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Chapter One

The Lady of the Civet Furs

At 11:42 p.m., rain glazed the Limehouse Causeway in a sheen
of diesel o0il reflected in the light of the streetlamps, turning
brick to varnished black and the Thames beyond the warehouses to
a strip of moving ink. The lane was too narrow for comfort and
too old for modern traffic, yet a long black limousine idled
there with the calm possession of a thing that belonged to no
century at all. Its electric engine gave almost nothing away. The
only sound was rain on metal and a loose sign rattling somewhere
high in the dark.

Inside the car, Eleanor Frayne surfaced from a drugged
darkness by fractions.

First the sting in her shoulder. Then the taste in her
mouth. Then the awareness that her own body had become a thing at
a distance from her, heavy and delayed, as if every command had
to cross water before it reached her limbs. She lay on leather
that felt cold through the lining of her civet coat. Once the
coat had meant parties, entrances, admiration. Now it was only
weight. She could not remember who had fastened it around her.
She could not remember how her shoes had become slippers. She
could not remember how many hours had been taken from her since
the first needle entered her arm.

She opened her eyes.

The driver was visible only as a carved shape at the front

of the car. In the back with her, another presence waited, close
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enough to give her the intimate attention of prey under a
hunter’s eye.

“She knows too much,” said a man’s voice from the unlit
seat. Soft. Educated. Impossible to place. “She will talk.”

A second voice answered, harder and more practical. “Where?”

“The writer. Caxton Court. She spoke of him.”

Eleanor tried to turn her head. The motion felt enormous and
accomplished almost nothing. Her tongue would not obey her. She
meant to say Harry Carver’s name. She meant to say Nadia. Instead
a dry sound caught in her throat.

“Then?” the second voice asked.

No answer came in words. Instead a low whistle drifted
through the dark interior of the car: three notes rising,
falling, oddly musical and entirely inhuman in their calm. A
chill colder than fear passed through Eleanor. She had heard that
whistle before, deep underground where the silk lamps burned
night and day and time dissolved in smoke.

The hand emerged only when she was already looking for it.
The skin of it strangely discoloured in the dashboard glow. Long
fingers. Clean nails. Delicate, almost, except that nothing
attached to that hand could be delicate. It held a syringe with
the ease of a man taking up a pen.

“No,” she tried to say.

The hand pushed back the fur at her shoulder and found the
flesh beneath. Pain flashed. Then the warm sinking began again,

the world sliding away from its edges.
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Somewhere beyond the steamed window the city moved on.
Eleanor thought, with immense and useless clarity, that if she
could only stay awake long enough to reach Carver’s rooms, she
might still do one decent thing before she died.

The limousine released her into Westminster at 11:45 as if
she were a burden it no longer wished to carry.

A black cab waited at the kerb. The man who opened the door
did not look at her. Cold air struck her face. She staggered onto
the pavement under the striped glow from Caxton Court and
clutched her coat shut with fingers that had gone numb. The
Elizabeth Tower stood in the distance, gold and indifferent,
nearing midnight.

The cabdriver leaned towards his open window. He was broad-
faced, roughened by weather and long hours, but not unