you again myself if either of those things happen,” Florence warned her. “Don’t fuck with me, Estella. I’m not promising you shit so you can pretend to yourself you’re going down in a blaze of glory. If you’re going down tonight, it’s with a job only half done. So make good choices.”
Estella didn’t enjoy pep talks or goodbyes, so she got out at the set of lights without a word or a glance back, one block from the destination, her face neatly averted as a row of police cars screamed in the other direction. She ducked down a side street and then another. Everything here smelled of money: the large leafy trees lining both sides of the street; the lush lawns behind beautiful wrought iron fences; the massive, stately homes. All of these houses belonged to the wealthy; did any of these riches come without a cost to someone else? Was anyone here truly innocent?
With that, she stopped outside the largest, most magnificent home on the street. There were lights on, blazing across the lower floor, but still she knew perfectly well that right now the occupants were gone. In a hurry, in fact. The imposing gates across the driveway were closed, the little light above the security intercom glowing dimly in the dusk. She didn’t touch it. Instead, she reached out to the slender passenger gate set into the other end of the garden fence. As she’d expected, it only looked locked, swinging open on silent hinges at the touch of her hand.
She walked up the darkening stone path alongside the lushly tended gardens that belonged to the most corrupt criminal in Melbourne city, his beautiful flowering moonlight grevilleas, his blooming roses, his collection of tree ferns growing in the shadows below the eaves of his luxurious home. She let her fingers trail along the glossy leaves, then reached out and snapped one of the long slender fern fronds in her wake. It wasn’t enough. She wanted to burn this place to the ground.
Estella turned the corner around the back of the stone mansion, her feet crunching against the stones. She pulled out her gun but held it loosely at her side. It was merely a precaution. All going well, she’d meet no resistance tonight.
“Hello?” came the tentative voice from the shadows and Estella’s hand tightened on her weapon. If she and Florence had failed, if this was a trap, this was the moment it would all fall apart. She stilled, waiting, and the figure stepped a little closer. Normally, security lights would flood out over this part of the courtyard with surgical precision, but tonight it remained covered by twilight.
“It’s me,” Estella confirmed. She waited for a hail of bullets or for hidden henchmen to arrive from the shadows, pinning her to the stones. But nothing happened. The figure was before her. A young woman — no, a girl, in fact — her hands shaking, but her face determined. The youngest granddaughter of the man of the house: Luciano Florelli. “Alessia,” she greeted the girl. She knew, from Bruna, that she was still just seventeen. The risks of involving her were high, but she was the best security Estella had; Bruna would not put her at risk.
“This way,” Alessia whispered. She led Estella in through the back door of her grandfather’s home. Estella tried not to be sick. They’d entered via the elaborate open plan kitchen, where everything gleamed in marble, gold fixtures and vast surfaces, the remains of Luciano and Bruna’s dinner still sitting half-eaten on the expansive solid-wood table. An elderly couple’s last meal together, forever unfinished. Everything smacked of luxury, of decadence, the rotten stink of the way they’d earned their money. A huge oil painting of the couple — younger and extremely flattering — loomed over the opulent living room. Estella averted her eyes. She couldn’t lose her calm, right here in the heart of enemy territory.
Alessia glanced behind her, pale in the bright light, as if assuring herself that Estella was still there, and led her down the opulent hall. At the end, she opened a doorway and started down a flight of stairs into the basement.
Estella, heart in her throat, followed the girl, her fingers slippery against the cold metal of the gun.
“It’s down here,” Alessia said. Her voice remained a whisper, even though the house was empty. Estella could see the terror in the tremble of her jaw, but still, she met Estella’s gaze head on.
They were standing in a home office. It looked bizarrely normal. An average sized walnut desk, a basic leather office chair, a pile of printer paper, and the entire reason Estella was here: a standard, mid-level, basic desktop computer. Estella jiggled the mouse and the screen lit up. The profile that came up wasn’t even hiding. It simply said: Luciano Florelli.
“Can you unlock it?” she asked, and the girl nodded. She leaned past Estella and typed in the password. Welcome, came the message and the profile opened to show the standard desktop set up.
“My birthdate,” the girl told her. Her voice cracked. The favoured grandchild, committing the ultimate betrayal. Estella had no time to comfort her. She sat down in the chair and scanned the screen. It was covered in folders. This could take weeks. They had, at most, an hour. She opened the browser and scanned the history. Luciano had been reading the right-wing tabloids and googling garden furniture. She swore, under her breath. “No,” Alessia said. “It’s here you want to go.”
She leaned in over Estella’s shoulder and navigated to a folder titled Family Holiday and a subfolder titled Bali 2009 Archived. Inside was a series of Word documents. She opened one and inside was a web address. Double clicking on it brought up a browser Estella had never heard of, and she’d heard a lot.
“How?” she asked, and Alessia’s thin shoulder shrugged.
“I watch him,” she said simply. “Nonno doesn’t notice, if it’s me.”
Estella read between the lines. Alessia was too young and female to ever register as a threat. Bruna had known exactly who to make her eyes and ears. The browser opened on the website of a Canary Islands bank account. Before Estella could even breathe, Alessia was back in the Word files, clicking. A cryptocurrency site, a private equity firm, another three off-shore bank accounts and one local bank. Estella got to her feet, and let Alessia take the office chair, and control. The youngest Florelli entered passwords, and the authentication pinged straight to the iPhone in her hand.
“You diverted it to your phone?” Estella asked in awe of the girl’s forethought. Alessia went pale.
“No,” she said. “It’s his. I took his phone from the kitchen bench, when Nonna… distracted him.” For a moment, the girl’s hands shook, poised above the keys, her eyes filling with tears of shock. She was about to lose it. Estella put both her hands on her shoulders.
“Do it for Ava,” she said firmly. “Do it for your mother. Do it for all of you.”
At the mention of those who’d gone before her, Alessia’s hands scrunched into fists. She entered the final passcodes and sat back, wordlessly. Estella didn’t even risk getting the girl to stand. Instead, she pulled out her own list of codes and leaned over Alessia to work. Alessia was limp, sweating, but every time a passcode was required it would ping on her phone and she’d read out the numbers. They were about halfway through when the phone in her hand started ringing. The caller ID said Nonno.
“It’s him.” Alessia started to weep. “That’s his family phone. He knows! He’s getting notifications.”
“Shit. Shit shit shit.” Estella kept entering the biller code she was halfway through. “Don’t answer it. Quick, what’s the verification code? Alessia!” She all but shook the trembling girl. She didn’t have time to do it all herself, not now their hour had shrunk to bare minutes. “You’re committed now. Do you hear me? It’s too late to go back. I’ll get you to safety. I promise. Now what’s the code?”
“4-7-8-9-3.” Alessia’s voice wobbled, her hands shaking so hard she had to squint at the wobbling phone.
“Set a timer,” Estella bit out. “We’re leaving in six minutes, no matter what.”
Even as she said the words, she wasn’t sure if she was sealing her own fate, and that of the young girl in front of her. It wasn’t anywhere near enough time, but now Luciano was alerted, every second was one second closer to the end. They worked quickly, even as the phone in front of them vibrated as Luciano called them over and over, the sweet name Nonno terrifying now, knowing the king of the underground was roaring back toward them. The timer went, just as Estella finished the last transaction. The sense of victory hovered in the air just above them.
“Let’s go,” she said, jerking back from the keys.
“No,” said Alessia, her voice surprisingly determined. “You need this.” She navigated back to the photos, to another file, this one hidden even deeper amongst nondescript names of holidays. Amongst it was a zip file that said blandly, PDFs. “You have to find them,” she said cryptically, her voice trembling. She typed in the email address on the top of the list of codes Estella had given her.
“We have to go now,” Estella overruled, her voice urgent. “I have to get you to safety.”
“No!” Alessia bit out. “He has to be stopped.” Estella could feel her entire body jittering with adrenaline, senses sharpened for danger, but she took thirty more devastating seconds as they watched the files slowly upload to the email. Finally, with a little whoosh the email sent. Alessia went to the Sent folder and deleted the evidence while Estella vibrated with agitation.
“Let’s go!” Estella grabbed her arm, making sure she dropped the phone and the two of them ran for the stairs. Just as they reached the top, Estella shoved Alessia hard against the wall, her hand over her mouth, silencing her shocked exhalation with a glare. She’d heard something.
The two of them stood frozen, just inside the doorway, and a second later, she heard it again. A single footstep. Someone was in the house creeping down the hall toward them. Estella raised her gun, but Alessia wrestled her head clear from Estella’s hand and gestured frantically behind them. The two of them moved as quickly and quietly as it was possible back down the flight of stairs, Alessia running now, to a small window set high up in the wall.
Estella shoved her gun into the waistband of her jeans and moved fast. She helped boost Alessia up, the girl undoing the window catch and hauling herself out on the grass. She could have run, could have gotten free. Instead, the teenager lay on the grass and reached her hands down for Estella to grab, pulling back with all her might, just enough for Estella to grab the sill and with desperate gratitude for her own upper body strength she wrenched herself up and out. Together they fled down the garden path, Estella again pinning the girl still, as she quickly swept the street. The main gates of the house were now open, a dark black Toyota in the drive: not yet Luciano, but his closest henchman, come to hunt them on the boss’s command. The street was quiet and the two of them ran as fast as they could down the first side alley they found.
Just as they reached the next suburban street, finally under the cover of darkness, a car roared to life where it was parked less than fifty meters away, sirens blaring, flashing lights red and blue.
“Run!” Estella shoved Alessia in one direction, praying to god she wasn’t delivering her to her fate, and ran like hell in the other. She ducked down the side alley again, running back toward the Florelli’s home, because Alessia’s best chance was as far away as she could get from the monsters who raised her .
She could hear the slap of feet in the other direction, and voices shouting, and turned her head for barely a second as she pelted away from the screaming sirens. Just as she hit the next street, she found herself slammed face first into the wall, her arm wrenched up behind her back. She reared her elbow back, expecting to slam into a wall of Florelli muscle and hitting air. Her arm was caught in a metal grip, the other wrestled back to join it, in handcuffs. From behind her a woman’s gloat came clear as day from the darkness.
“Estella Grant, you’re under arrest,” came the distinctive voice of Detective Yolanda Markos.
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“And Action!” called Anastasia, snapping her slate board. Ellie let her eyelashes float down, her gun stroking suggestively between Sophie’s breasts. She tamped down every scrap of awareness that she had that this storyline was palpably ridiculous — Estella seducing Alison and Hope on the night she saved their lives — and made herself feel it. Estella’s longing for Alison, to be her — or failing that — to consume her. She knew, intimately, the part of Estella who got off on having the upper hand — the part of her who’d push a pretty girl to her knees just for the pleasure of making her look up to meet her eyes — and she channelled this now.
She leaned in, as choreographed, her tongue tracing up the shell of Sophie’s ear. It was a closed set for this, the penultimate sex scene, just she and Sophie and Mia — the new actress on set who was playing the role of Hope — Anastasia, and a skeleton film crew, and for that, Ellie was grateful. It wasn’t that she was all that worried about getting naked in front of people, no that she’d done before. What worried her more was her ability to hold all of the emotional complexities warring within her at once. There were of course, all the basics that she’d need to juggle at the best of times: keeping her scene partners safe and comfortable; the weirdness of being the one out lesbian in a room full of people filming a sapphic sex scene; the awareness of wanting to make it all look sexy; wondering how her body looked from all those different angles. And then, there were the real emotions.
Playing Estella Grant, while furious at Estella Grant. Playing her character with as much nuance and compassion as she could, despite the absurdities of the script, because she still felt, despite everything, that Estella deserved that. Performing desire and passion as Estella, instead of as herself, the woman who would just about die to have Estella’s lips on her skin again. Acting to seduce a stand-in for Alison Hartmann, while knowing full well what it was like when the real Alison fixed you with her withering stare. Knowing how extremely dimly Alison and Hope would view this series, and this scene in particular.
“Cut.” Anastasia snapped the slate board again. “Eloise, Estella is kissing Hope here to one-up Alison, to show her who’s boss. We’ll take it again from the moment you palm her breast, but this time, I want you to glance sideways at Alison, when you kiss her girlfriend.”
“Got it,” said Ellie, taking on the possibly physically impossible instruction while also trying not to shiver. Alison Hartmann’s luxurious bedroom was being filmed in a huge soundstage, and the air was frigid. “We good?” she checked in with Sophie and Mia who both nodded, Mia repositioning herself on her elbows again for the next take.
“Action.”
Ellie disappeared inside Estella again, imagined being her, all that sex and power and the shakiest of moral compasses. She remembered the heat of Estella’s kiss, the way she’d reached for domination over Ellie, only to shock herself with the depth of her want. She channelled that secret knowledge now, freed from any ethical grey areas about using it because Estella is, was, and will forever be, a murderer.
“And cut. That was incredible, all of you. Eloise, you’re a fucking force,” Anastasia enthused. “Terrifying and sexy, all in one. Perfection.”
And yet, as Ellie left the bed, it wasn’t satisfaction, pride or even relief in her veins, it was guilt. What kind of person was she, to actively seduce someone and then use that carnal knowledge to simulate sex on television, in their name? Against the wishes of the real women she was pretending to fuck?
She stood in her trailer, staring at her reflection in the mirror. Estella’s golden locks, Estella’s sapphire blue eyes, Estella’s tight red dress and bright ruby lips stared back at her. Her reflection morphed before her eyes, into the real thing, Estella pale and trembling, her face wet with tears, crying her name over and over the night Ellie had been assaulted. Ellie blinked, the hallucination fading like her bruises. Right now, caked in makeup, even the small but livid scar at her temple was gone, yet still, she remembered vividly, Estella shaking with Ellie’s blood on her hands. Ellie covered her face and cried.

That night, she went home to her sister. Truth be told, she’d been avoiding her family since their return from Gold Hill. She and Zara were at loggerheads, her sister still defiantly declaring that Estella was right to take out violent men who were a known threat, Ellie furiously opposed to this version of justice. Estella doesn’t abide by ordinary rules because she doesn’t live in an ordinary world, Zara had cried. She lives in the same damn world as the rest of us, Ellie had retorted. It’s not up to her to play judge, jury and executioner. They’d been tense with each other ever since. It pressed on their old wounds, the thousands of times Zara had said to her you don’t understand what I’ve been through, while Ellie did her absolute level best to try.
To make matters worse, Arthur’s return to school had also returned his surly, terrifying attitude in full force. Zara had checked his phone, something that he felt was a deep betrayal of his privacy, but that fight paled in significance with what Zara had found on it. “The videos he’s been watching,” Zara had wept down the phone to Ellie earlier that week. “He told me ‘Andrew Tate isn’t that bad! He’s just misunderstood.’ I’ve confiscated his phone just to make the point, but he needs a laptop for school. There’s no way to stop him from consuming this shit. I don’t know how to stop it!”
Ellie felt sick and sad, but her attempts to talk to Arthur about it had so far been unsuccessful. He seemed furious and humiliated all in one, muttering about role models and how she’d never understand. So that was two for two of her family who thought Ellie was out of touch, and hell, she probably was.
So it was with trepidation that she entered the front door of the Graham house, tired and drained, and yet still craving the familiarity and comfort of two people who loved her.
“Hey,” she said, as she poked her head around her nephew’s bedroom door on the way up the hall.
“Hi,” he said, his voice little more than a grunt. He was on his laptop, and Ellie wondered queasily what he was looking at this time.
“Homework?” she asked him hopefully and he sighed.
“Yes,” he said, as if the very question itself was infuriating. Ellie swallowed her retort.
“Cool,” she said. “I bought dinner.” She held up the bag of Thai food, as a peace offering. He nodded vacantly, his eyes on the screen. She watched him for a beat, then made her way down the hall to the living room.
“Oh thank god,” Zara greeted her at the sight of food. “It’s been a day.”
“I’ll say,” Ellie agreed with a sigh.
“Arthur!” Zara called her son. “Dinner’s up!” When there was no response, she yelled again. “Now, please!”
“I’m not hungry!” he yelled back.
“I don’t care! Come and join us!”
Ellie felt the simmering tension in the room, as her nephew appeared. He’d shot up recently, she realised, his frame seeming too long, all legs and arms. He served himself silently, without a word of thanks and she and her sister exchanged glances. He ignored them, pointedly, and started to head back to his room with his full bowl.
“Nope.” Zara stopped him. “You can bear us long enough to eat, thanks.”
Arthur rolled his eyes, like he was quite convinced she was wrong. Halfway over to the couch where his mother and aunty sat, he seemed to freeze. He dropped his bowl down on the couch cushions, the curry almost spilling, and strode over to the guinea pig enclosure near the back door.
“What—” Zara started, but Arthur made a ragged sound in his throat. He reached down into the hutch and stood frozen, with his hand inside, his eyes wide and shocked.
Ellie was on her feet immediately, and when she got to him she saw what he’d seen. Genevieve was on her side, unmoving, stiff. Arthur’s hand was on her, but he drew it back like he’d been burned. Ellie gently touched the little golden creature and found that she was perfectly cold.
“Oh my god,” she said. “Oh, Genevieve.”
Arthur made a sound like he was choking. “No,” he said. “No.” He shook himself. “No, Aunty Ellie,” he pleaded. He looked about five years old. His narrow shoulders went up to his ears, and he started to shake. “No, please, I want⁠—”
Just like that he crumbled, right before her eyes, and Ellie let him fall into her arms. It had been Ellie who’d bought him the two guinea pigs, Genevieve and Lynette, eight years ago. Arthur had been six years old, wide-eyed with glee. Ellie remembered Zara saying gentle hands to him, to temper his excitement, but the truth was he didn’t need the reminder. He’d been so soft with them, carefully making sure they both got their equal share of the carrot sticks in his hands, whispering to them about how cute they were.
Ellie still remembered Arthur’s grief at eleven, when Lynette had been snatched by a wandering urban fox, the little backyard memorial service they’d had with no little guinea pig body to bury. She and Zara had had a slightly more pragmatic view of small pets, with years of their unpredictable mother giving them responsibility for creatures they were ill-equipped to care for. But Arthur was different. He’d felt the loss keenly, and Genevieve had been moved indoors, where, it turned out, guinea pigs were actually supposed to live in the harsh Australian climate. To this day, Arthur still protectively shepherded her on little supervised runs on the grass, his eyes out for predators, keeping his little charge safe. As she held her crying nephew in her arms, Ellie felt the full weight of it crashing down, his disappearing innocence, the fragility of his tenderness. Would this go too? She held him tight as she, too, started to cry.
“Oh darling,” Zara joined them and Arthur gripped hold of his mother and cried and cried and cried.

To Ellie and Zara’s surprise, Arthur still, at fourteen, wanted a funeral for his beloved pet. Zara dug a grave while Ellie raced to Bunnings to pick out a little orange rose bush to plant on top. They stood back while Arthur gently placed a little collection of homegrown marigolds in the shoebox in which Genevieve lay, the sisters gripping each other’s hands in silent mutual recognition of this little return to Arthur’s aching vulnerability. Arthur insisted on being the one to fill the grave with dirt, but halfway through he was crying so hard that Ellie took over. Together they planted the little rosebush.
“Goodbye, Genevieve,” Arthur said softly. “You were really loved.”
They all sat on the couch together afterward, Arthur sitting close to his mother, his head on her shoulder.
“Do you think it’s my fault?” he asked, looking over at the empty cage. “It’s been hot recently, maybe we should have had the air con on more?”
“No, darling,” Zara soothed him. “She was very elderly for a guinea pig. You gave her a wonderful life. It was her time, that was all.”
“Do you think it’s dumb, that I’m crying over a guinea pig?” His voice got a little bit harder. “I mean, it’s bit weak, right? Like, I know it’s not like it’s a dog or anything. And I’m not eight years old anymore.”
“It’s not dumb.” Ellie saw white. “Men have feelings! Men love things. Men only end up weak when they refuse to feel their fucking feelings like they’re not just human beings like the rest of us.” She tried to unclench her jaw. Arthur was staring at her, and she felt as though she was fighting a battle for his very soul. “Men who act like you’re less of a man if you feel any emotion other than anger are just lost and lonely and cut off from themselves. You, Arthur Graham, will be exactly the kind of man people want to be around if you just keep feeling and tell anyone who tells you that you can’t, to get well and truly fucked.”
For a moment, there was silence in the living room. Then Zara spoke up. “What your aunty said. But without swearing in literally every sentence. Jesus christ, Ellie, no wonder he’s looking for role models.”
Arthur snickered. It was the first time Ellie had heard him laugh in weeks.

The next day on set, one of the runners, Josie, came up to her as her makeup was being retouched mid-shoot. “Hey,” she said. “Were you expecting a visitor?”
“What? No,” Ellie told her, distracted. “Was there someone here for me?”
“No, not really,” Josie said. “Just security reported a guy lingering around last night. He wandered off when they approached. But just now someone tried to deliver flowers to your trailer, but he wouldn’t hand them over to the staff to give them to you, insisting they had to do it personally. Any ideas?”
“No,” Ellie said. She tried to keep still, as the makeup artist re-powdered her face, but her mind was racing. There was a solid chance it was nothing, just a persistent delivery driver. She tried to think who would send her flowers, and on her next break, texted Hugo.
 
None from me, darling. I’m waiting to send you an elaborate bouquet on wrap night if you’re hinting though. 
Ellie felt disturbed enough to check in with security. “Dunno,” he said with a shrug. “Just some guy. Gave me the heebie jeebies, though, so there was no way I was letting him on set. We have all sorts turning up here. You know, considering the subject matter.”
His meaning was loud and clear. They were depicting real characters, and some of those characters had a vested interest. Estella wouldn’t be behind this, surely? So who was it? A Florelli? She felt sick.
That evening when she got to her apartment, she stopped sharply. In the hallway, propped against her door, was a large box of white roses. The hair on the back of her neck went up. They hadn’t been left at the manager’s office, or at the mailbox alcove. Instead whoever had left them had somehow gained access to the inside of her apartment block and up the security-card-accessed elevator to her floor.
She inspected the box and found it had no florist sticker and no card. She whirled around, staring out at the empty hallway, before turning her attention to the door itself. It was still locked tight and didn’t seem to have been tampered with. She opened it cautiously with her phone in hand, ready to call the cops, her heart in her throat as she thoroughly checked her apartment: inside the wardrobe, under the bed, in all the cupboards, as if a thug might be crouched terrifyingly amongst her dinner plates and politely wait while she dialled triple zero.
She packed a bag hastily and left.

She booked a hotel close to set, looking out over the city fringes to the southeast. She comforted herself by figuring it would be a tax write-off, even though technically her apartment was only around a thirty-minute drive across the city at five in the morning, which was when she was due on set. It was probably overkill, she knew that. Maybe her apartment manager — usually recalcitrant — had decided to drop the flowers off for her. Maybe the card had gotten lost. Maybe it was Estella after all, just wanting to tell her that despite it all, Ellie was still in her thoughts?
Ellie shivered. She wondered, not for the first time, if maybe Estella had her under surveillance, a misguided and unwelcome attempt to keep Ellie safe in the aftermath of her actions. Ellie, now fully aware of Estella’s version of protection, wanted nothing to do with it. Perhaps this was for the best, then. A hotel for the rest of filming, out of Estella’s view.
She numbly ate a delivery meal for one, then lay back on her bed. It was barely after seven p.m. but her hotel room was so small there wasn’t really anywhere else to sit. She considered switching on the television but the idea of more voices, more movement, more noise felt disorientating. Instead, she rolled on her side and gazed out at the deepening twilight above the rooftops, letting all the endless loops inside her mind play out.
She was exhausted and strung out, resigned but caught in a spiral of her own thoughts. She was in Estella’s body, reaching out for yet another woman to dominate. She was in her own body, longing for Estella’s arms around her. She was making eye contact with a furious Alison Hartmann. She was excusing her behaviour to Hugo. She was arguing with Zara and reaching with all her might towards Arthur, who turned away. She was lifting her fingers to her head and bringing them down to see blood on her fingers. The blood was Gio Florelli’s and her hand held a heavy lamp. She was in her hotel bed listening to the sirens as police cars screamed down the block.
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Estella was distracted, off her game, sweating. She paced the interrogation room, furious, caged. She couldn’t stop thinking of Alessia. Where had she run to? Had she been caught? She might be beloved to the head of the Florelli family, but Estella knew full well that a betrayal like this would bring forth a fury that wouldn’t spare a seventeen-year-old girl. She was in desperate danger and with Bruna irrevocably out of the picture and Estella in police custody, there was no one there to save her.
Her hands opened and closed helplessly by her sides. God, she needed her phone. She needed to call Florence, primarily, then Ken after that. She wanted — with a pain that was almost visceral — to call Ellie, to warn her that her protection was compromised, Estella defanged, and probably never getting out of jail. She also wanted to hear her voice, one final pointless time.
Finally, the door swung open and Yolanda returned. Estella faced up to her. There was more salt than pepper now in her chin-length shiny bob. Good. Estella hoped that she’d made Yolanda work her fucking arse off for this. She’d hoped against hope that her time wouldn’t run out until her mission was complete, and it was this bony-middle-aged woman who’d ripped her off track, right on the cusp of it all. For a moment, Estella imagined flying across the room and getting one sharp satisfying punch to the nose of this career-ending cop, before the walls all caved in on her forever.
She held herself taut. The only thing she could do now was stall her for time and pray that Florence hadn’t meant what she’d said. Florence had been right, after all: Estella couldn’t live with the job half done. There was so little glory here.
“Estella,” Yolanda said. “Your representation has arrived.”
Estella watched as Sasha entered the room. She looked tired, her daughter probably keeping her up at night. Her gaze was steady but ever so slightly checked out. Estella felt one more piece of hope crumble. Sasha had changed noticeably since Yolanda had referenced the possibility of more murders out there, ready to be tied to Sasha’s most notorious client.
It wasn’t that Sasha judged her. Not really. She represented criminals for a living; she was well passed being shocked by bad deeds. It was more that Estella had always had a secret sense that Sasha saw through it all, to Estella the human, and that she’d liked her, maybe even believed in her, in some distant way. That belief was gone now. Sasha was going to do her job, just like she always did, but the fight had gone out of her eyes.
Every last hope she had — maybe even that Alessia had — hinged on this one conversation. Estella met Sasha’s eyes, hoping her lawyer could read the contrition there, that she hadn’t let her in sooner. But Sasha simply took a seat at the table, gesturing to Estella to join her. Yolanda sat down opposite. After the preliminaries for the benefit of the cameras and whoever else was watching, Yolanda wasted no time.
“Earlier this evening there was an explosion at a factory in Maidstone, owned by a Mr Allan Horlock, a longtime associate of your late husband. On the arrival of emergency services, it was found to be a significant meth lab and sorting facility for what appears to be millions of dollars’ worth of street drugs.”
Estella just nodded. Yolanda already knew that she knew exactly what the Maidstone facility was used for. What she didn’t know was that Estella was also dangling on tenterhooks to find out from Yolanda exactly had happened there tonight.
“While the factory was largely destroyed in the resulting blaze, there did not seem to be any occupants in the building. However in the carpark, we found two vehicles riddled with gunshots. Both were empty but had significant blood splatter across the front seats.”
Estella sucked in a breath. Bruna had warned her. I’m not your lapdog, Estella. If I do this, I will do it my way. You didn’t reign amongst mafioso your whole entire life — especially not as a woman — without coming to the end with a series of vendettas. Bruna had left as brutally as she’d led. But who was the clean-up crew? Not Luciano, surely? Was he alive? Was he right now burning through the streets seeking revenge? She thought again of a seventeen-year-old girl alone in the dark streets. Think, Estella! She fought furiously to keep herself in check. The noose was around her neck, but it wasn’t over until her body dropped.
“At about the same time we had reports of a woman being kidnapped around a block from the factory. She was described as elderly and bundled into a white van with blacked out windows.”
Estella tried hard not to react. Bruna had either aimed for maximum distraction on her way out, or she was already dead.
“As we’ve established, my client was at home during these events,” Sasha said, sounding bored.
“Your client was under surveillance at the time. She was found to be visiting the home of Luciano Florelli, a man who was also under surveillance. He, however, was not home, having been called out to the factory in Maidstone after his wife received a tip-off that a significant quantity of the Florelli’s heroin supply — which had been recently intercepted by parties unknown — had in fact been stolen by Grant associates with the aid of a double-crossing family member, and was being stored there on site. He very narrowly missed being blown up, I may add.”
Estella privately felt that this was a shame, but she wasn’t going to tell Yolanda just how little she’d grieve the loss of such a man. Yolanda didn’t sound particularly hung up on this point either, her gaze unwavering as she wound closer to her point.
“While Luciano and his wife were conveniently absent, your client was absconding from his home with his granddaughter. Considering we’re talking about a child here, this raises the spectre of a suspected kidnapping attempt.”
“Did you find her?” Estella couldn’t stop herself from blurting. Sasha shot her a furious look, but Estella had to know. Yolanda paused, her head cocked and her eyes narrowed.
“Unfortunately, Alessia Florelli appears to have vanished. There are serious concerns for her welfare, considering her grandmother, Bruna, is believed to be the elderly lady concurrently abducted across town. Rather a busy night, Estella.”
The last time Estella had sat opposite Yolanda she’d only aimed to keep her frustrated, busy and off her tail. This time she could only watch helplessly, as Yolanda sketched out everything she’d uncovered. All of a sudden, Yolanda changed tack.
“Luciano started out as a pimp,” the detective said, as though Estella Grant needed to have the head of the Florelli crime family gangsplained to her. “He moved into the drug trade as his main business, but he still has a significant interest in human trafficking.”
“He’s a charmer,” Estella agreed. Her stomach cramped at the very thought of all Luciano Florelli had done in his long and horrifying life. A wave of relief trickled through her, as she thought of her achievement tonight and for a second — a closing cell block door in her immediate future not withstanding — she wanted to smile. Yolanda watched her closely.
“Luciano is a monster,” the detective said slowly. “I’ve watched him for years. He grows stronger as he ages, always hiding behind the image of the benign patriarch. Nonno, the family man, you know? So proud of his children and grandchildren, his nieces and nephews. Christenings, graduations, weddings… he presides over them all.”
“It’s a front,” Estella said, unable to help herself. Yolanda paused, but Estella waved to her to go on.
“It’s not just a front,” Yolanda corrected her. “But the thing is, his daughters, his granddaughters… they’re his property. Those big family weddings are nothing more than him demonstrating his power, giving away women to his friends and associates as favours. Horrifying, when you think about it. But here’s the thing: recently, Florelli women keep disappearing. Out of abusive marriages, before abusive marriages. And here you are, Estella, in the company of Alessia Florelli, right before her eighteenth birthday and right under Luciano’s eye. So I find myself asking… why?”
Estella found her heart rate increasing. An odd feeling was sneaking through her body, as she watched Yolanda speaking. A tiny prickle, but she knew to pay attention to it. She watched Yolanda like a hawk. Yolanda didn’t move an inch, but still Estella got the impression the detective was circling her.
“You see, it almost looks to me like Estella Grant might be working with someone within the Florelli ranks, to liberate Florelli women? Is that what’s happening, Estella? They’re not kidnappings, they’re rescue missions?”
“I thoroughly recommend that you don’t answer this question,” Sasha warned her. Estella stayed quiet, waiting.
“But then, I have to ask myself, why would Estella Grant lift one single finger to help the Florellis? These are the people who kidnapped and tortured your mother, the people you hold accountable for her death. They’re the same people who gunned down your father. You’ve spent years now, working within the Grant family, at war with the people who destroyed your family. So I have to assume that would be impossible: a fantasy. It must instead be exactly what it looks on face value: the Grants and the Florellis constantly killing and maiming each other. Except for this.”
She took a piece of paper out of the folder in front of her and slid it across the table. Estella’s right hand twitched, when she saw what was on it. She balled her hand into a fist, trying to keep it from shaking, but she couldn’t unsee what Yolanda had just shown her. A long-lens photograph of two women, sitting together at an outdoor table of a cafe. They were mid conversation, both smiling.
“Do you recognise them?” Yolanda asked her. It was quite clear that Yolanda knew that she did. Estella didn’t respond. She was frozen with horror. “Violetta and Ava Florelli,” Yolanda said. “Violetta, Alessia’s mother, and Luciano’s daughter, previously believed to have been murdered in August last year. Ava, her other daughter, was witnessed being abducted in November. Clumsy kidnappers again, almost like they wanted the crime to be seen.”
“You need to destroy this,” Estella whispered, staring down in distress at the photo of the two women, discovered. “They need to be warned. If you can find them, he can too.”
“Stop talking,” Sasha snapped.
“You sound concerned, Estella,” Yolanda observed. “Almost like you care.”
Estella looked at the woman across from her. Her best and worst adversary. A woman who’d seen the worst of Melbourne’s gang activity, who knew the names and faces of the victims, who knew exactly what the human cost of all that filthy money looked like— drugs unleashed on the streets, families torn apart, innocent bystanders traumatised, vulnerable women and children being used and traded, shooting deaths on suburban streets and shopping centres. A woman who’d made her life’s work to bring down organised crime. A woman like Estella.
“Yolanda,” she said now, her voice firm, decision made. “I need you to access my phone.”
Yolanda didn’t hesitate, for more than a second. She signalled to the darkened glass window to their left, and within a minute, the door to the interrogation room opened and a young officer delivered her Estella’s phone in a plastic baggie. Yolanda didn’t bother with gloves. She simply tipped it out on the table and barked “Passcode,” at Estella.
Estella gave her the digits. “Go to the email inbox,” she said. “Whatever you need is in there.”
“Estella,” Sasha growled, at the end of her tether. But Estella shook her off. Her lawyer could only watch beside her as Yolanda’s fingers swiped. Together, they saw her frown, then her eyes go huge and round, as she kept swiping, again and again. Then she clicked on something that made her scrunch her face up in concentration and then go white. Her hands started shaking. Finally, she looked up at Estella, her jaw agape.
“Fuck,” whispered Detective Yolanda Markos.
Estella reached out for the phone, and for a long second Yolanda held it tight, desperate not to let go of what Estella had just given her. Estella had seen just the smallest glimpse of what Alessia had insisting on sending her, the decision that may have sealed the girl’s fate: whole photo album’s worth of victims. You have to find them.
Estella’s fingers were shaking, her eyes imploring. She tried to keep her face entirely still, angled away from the camera while still making eye contact with Yolanda. She had no more leverage than this, no other bargain to strike, no weapon to use. She mouthed the last word she had left, a word that humiliated her with its vulnerability. Please.
“Show me,” Yolanda said finally, reaching the phone toward her, not letting go of the other end.
Estella opened up the messaging app and created a new thread, agonisingly careful to make sure the screen wasn’t angled toward any of the cameras. She typed quickly. “It’s in here,” she said aloud to the room. She let go of the phone and let Yolanda read the unsent message she’d left on the screen.
 

I’m only half done. One down, one to go. We’re on the same side. I need 24 hour s

Yolanda looked up. She pressed the back button, deleting Estella’s words instantly. Her muscles were visibly trembling and her face was sickly white. Everything flashed before Estella’s eyes: Alessia running into the darkness; Ellie bloodied and bruised; Bruna’s eyes as she reached to pull her granddaughter safely into her arms; Celestina Carletti — her mother — bending down to kiss Estella goodnight, the night before she was taken.
Yolanda stood up abruptly. “Interview terminated, 9:57PM.”
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Estella stood shakily in the carpark of the police station. She had no phone; Yolanda had pocketed it. And yet, somehow, here she stood, sipping on the sweet night air, quite sure she’d never breathe freedom like this again. She was going to prison, that was now certain, but she had one last chance on this earth. She tilted her head back and gazed at the moon, three-quarters full, perfect.
“What the fuck happened in there?” Sasha demanded. “How are you not behind bars right now?”
“Can you drive me?” Estella asked. “Please?” she managed to add, at Sasha’s glare.
“Will where I’m dropping you implicate me?”
“To a hotel,” Estella promised. “That’s all.”
Once they were on the road, Sasha turned to her, fury and curiosity warring in her voice. “If you want me to represent you, you have to keep me in the loop. What the hell did you just show Detective Markos?”
“Receipts,” Estella said. “Tonight I bankrupted the Florellis. Every dirty cent I could find got diverted out of their accounts.”
“To where?” Sasha’s knuckles went white on the wheel. “Oh fuck, I shouldn’t be driving you anywhere. You have a massive target on your back. I have a child, Estella!”
“I know,” Estella agreed tightly. “I’m a walking dead woman. But I swear to you, Sasha, it won’t be tonight. They’re in total chaos. Bruna implicated and gone, Alessia responsible, and missing. They got news of a betrayer in the ranks; they lost a ton of significant product in the warehouse explosion and I don’t even know who died in that carpark tonight. That’s not even counting the fact they won’t be able to accept that their money is really gone. They’re chasing so many tails they won’t even know their heads from their arses⁠—”
“Where did you put the money, Estella?!”
“It’s rerouted through a series of accounts overseas. Then a bunch of laundering networks. Then it’s gone to…” At some point in her diatribe Estella had started smiling, and now she could barely get the word out around the intensity of her smugness. “Charity.”
“Charity?” Sasha sounded like she was wheezing. “Please. I don’t fucking think so.”
“Domestic violence, anti-trafficking, drug outreach… they’ll all wake up in a few weeks, once the immediate heat has died down, with some very generous anonymous donations.” Estella couldn’t stop grinning at the thought. “Luciano’s finally doing something good with his fucking life.”
“That’s why Yolanda let you go? She thinks you’re fucking Robin Hood now?”
“She let me go because I’ve got one more evil fucking crime family to take down,” Estella said, as her smile died. “The Grants.”

Estella paced her hotel room like a caged animal. She knew she couldn’t go home tonight, or ever, actually. The Florellis may be in utter disarray; between Estella, Alessia and Bruna, they’d been mortally wounded on every front. Bankrupt and turning on each other, key players taken out, Luciano’s wife and granddaughter on the run. Worst of all, now that their money had vanished all the very bad people they owed would be coming after them. Luciano’s lifespan had contracted down to weeks, at most, of that she was sure. Of course, Yolanda and her taskforce were circling them too— the evidence on Estella’s phone would send a lot of people to prison.
Desperate people would make desperate mistakes; there was no coming back from this, whether the Florellis accepted that or not. Anyone with a thought to spare would have vengeance on their minds, and the leader of the Grants would be front and centre. No matter, she just needed to stay alive for one last night.
Sasha had been shocked into making one call for her. And now, Estella could only wait. Finally, the phone in her room rang and she snatched it up.
“Florence.”
“I knew you could do it.” The older woman’s voice came down the phone, victorious. “Look at you, alive and free! I heard the fucking Florellis are finished.”
“Alessia—” Estella tumbled over her own urgent words. “We got separated. She’s out there, somewhere.”
There was a terrifying pause on the line, and a younger voice came down the line.
“I’m here,” said Alessia softly. “Florence found me.”
Estella, quite insensibly, burst into tears.
“She’s fine,” Florence reassured her. “We’ll get her to Bruna as soon as the dust settles.”
“Ava and Violetta.” Estella’s voice was shaking. “The cops know where they are. You need to get word.”
“On it,” said Florence grimly. She hung up the phone and Estella stared at it in defeat. Fuck! She had no way to contact her, again. She could only hold fire, waiting to see if she’d call back. Jesus christ. She cursed herself for not memorising anyone’s numbers; what a stupid reason to get hamstrung now! She called reception to get Sasha’s listed number, but it was only the line to her office. Sasha was home for the night, with her daughter, probably scared for her life. Estella had a thousand things to do and no one to help her execute the plan.
It took a while before, to her dread, she remembered that she did, in fact, know one number off by heart.

“Well, darls,” drawled Cheryl, “this is a fucking pickle, isn’t it?”
Her mother-in-law sat in Estella’s hotel suite, knocking back the bottle of chardonnay she’d taken from the mini-fridge. She’d commandeered the small sofa, her feet kicked up on the coffee table. She had the drink in one hand and vape in the other, the stench of haunted fruit exhaling into the recycled air despite Estella opening the windows as far as they’d creak out on the twenty-third floor.
“Listen, Cheryl,” Estella said, as direct as she’d ever been with this jagged glass shard of a woman. “Just give it to me straight. Are you with me or not?”
Cheryl took a long inhale, relaxing back onto the sofa like she’d happily chat all night.
“Always knew you were trouble, from the minute you blew in the door. It’s finally almost bloody worth it for what you did to the Florellis tonight, I tell you what.”
“I’ve been waiting a long time for that.” Estella couldn’t sit down, instead perching one hip on the edge of the stiff hotel armchair in a simulacrum of patience, waiting to find out if it had been an impossible mission to try to build allegiance with Mike’s mother.
“You should have been in charge a long time ago,” Cheryl said. “Never send a man to do a woman’s job.”
“Th-thank you.” Estella was so surprised at the compliment she actually stuttered.
“You’re a piece of work,” Cheryl said. “Sounds like you’re going to fucking jail.”
Estella sucked in a long breath. Cheryl didn’t sound exactly cut up about this. She wondered, not for the first time, what this woman had on someone very high up in power that kept her free. Cheryl’s rap sheet had to be longer than all her limbs stacked end to end. “Last night of freedom,” Estella said, trying not to tap her foot. “It’s now or never, do or die.”
“What are they going to do you for?”
“Aside from absolutely everything?” Estella didn’t have the time to waste on this. And besides, Cheryl had been double-crossing and selling out secrets for favours since before Estella was born; she was about as trustworthy as a venomous snake. Cheryl was jiggling her leg though, waiting, and Estella was fresh out of options. “They want me for basically every Florelli murder since 2015,” she revealed.
“Lucca and Alessandro,” Cheryl said instantly. “Mike gave you that as a birthday present.” She sounded almost fond.
“I didn’t ask him for that! He did it for his own damn reasons, showing off his new power. Scared the shit out of me.”
“Oh, come on.” Cheryl chugged back another mouthful of her wine. “They were fucking monsters; you know what they did to your mother.”
“I’m not sad they’re dead, and I hope they fucking suffered. But their deaths weren’t about my mother. Mike never even met her.”
“Who else do they like you for?”
Estella scoffed. “Elio and Vincenzo.”
“Ha!” Cheryl laughed out loud, then gurgled her hacking smoker’s cough. “Look at you, little miss. Avenging your father’s death, huh?”
“I wouldn’t lift a finger to avenge that man. It’s his damn fault we were ever in the Florelli’s bullseye in the first place. They were revenge killings ordered by Mike, drug turf bullshit. Lay down with dogs, get up with fleas. Try telling that to Yolanda though. According to her I’ve been pulling strings for the Grant family before I even finished primary school.”
“Don’t give me that innocent bystander bullshit.” Cheryl turned flint hard, her softened wine edges disappearing in an instant. “Look where you ended up. You bewitched that boy of mine, and you did it for a reason. Used him for protection, used him to manoeuvre yourself into power. Used that power when you finally got it to get your revenge. I knew it from the fucking beginning, that’s why I wanted you dead.”
Estella met her eyes. This reckoning had been a long time coming, but if this was going to be her last night free on earth, she didn’t have anything left to fear from this woman. She’d be a target in jail whether Cheryl sicced friends on her or not.
“Say what you want to say to me, Cheryl.”
“Always do, darls. You used my boy, and you fucked around on him. That lawyer prank of yours could have sent him down for life.”
“I think you know that I paid for that.” Her voice wobbled as the sick sense she’d had of living forever in hell threatened to return. “Severely. For years.”
Cheryl looked at her for a long time. “Did you kill him?”
“Yes.” Estella didn’t mince words. She looked Mike’s mother in the face and told her the bald truth. “It was him or me, by that point. I found out what he had planned for me, and after all the ways he’d already degraded me, I wasn’t going to let him kill me.”
“Good girl,” Cheryl said. Estella’s legs gave out. She slid down onto the armchair, head-spinning, Cheryl taking a long draw on her vape. “Don’t love speaking ill of my dead son but Mike was a piece of shit. Got that from his dad. Which, by the way: who do you think got rid of him? First time I was ever proud to call you my daughter was when you finally took action. Alright. For fuck’s sake. What do we got to do to finish this?”

Say what you like about Cheryl Grant, but she sure as hell was efficient when she wanted to be. Within two hours, they had Estella’s work laptop in the room, delivered by Vera, with Florence swiftly arriving on her heels. Estella watched, mesmerised, as the three older women circled each other.
“Well look who the fucking cat dragged in,” said Cheryl when Vera walked in. Two psychopaths, veterans of lives of crime. It was like standing in a police museum. “Should have known you’d be involved in this bullshit.”
“Good to see you too, Cheryl. You look fucking rough. Need some more work done.” Vera tapped her own crepey jowls and tried to lift them with her fingers. Cheryl threw back her head and laughed, then almost died from her coughing fit. Florence, for her part, only gave a sharp nod of greeting. She was always above this kind of posturing, in it for her own reasons, none of them, for once, about ego.
“Alright ladies,” said Cheryl, like she was calling to order a jam-swapping session of the Country Women’s Association. “We’re not here to fuck spiders. Let’s get this shit done.”

Just like with the Florellis, eighty percent of crime was about accounting and Estella had spent years manoeuvring things into this position. With each click of her mouse she ripped the strings out from filthy business after filthy business. And with every transaction she signed her own death warrant. There was no point even considering fleeing from the full weight of the justice system, that was the least of it. Every bad motherfucker on the Australian Eastern seaboard would want her dead now. With surgical precision, she destroyed allegiances and ripped apart deals.
She gripped the tiny white business card Yolanda had pushed into her hand on the way out of the station and used the email address on the back, copying files, documenting names and dates, gifting the detective all the evidence she needed to put almost every high-ranking Grant family member behind bars should she choose to. It took most of the night.
The other jobs were practical. First Vera, then Florence were dispatched out into the early morning to destroy assets and spread information, setting all kinds of trains in motion, all on an unstoppable collision course. The next step was for them to get the hell out of dodge, to cover their tracks, to take whatever steps they needed to flee, no holds barred.
“I fucking love you, kid,” Florence told her, ruffling her hair, her wife waiting in the car. “I knew you could do it. Your mum would be so damn proud if she were here to see you.” She wrapped her arms around Estella, her eyes wet. “Whatever happens from here, wherever you end up, you’ll always know that, so hold your pretty head up high.” She stopped talking, choking on her words. They both knew Estella would be dead, in jail, or dead in jail. Estella wouldn’t cry, though. Not while Florence was there to see her, because Florence had given everything to see this day, and Estella could never in a thousand years repay her.
Vera, for her part, just gave Estella a solid nod. “Good work,” she said. It was terrifying. Then she left.
“Well,” said Cheryl with a stretch and a yawn. “I reckon Belize looks good. I’ve got a flight booked for midday. I better make tracks.”
“I never thought I’d see the day we worked together,” Estella admitted, blurry-eyed with exhaustion. “Thank you for helping me kill the beast.”
“Who says it was me helping you?” Cheryl said, her eyes narrow. “Maybe this was you doing my dirty work all along, you ever think of that?”
There was no hug goodbye, but Estella wouldn’t let Cheryl within stabbing range anyway.

Estella awoke — head pounding, eyes gritty — several hours later. She had a phone again, a burner that Florence had brought her, and the time on the screen was 4:30 in the afternoon. She supposed that all in all, when she was locked in a jail cell she’d be pleased that she’d managed to spend her last day on the outside sleeping in 5000 thread count sheets in a luxury hotel bed. She’d slept for hours, her life’s mission finally complete. She tried to feel it, but it seemed impossible, the emotions too big and confusing to grasp.
She rolled over, her gaze falling on the empty other half of the bed and just like that she was winded with pain. Ellie Graham. The thought of her almost broke her in half. Estella had never in her life been so free as in this moment, nor so utterly doomed. Death or jail, her life was over, and all she could truly feel in her last moments of freedom was an agonising longing for someone who never wanted to speak to her again.
Ellie had looked at her with such horror and derision in her beautiful dark eyes. Estella Grant the murderer. She hadn’t been able to tell Ellie, in that moment, that even the recent Florelli deaths had, in the end, been nothing to do with her. That it was turf war. Because the truth was, Estella had set it all in motion. Grants versus Florellis, a tale as old as time, but this time the fight was to the death for both of them.
If one family went down, the other would only grow in power, absorbing the other’s repugnant business, unstoppable and bloodthirsty. Both had to go for there to be any chance of redemption. Of course, Estella wasn’t stupid; she knew that other actors would simply sweep in, that the cruelties of the drug trade and human thirst for exploitation would grow up again in the void they left behind. It would take a long time though, for anyone to recreate the legacies of suffering their combined families had wrought. Estella couldn’t fix the damn world. Vengeance, in the end, was the best she could offer for thousands of ruined families, and, ultimately, her mother.
Estella had never really stopped to consider any cost to her personally. She’d had nothing left to lose, Mike had long made sure of that. But then, Ellie had happened. Right there in the hotel bed she squeezed her eyes tight, hot tears leaking into the pillows. She’d known having nothing to lose was what gave her the strength to act, so she’d held Ellie at bay, for as long as she could. But now, her mission complete, Estella had no choice but to let the feelings rush over her like a tidal wave.
She loved Ellie Graham. She loved the warmth in her eyes, her sensitivity and ferocious insight, the way she could undo Estella’s layers of obfuscation and see through to her truth. She loved Ellie’s laugh when she was surprised, her stupid bloody-minded bravery that made her seek out a mob boss in the first place, and step out from hiding to take down a thug with a gun. She loved Ellie’s protective streak, the way she made so damn clear that love was an action verb, like the way she loved her sister and nephew. She loved seeing Ellie perform, loved the silk of her skin, loved her on her knees, so clear in her own desires. She loved that kiss in the foxgloves, Ellie’s shocking clarity, everything is better when you’re around. Had anyone ever thought such a thing about Estella Grant?
The truth was, Estella — if she’d been given her whole life over again — would do everything in her power to spend it loving Ellie Graham. She tried to imagine it: a world in which Estella deserved that. It was an impossible dream. Estella was stained by her own choices, by those of her family, those of her husband. She was grubby beyond any possible measure, so sullied by the world she’d chosen to stay in that she’d mar Ellie’s innocence with her mere presence.
And yet she was out of the bed before her brain could catch up with what she was about to do. She was propelled to action, forced to her feet, because it was unbearable that she would die or go to jail and Ellie would go the rest of her life thinking that Estella was evidence of a stain on her character. Ellie Graham walking around in the world thinking I fell for a psychopath’s charm or worse, I’m attracted to danger.
Oh god. Estella thought through the possible outcomes of that: Ellie walking boldly into lion’s dens, offering her beautiful submission to someone who couldn’t be trusted, all because she thought she was the kind of woman who couldn’t trust her own judgement.
She slipped the gleaming red dress over her head that Florence had brought her, a gift of glamour for her final moments, so that when Yolanda came for her, her perp walk would be with a certain fuck you dignity, rather than Estella Grant delivered to justice in track-pants. She met her own eyes in the mirror as she washed her face and applied her makeup. Last day on earth, huh? If that was the case, then the one last thing she had left to do was to finally tell Ellie the truth.
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Ellie was drifting. There was no other way to put it. It was the final day of shooting season seven of Universe Below and she could not keep it together.
“Action!” cried Anastasia for the fifth take of this scene — Estella Grant, gun in hand, murdering her husband — and Ellie could not do it. It felt like she was actively disassociating, hovering outside herself, watching the woman who she’d kissed, who she’d shared a bed with, take a human life.
It wasn’t like this series of events was news to her, for fuck’s sake! Estella herself had admitted it. But the way the script was written, it wasn’t the final straw of an abused woman taking out the monster who’d tormented her, the way Alison — and also Ellie — believed it to be. Instead, it was cold-blooded murder, a woman with a bloodthirsty desire for power, the man she’d married just the final barrier to the top. And so, Ellie stood frozen, stuck inside her own ever-looping mind. Because Estella was capable of such an act; the violent deaths of the men who’d attacked Ellie were proof of that. If it wasn’t for the dangerous collision of Ellie Graham and Estella Grant, there’d be two men still alive and one more uninjured — brothers, husbands, sons — and as Ellie held the prop gun in her shaking hand, it felt like she was killing them all over again.
“Cut,” called Anastasia. “Eloise? You okay?”
Eventually the director called time on the scene, sending them all off to lunch for a break. Ellie swore blue that she was fine, then hunched up in her trailer sucking in deep ragged breaths, her head swimming. She couldn’t eat, her stomach rebelling. She’d gotten through weeks of filming, but something about this final day on set was getting to her. She couldn’t make herself fire this gun.
Her phone rang, tugging her out of her panicked spiral as she saw Zara’s name flash up on the phone.
“Oh my god, Ellie,” Zara said. She sounded tight with shock. “Arthur just got suspended from school.”
“For what?!” Ellie stood up, worry spiking through her body. After Genevieve’s funeral, Arthur had seemed softer again, though still withdrawn and moody. Ellie couldn’t begin to deal with the idea it had only been a momentary reprieve. Terrible images leapt into her mind, all those teenage girls at school, her nephew, so filled with confusion and vile misogynistic propaganda.
“Well,” said Zara slowly. “He punched Kyle in the face. Apparently, Kyle used a transphobic slur against Felix, and Arthur socked him in the middle of class. Busted his nose.”
“Yes!” Ellie went weak-kneed with relief. “Fucking yes, Arthur!”
“I mean, I don’t think I can say that to my son who just used violence at school, but I have to say I agree with you.”
“Punching nazis and future wife-beaters is fine,” Ellie cried. “He was protecting his friend!”
“It’s odd hearing you say that,” said Zara, the sound of her car door slamming in the background, the echo of her voice as she switched to speaker. “Seems you’re okay with someone hurting bad guys, if it’s your nephew?”
Ellie barely had to pause to think that one through. “Punching someone is different from killing someone,” she pointed out, feeling sick all over again.
“I mean, we’re talking different playing fields, though?” Zara said. “Killing a teenage boy who’s a dick would be wrong. But killing a killer… I mean, punching a member of a violent crime organisation isn’t going to do much, is it? Just get you killed probably.”
“I think the key is to stay the hell away from organised crime in the first place if that’s where your moral barometer ends up,” Ellie said defensively.
“Shame if it’s chosen for you,” Zara said. “If it’s the family you’re born into. The only life you know. Anyway,” she said hastily, steering them away from rehashing this argument all over again. “I’m going to pick up my delinquent son. Take him out for ice-cream and tell him violence isn’t the answer, but fuck I’m glad he’s seen the light.”
“Love you,” said Ellie. “Tell Arthur I adore him.”
When they hung up, Ellie found that even though she still didn’t agree with Zara, she could, at least, film the final scene.

“Cut!’
cried Anastasia. “That’s a wrap! Well done, team!”
The cast and crew all whooped and cheered and hugged each other, but Ellie felt numb. Getting the final scene in the bag had taken it out of her, and she felt shaken to her core. Squeezing the trigger on the prop gun and watching her colleague grab his bloodied chest, it was half Estella and half Ellie that fell to her knees as the light died in Mike Grant’s eyes.
The proper wrap party was tomorrow night, but everyone was heading out for drinks to celebrate the successful conclusion to the season. Ellie stumbled into her trailer to get changed, only to realise she couldn’t even begin to fathom the idea of drinking wine and accepting toasts for her performance as Estella Grant. Not when she knew what she’d done to get there. She was sick of herself. She wanted to get out of there so badly that she didn’t even pause to take off her costume, fleeing the set for her hotel room in full wig, makeup and contacts, the designer red dress squeezing her body so tightly it felt as if her insides might fall out if she removed it.
She fled past the reception desk, practically fell into the lift and made it all the way into her hotel room before she started hyperventilating. It all swept over her in a tidal wave of confusion, from the very first time she lay sprawled on the pavement gazing up at Estella Grant’s blazing blue eyes until the last moment, turning her back in horror as Estella walked away.
It had been all in there, from the beginning, hadn’t it? Estella had tripped her to the ground, making her bleed. A woman of no compunction, who’d take what she wanted and dole out pain and death where it suited her? And yet, Ellie still could not see her that way.
Her body wouldn’t let her forget all those moments that Estella was desperately tender, all those moments she’d been so utterly, terribly human. Estella had been electric with fear that moment that Gio had hunted them in her office, yet she’d stepped out with her head high, doing everything possible to draw him away from Ellie, to keep her safe. Estella had been wide-eyed and nervous, her hands trembling as she’d touched Ellie for the first time, scrambling to stay in control, to take what she so badly wanted. She’d sobbed when Ellie was injured; whipped her to safety; held her hand, and then, eventually, her body, as she’d healed. Racing back to Melbourne to keep Zara and Arthur safe, whispering the truth of her traumatic past to Ellie those days in Gold Hill.
No, Estella Grant was no monster; even though Ellie had treated her like one in the end. It would be so much simpler to fear her or hate her or judge her, but Ellie was much more unsettled by the nagging realisation that maybe Ellie had hurt her. That she’d been the one to accept taking on the role of playing a real living human being in the first place, that she’d sought out Estella, stalked her, wanted more, then crossed the final line to seduce her. She’d known the whole time who Estella was, so it was very late in the game for Ellie to be shocked by her crimes in the end.
She was pacing the room, the contacts gritty in her eyes, her mind whirling with thoughts. Arthur punching Kyle; Felix’s tender worried parents; Zara’s furious words flung at Ellie, the man who raped me got nothing; Alison’s troubled eyes, admitting she’d not intervened knowing Estella was about to kill her abuser; Estella breaking down in Harry’s cottage garden, the dirt streaking her wet cheeks beneath the foxgloves.
The conclusion hit her in a sharp, heady rush. She had to get to Estella. She had to tell her⁠—
Just like that, there was a rap on her door. Her heart seized in her chest. Who else could find her, here in an anonymous hotel room, bypassing security to make it to her floor?
She flung open her door, almost lightheaded with relief. The words died on her lips.
There in the doorway, stood Jimmy Jenkins.

Ellie stepped back automatically, trying to put space between her and the unwelcome visitor, but Jenkins took it as an invitation, stepping right into her hotel room.
“Eloise,” he said, his voice like a caress, making her skin crawl. “You didn’t make the cast party. I was concerned about you.”
“I’m not feeling well,” she said instantly, wanting nothing but this man gone. Her spine was rigid, and her cheeks blazed with discomfort. “I needed to lie down.”
“You haven’t even taken your wardrobe off. You look great as a blonde, did you know that?” His eyes tracked over her skin, almost proprietarily, like she was merchandise.
“Thanks,” she said thickly. “I’ll bring it back, obviously.” Her thoughts were racing, trying to figure out how to make him leave, but almost as if he heard her, he stepped in closer. She couldn’t step any further without hitting the bed and, at that thought, she became lightheaded with fear. Every sense she had was screaming that she was in danger. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but I need some space. I’m not feeling great⁠—”
“Oh, don’t be like that,” he stepped closer again, almost touching her, his eyes gleaming with what looked like victory. “I think you know, don’t you, this dance we’re playing?”
“There’s no dance⁠—”
“You got my flowers,” he said. “I hardly think it’s a secret that I’m interested.”
“That was you?”
“Of course. Don’t be shy now, Eloise—” Just like that he reached for her, big hands going around her waist. She wrenched away, fast, backing away from the bed until her back hit the little desk built into the wall.
“I’m sorry,” she said firmly. “There’s been a mistake. I’m not interested.” She didn’t care anymore about his power or his ego. She just wanted him gone. No job was worth this.
“I think you’re mistaken, actually.” Jenkins’s eyes flickered into the simmering rage she’d seen lurking inside him before. He lunged again, his hand clenching tightly around her wrist. “I think you’ll find that you’re very much interested.” He loomed over her, seeming to like her fear. “Actresses like you are a dime a dozen, you know that? I can swap out one pretty face for another just as fast as I can break you⁠—”
“Let me go!” She tried to wrench her wrist out of his grip, but he held her tighter, pressing in, until she felt his erection pressed against her hip.
“Eloise,” he tugged her closer, even as she struggled. “Play the game⁠—”
She brought her knee up as hard as she could, smashing it between his legs, and he roared, letting go of her to clutch at his balls. There was no room between the bed and the desk, but Eloise took advantage of the two seconds he spent wheezing with pain to try to bolt. She sidestepped him, made it a whole step closer to the door before he lunged again, jerking her backwards up onto the desk, his hand gripping her throat. His face was contorted with rage, his mouth opening in a snarl as he shoved her backwards. Her world contracted in terror just as her hand met metal. She gripped it and swung it as hard as she could.
The world blinked out, for just a second, then there was a brutal crash. She opened her eyes.
She stood frozen, her breath stopped in her chest, staring in horror at what was spread out on the floor before her, her brain unable to process what was happening. Jimmy’s eyes were fixed open, staring up at the ceiling, a pool of blood slowly oozing into the carpet beneath him. She caught sight of the heavy metal lamp still clutched in her right hand, a gleam of blood on the smashed canvas shade. It fell from her hand with a thunk.
“J-Jimmy…?” she whispered, willing him to blink, or move, or sit up, anything. Still, he stared blindly, unmoving.
She scrunched her eyes closed tightly, fighting down the urge to vomit. Wrenching away from the sight, her ears started to ring, and her legs gave way until she slumped sickly over the desk. She tried to open her eyes, but her vision was going black around the edges, unable to feel her hands. She pressed her face onto the cool desk, feeling the sweat pour off her and for a few blissful seconds she let go, falling into a void of black like a welcome pool of water.
She came to with a gasp, quite sure, all of a sudden, that she wasn’t alone in the room. She turned, just in time to see Estella Grant rise up from her knees beside Jimmy Jenkins, the broken lamp in her hands.
For a moment, Ellie knew she was hallucinating. She could see them both reflected in the mirror across the room. Two Estella Grants, long golden hair, gleaming red dresses, and blood on their hands.
“He’s dead—” she heard herself say.
“I killed him,” said Estella. “It was me. I did it.”
“I—” Ellie’s brain was shortcutting. “No. I hit him. He attacked me, and I—” She looked at the bloodied lamp in Estella’s hand, the blood on her hands.
“He was fine,” said Estella, her tone icy calm. “Just… just dazed, that’s all. I saw what he did, and I killed him. It’s not your fault. You didn’t do this, Ellie.”
“I… didn’t?” Ellie was sipping on air, barely able to make her chest expand. It didn’t make sense. She’d seen his eyes. She’d felt the blow all the way through her body. But then… Gio had lived. There were a few seconds she couldn’t remember; she must have passed out. Was Estella telling her the truth?
“Listen to me.” Estella put the lamp down carefully and crossed the room, her hands warm and heavy on Ellie’s shoulders, grounding her. “You didn’t do this. He attacked you, then I attacked him.”
“You’re… covering for me.” Ellie realised the truth with a sick thud in her gut.
“No!” Estella said sharply. “This is the truth: I’m a killer. You are not. I’m already going to jail. You didn’t do this. I did. You’ve had a shock, Ellie, and you’re not thinking straight. Don’t—” she said as Ellie tried to look again at Jimmy Jenkins, at the violent splash of blood. “Don’t look at him.”
She led Ellie away to the bed and sat her down; Ellie slumped against her body, finally overwhelmed, too shocked to cry, to afraid to look at the mass on the floor. She sunk her face into Estella’s shoulder, breathing in her familiar spicy scent, feeling the welcome warmth of her skin. She felt, quite acutely, that the moment one of them moved, her life as she knew it would be over. Estella held her tight, but in her hand she gripped a phone.
“I’m going to call Ken,” she said softly. “It’s all going to be okay, baby.”
Ellie stayed where she was, her brain stopping every time she tried to comprehend. She’d hit Jenkins. He’d been dead. You’re in shock, she replayed Estella’s words. I’m the killer, not you. She couldn’t make the pieces fit.
The door creaked open again — what the hell kind of hotel security was this — and Estella’s menacing bodyguard came in, closing the door quickly behind him. He barely glanced down at the bloodied body on the floor and nodded.
“Right then,” he said. He walked closer and looked down dispassionately, nudging Jenkins with his foot, making his body wobble. Ellie cried out in horror. “Just checking,” he said. He stepped over the body and turned, as if sizing up the problem. She could smell his cologne over the metallic scent of blood and suddenly her whole body went rigid with fear. She was back on the street outside her apartment at night, colliding with a large man, right before⁠—
“It was him!” she cried to Estella, desperate to warn her before it was too late. “He’s the one who attacked me!”
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Estella and Ken both froze, staring at each other. Ellie shrank back on the bed, shivering in fear, her response to Ken’s presence too visceral to be anything other than the truth.
“What’s that about?” Estella made her voice as calm as she could, and Ken’s shoulders dropped.
“Ah, for fuck’s sake,” he said, not even pretending he was going to deny it. “You want to know what your problem is?”
“I suspect you’re about to mansplain it to me,” Estella said, rigid with fury.
“You lead with your heart. You’re too fucking soft. I was trying to⁠—”
“You’re a fucking psychopath!” she said, standing up straight, deciding she had no choice but to bluster her way out of this. “You double-crossed me, you traitorous piece of shit. You need to get the fuck out of here, before⁠—”
“You need me, Estella,” he cut her off, his hands upright in defence. “Don’t pretend otherwise. Now, listen to me⁠—”
“And no one will get hurt? I’ve fucking heard that line before.” She launched herself at him, getting in one good blow with the benefit of surprise before she found herself shoved back against the wall.
“Christ, Estella,” he gritted out. “Just listen to me for a second!” She kicked him roughly and he groaned, quickly spinning her sideways until she hit the bed. She sat up quickly, and kicked out at him again, the weight of her fury lending her strength, landing one good blow to his abdomen, winding him, but not slowing him down one inch. He pinned her easily, wrestled her efficiently until to her horror and fury he’d tied her left arm to the wooden bed head with one of the epic yellow cable ties he always favoured. “Fuck!” he shouted, and that’s when Estella realised that Ellie had tried to hit him with the broken lamp too. What the hell was it with this woman and lamps?
Ken was too strong to go down though — or Ellie had already used up all her killing strength today — and he shook her off easily. He reached into his pocket and hauled out a small box, a trick Estella had seen him do more than once in her employ. She yelled as loud as she could at Ellie to warn her — getting out the single word run — but he’d grabbed Ellie’s arm and stopped her, jabbing her in the shoulder with the hypodermic needle, with a quick, sorry hon, calm down, as he pressed down on the plunger. Ellie’s eyes went wide with shock as he held her still, oblivious to Estella’s screams of fury, before her lids got heavy.
“Estella?” she murmured. “What’s happening?”
“You’re okay!” Estella cried out. “You’re okay!” She was only restrained with one arm, and she wrestled with her other to reach her phone, feeling in her pocket for the white rectangular card Yolanda had given her, hoping against hope that Ken was too busy with Ellie to notice her. Right then, Ellie’s eyes closed, and she slumped unconscious onto the bed, Estella frantically trying to press the numbers into the phone as Ken straightened up.
“Alright,” he said with a weary sigh. “Here’s what’s going to happen.”
It was only then that Estella saw the knife in his hands.
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Forty-eight hours later
Detective Yolanda Markos took a long, slow, deep breath. On the other side of the door was an epic throng of press, bloodthirsty for the facts and baying for her statement. Usually she liked to take a backseat, to leave this to the official spokesperson and keep her identity on the down-low. It didn’t do for a woman who was taking on the underworld to be too public. But today’s statement was different and it required the personal approach.
She pushed open the door and strode out with as much confidence as she could muster onto the front steps of the police station where a podium had been set up, with high tech audio so that those at the back could hear her over the shouts for comments, and soundbites could be played on all the news stations. She wasn’t wholly surprised to find as she opened her mouth to speak that her hands were shaking.
“Good afternoon everyone,” she said, keeping her voice clipped and formal. “I’m here to deliver a formal statement on behalf of Taskforce Lombardo, the unit assembled to investigate organised crime in Melbourne city. As you are all aware, there have been escalating tensions between two of our largest crime syndicates over the last year and a half, resulting in several violent deaths and countless affected bystanders. In the early hours of this morning Victoria Police have made major in-roads in the dismantling of organised crime in our state, with twenty-nine arrests made of members and associates of the Grant and Florelli families.”
She paused to let the murmurs and exclamations ring out and found she couldn’t quite feel the full weight of this moment. She’d fought for her entire professional life for the chance to one day get to make such a statement. For decades it was simply an arrest here, an arrest there, a game of pointless and repetitive whack-a-mole, never once getting to cut the head off the snake. Until now.
For a few seconds she lost her way, the crowd of reporters fading into white noise. She’d never, no matter how long she lived, forget the moment that Estella Grant had shown her that it wasn’t about cutting off the head at all. It was about ripping the guts out, and this one woman had achieved what an entire taskforce had not been able to do, destroying the Florelli gang once and for all.
It had, perhaps, been the shock of the moment that had informed Yolanda’s next movements. Letting Estella go on the shaky assertion that she would take down her own syndicate on the way out had been a highly dangerous and ethically indefensible decision. Even standing there on the podium, Yolanda knew that it wasn’t impossible she was about to face her own investigation into her conduct, though she could only hope that the outcome — the Melbourne gang wars obliterated — would be enough to prevent deeper scrutiny. More lives than her own depended on that hope. All things considered, she still wasn’t sure if it had been the best or worst decision of her life.
“The taskforce acted in the wake of a significant tip-off, and a rapid escalation in activity on behalf of the criminal enterprises involved. In addition to the explosion in Maribyrnong on Wednesday night, two suspected shooting deaths and an as yet unsolved abduction, we are this afternoon able to confirm that the body discovered at the O’Hara Hotel in Clayton on Friday morning belonged to James Jenkins, aged 49, of South Yarra. Mr. Jenkins was, as many of you know, the head of Fallen Productions, the television studio currently producing a series about Melbourne’s gangland wars, and his death is believed to be connected.”
Yolanda took a long breath to try to settle herself as the assembled crowd of reporters exploded in a volley of questions. She thought of the scene in the hotel room and the brutal death that had occurred there and wondered what Jenkins himself would make of this crowd, a man who had so thoroughly profited off other people’s trauma. She waited for the yelling to stop and then continued. It took her a solid moment, despite her carefully assembled statement, to find her footing now.
“Our investigation at the hotel has concluded that the leader of the Grant syndicate, Estella Grant, entered the hotel immediately after Mr. Jenkins and, along with one of her associates, entered the room just prior to the time of the murder. We are seeking no other suspects.”
The explosion this time was epic. Seasoned crime reporters and newbies alike were wetting themselves at the announcement of Estella Grant’s involvement. Yolanda tried to keep calm, knowing that the press conference was being live streamed right now in studios across the country, that her face and her voice would be replayed over and over again in the coming weeks and years, as true crime documentaries and podcasts delved into this story until the end of time. She hoped that if anyone saw the quiver of her jaw right now, they wouldn’t read into it. She hoped that no one would see the emotion threatening to overcome her, a seasoned detective, right there on their screens. She counted to ten, and then twenty, slowing her breathing, trying to stay calm, before she said her next words.
“There were reports of a prolonged altercation in the hotel room and the CCTV surveillance footage at the site uncovered that a second death occurred on Thursday night.”
The crowd leaned forward, rabid for details, but Yolanda found herself stuck, just for a moment, as she reran the footage in her mind. The hulking figure of legendary Grant enforcer Kenneth Brozović, hauling down the corridor the bloodied lifeless body of a woman Yolanda knew well. A woman she’d chased after and sparred with, followed and surveilled, whose life’s work had, in the end been the same as Yolanda’s. A woman whose frantic phone call she’d taken right before the end.
“I can confirm that a known associate of the Grant family has turned himself into police and confessed to the murder of Estella Grant.”
When the press conference was finally over, Yolanda locked herself in her office and wept.



Epilogue
Two years later
Ellie was awoken early the way she often was these days: by the raucous laughter of kookaburras in the trees outside her bedroom window. She yawned, stretched and rolled over. For a moment her eyes fixed on the cold, empty other half of her bed. She sighed, rubbing her eyes, and slowly slid out of the covers into the warm spring morning.
She could hear more bird song now, a chorus of bush birds, nothing she’d ever have heard back in Melbourne. She smiled to herself as she made coffee from the pot already brewing in the small kitchen, thinking of how incredibly lucky she was to get to have this beautiful little cottage, up high on the hillside above the town of Gold Hill.
It had been rented before her by Hope Sullivan, until Alison Hartmann had sold her elaborate lakeside mansion and the two of them had bought a new home together, a beautiful, yet modest, Edwardian villa about ten minutes’ walk from where Ellie stood right now. It served its purpose, Hope had told her, her eyes filled with tears as she said goodbye to the little house. It gave me a safe place to land. And now it’s your turn.
Hope had been right. In the aftermath of the bloody battle at the O’Hara Hotel, Hope and Alison were the only people on the planet that Ellie could fathom even speaking to. They’d known exactly how it felt to have your life explode in sudden violence, as well as the life of the woman you’d not even gotten to say I love you to before the nightmare erupted. If it wasn’t for their care and patience, Ellie couldn’t even begin to contemplate how she’d have gone on.
Things had gotten progressively easier over time, as shocking as that was to contemplate. Hugo and Harry had gotten married last summer, and both were thrilled that Gold Hill was the place that kept providing safe harbour for the people they loved. Ellie couldn’t imagine living anywhere else now, even as she flew to Sydney for the occasional low-key acting gig, for the satisfaction and love of it, refusing any of the offers that would bring her star any higher. Life had changed and so had her priorities. She had all she wanted right here. Especially since Zara now dated the handsome Jac Hartmann, and the two of them — along with Arthur — came up regularly on weekends to visit.
Ellie took her coffee and wandered out the French doors into the warm garden, to find her partner, Aurora, looking surprisingly relaxed in a sunbeam.
“You know redheads shouldn’t sit in the sun,” she said, stepping out to join her.
Aurora just laughed, rolling her eyes. “And yet, I think I’ll take the risk” she said drily.
Ellie dropped a kiss in her gleaming red hair, admiring the way the strands reflected the light. She paused a second, breathing in the scent of her, her gratitude for her warm presence almost overpowering after everything she’d been through.
She took a seat next to her and closed her eyes in satisfaction. “Lottie!” she squeaked in fright, as the small snuffling rescue bulldog hurtled into her lap, making her spill coffee over her fingers.
“It’s not her fault,” Aurora said easily. She shrugged in response to Ellie’s solidly raised eyebrows. “You should have steadier nerves.”
Ellie scoffed, but settled herself back in the chair, the heavy little dog plonking herself happily on her lap. Aurora would never hear a word against the creature. She’d been the one who’d found her on the rescue website and begged Ellie for them to get a dog. Ellie had been unsure, wondering if they were ready for this kind of step in their relationship, but she loved that she got to see this side of Aurora, this achingly soft heart of hers that had poured hours into rehabilitating a little neglected mutt. She’s trying her best, she defended the dog, whenever Lottie showed her terrible manners. She’s still learning how to live in the world.
Ellie looked out over the garden she’d carefully nurtured. Hope had green thumbs and Ellie had been determined not to let the pretty garden go to ruin under her watch. Harry helped out, teaching her how to prune the pretty pink tea roses, and made sure she trained the climbing clematis over the balcony rails. The flowers gleamed like white stars in the summer heat.
“Oof!” cried Aurora, as Lottie made a quick trade, leaping from Ellie’s lap to hers. “She’s a fucking criminal,” she grumbled, wiping her own coffee splatter on her bare thighs, already petting the small dog’s ears, all forgiven.
“I mean,” Ellie said, unable to hide her smirk. “You’re one to talk.”
Aurora snorted out a small laugh. It had taken a long time for them to joke like this, but Alison had shared the details of an excellent trauma therapist — Prisha’s mum it turned out, because of course it was, bloody small towns — and moments like this felt easier. Aurora’s rebirth, after the death of Estella Grant, hadn’t been easy, but as her sapphire blue eyes sparkled mischievously at Ellie, she felt nothing but gratitude.
“Speaking of,” Aurora said now, “I called Ken this morning.”
“How’s he doing?”
“Great, really. He’s been getting really into woodworking now he’s earned his privileges, and he loves getting to be close to his son since they’re in the same wing block.”
“Family reunion,” Ellie said, shaking her head. Sometimes it felt un-payable, the debt they owed to Kenneth Broznović. She still felt awkward about hitting him with a lamp that night. Lucky I’ve got a rock solid head he’d grumbled under his breath at her, when she’d gone to visit him in Port Phillip Prison.
Still, Ken claimed to be happy, having finally paid his dues for a lifetime of misdemeanours as he’d described it. He’d apologised to Ellie, because she hadn’t been wrong. He had been there, the night she was assaulted. He’d been tailing her secretly, trying to make sure she wasn’t a threat to Estella, but a Florelli had been tailing him, bringing the enemy straight to Ellie’s door. He swore, blue, that he’d won the fight with the attacker, thrashed him properly, but that he’d decided the best course of action from there was to use the opportunity to show Estella, well and truly, what falling for a normie would lead to, dropping a bruised Ellie on her doorstep. Blimmin backfired in my face though, he reflected. Don’t understand people, really.
Join the club, Ellie had thought. It had taken time for all the pieces to get put together. Ken, it turned out, had found his way to the Grants in the first place, purely to try to take care of Estella, because he’d loved her mother. Celestina Carletti must have been one hell of a babe, Ellie decided, because more than one person who’d known her had gone to great lengths to try to care for the daughter she’d left behind. Ken had done his share the best way he knew how, with his own scars from a lifetime of violence.
As soon as he’d walked into the hotel that night he’d figured out a plan, though both Estella and Ellie had been too panicked by that point to listen to him. He’d made it all work though. He walked right out of the hotel room with Ellie unconscious in his arms, the CCTV showing a woman with bright blonde hair and a blood red dress— Estella Grant, to a tee, just as she’d looked on arrival. The footage got leaked to the media — lightly pixelated for the traditional news though to be found uncensored in various corners of the internet — but no matter how you squinted at it, there, clear as day, was Estella Grant’s lifeless body, and there was the man now sitting in jail for her murder.
Everything else had been Yolanda. She’d been tracking Estella privately, concerned that she’d take advantage of her ill-advised moment of freedom to flee, so when the frantic call from Estella connected, she’d been there in minutes, almost crossing paths with Kenneth on his way out. She and Estella — still tied to the bedpost and bleeding slightly from the small cut Ken had made to her arm to make sure he had the right evidence to smear in the backseat of his car — had stared each other down.
Estella had done the one thing Yolanda had spent her lifetime longing to do and brought down both the Florellis and the Grants, seemingly overnight. Justice had — to an extent — been served. Detective Markos knew, in a heartbeat, that Estella’s only chance of not being murdered for her role in the takedown of both Melbourne’s crime gangs was either a lifetime of solitary confinement — and that wasn’t remotely foolproof — or witness protection, which a criminal of her calibre would never be granted. In the end, Yolanda simply hadn’t been able to stomach the idea of even one more victim of the gangland wars. She allowed Estella to take the blame for Jimmy Jenkins’s death — after all, she had a mile-long file on the TV executive too — and let the CCTV footage and blood in Ken’s car speak for itself. He claimed on record that he’d dumped Estella’s body into the sea, because Ken loved Estella Grant enough to spend his last years in prison to set her free.
Of course, there was more to the cover-up than that. The footage of Ellie herself arriving into her hotel, the footage of the real Estella walking out alive, Yolanda’s involvement on the scene… all of it mysteriously disappeared. Ellie woke up worried about it in the middle of the night sometimes, but Aurora with her expertly dyed red locks, assured her that with both gangs done for, and Estella Grant dead and gone, no one was going to be looking too hard for flaws in that case.
Estella Grant had died so that Aurora could live and live she did. When Yolanda had freed her from the hotel room, she’d had only two goals: to escape Melbourne alive and undetected and to find Ellie. She’d had one remaining safe drop that she’d planted back when she was trying to survive Mike, and she used one of them to hide in plain sight - a COVID mask, bright hair hidden under a baseball cap, thick framed glasses and baggie forgettable clothes - and ridden the trains in a few directions to try to lose any tails, before making her way to the station closest to Gold Hill and walking all through the night.
It had been Alison Hartmann’s door she’d arrived at just before dawn, and Alison who’d let her in as though she’d been expecting her. “She’s upstairs,” she said, by way of greeting. Ellie, who’d woken up from the effects of the sedative Ken had given her and was pacing around on Alison’s balcony overlooking the dark lake, had flung herself into Estella’s arms, gripping her tight.
I’m sorry, she wept over and over. I’m sorry. Estella hadn’t been able to get her to make sense, until finally their stories overlapped and contradicted and corrected each other until it was perfectly clear. They were one-for-one, each having killed a man to save her own life, each as guilty as the other. I’m not that innocent, Estella had warned her, detailing her years in waiting, the crimes she’d been a part of, the crimes committed on her behalf and around her.
It had taken more than a year after that — of brutal conversations, of breakdowns, of terrible dreams, mistrust and rebuilding — to even begin to figure out who they were, but right there, on the balcony of Alison Hartmann’s lake-house, Estella had said it anyway, the words that electrified Ellie to this day.
“I love you, Ellie Graham,” she’d whispered, tears streaking down her face, holding Ellie’s hand, blue eyes fierce as the light started to spill into the sky. “I’m… furiously in love with you, and I’m sorry that I don’t know what to do with that, except that I should be fucking dead. Instead, I’m here, holding your hand and getting to look at you in the sunrise, and I won’t let go of that. Not ever. If you let me,” she remembered to add, this woman who’d always taken whatever she wanted.
Ellie gazed back at her in wonder. What the hell did love mean to a woman like Estella Grant? Women had told Ellie they loved her only to walk away when things got hard, or they found another option they liked better. Estella Grant had taken responsibility for a man’s brutal death, not just for Ellie’s freedom, but to try to give her back her sense of self. Being loved like that was… terrifying.
Ellie didn’t drop her hand, and she didn’t say I love you back. There was time enough, if they were lucky, for that. She gazed out at the pink and gold glow of the sun staining the sky, while Estella only gazed at her. Ellie could feel her vulnerability, her humanity, her want radiating off her — fragile and strong, good and bad, careful and soft — and she turned to look at her. “You need a new name,” she said. “As new as this morning.”
Just like that, Estella had picked up the burner phone she’d arrived with and literally googled it. “Aurora,” she said decisively. “It means the moment a new day breaks.”
“Aurora,” said Ellie. It sounded like someone she could, perhaps, safely love. With that, she kissed her, for the first time, as the light around them grew.
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Only Hope
Gold Hill: Book One
Alison Hartmann is a woman with secrets no one wants her to keep. Gold Hill, with its idyllic setting is the perfect place to hide.
Light-hearted Hope Sullivan doesn’t see it that way. What else is a small town for if it isn’t about strong bonds and close community?
On a gloomy day by the lake, their lives collide, leading both women to question: is Gold Hill a haven or a bolthole? Can you ever really be safe?
Gold Hill, Book One
Ribbonwood
Lara Bennett is world-famous in Ribbonwood, population 907. She’s the woman you don't trust your husband with: a real-life femme fatale. If there’s a scandal in town, she’s at the center of it, ruining businesses, marriages, and egos everywhere she goes, with her sharp tongue and that body that makes you look twice. Besides… didn’t she more or less kill a man?
Ollie Gabrielli left Ribbonwood right after high school, back when Lara was her arch-nemesis. The queen bee and the closeted soccer star: natural enemies. When she comes home for three months it's to recover from burnout and spend time with her chaotic family, not to reconnect with old classmates. Only somehow, she can’t seem to take her eyes off Lara. How did she only get hotter? And is she really everything they say she is?
Sometimes, there’s a reason you should never try to go home.
Falls From Grace
Grace Notes: Book One
Savannah Grace is a huge star in Nashville. At least, she was. Her hit band Twice Struck topped the country music charts for almost a decade until her high profile marriage to her bandmate and co-writer publicly exploded. Now she’s fading from the spotlight and her own life, just trying to keep her head above water.
Brynn Marshall is a little lost. Dropping out of med school made her the black sheep of the family and now she’s floating around LA trying to find a sense of purpose. When she falls down on her luck, her best friend - indie musician Noah Lyman - refuses to let her wallow. After all, he’s just got his big break: co-writing with a megastar!
When Savannah enlists Noah to help her break out of country music and make a name for herself for once and for all, what better way to do it than to spend the winter in her secluded vacation home in the woods of Vermont? And what better way for Noah to help out a friend than to pretend he’s bringing along his wife?
After all, what could possibly go wrong?
Graceless
Grace Notes: Book Two
Savannah Grace is on top of the world. She’s back to selling out stadium tours and winning Grammies and she’s just arrived home from her honeymoon after marrying the love of her life…nothing could burst this bubble.
Except, of course, her estranged family.
When her younger sister Cassidy shows up on her doorstep, in need of help and thoroughly - inexplicably - pissed off, the whole household gets turned on its end. Where did she spring from and why the heck is she so damn mad?
Savannah’s nanny Lane has grown all the way up, from a cute punk kid to a classic heartbreaker, a long trail of short flings in their wake. They don’t have a second to waste on Cassidy; after all she’s rude, ignorant, hot-tempered and kind of a brat. It’s just…does their boss’s little sister have to be so hot?
Of course things could always get worse. Cassidy has one plan and one plan only: for her sister to turn her into a star.
Saving Graces
Grace Notes: Book Three
Rosalie Carlson is the person everyone turns to in a crisis. She’s kind, calm, caring, and a social worker, after all. She’s got it all together… except that her personal life is kind of a disaster. Things can get a little hectic when your complicated best-friendship is with a megastar like Savannah Grace.
When twenty-six year old Kinsey moved to Nashville, it was in the hopes of finding a creative partner and making it big. When she meets Cassidy Carver, musical sparks fly. It’s a chance meeting with a beautiful older woman however, that truly knocks her off her feet.
Rosalie’s gorgeous - and there’s no denying the intense chemistry between them - but she refuses to consider even a single date with a young musician. Besides, Rosalie’s given up on love altogether, so what would be the point?
Fighting this level of temptation is always a losing battle, but after one red hot minute they go their separate ways. It’s just lucky there’s no connection between their different worlds and no way they’ll ever cross paths again…
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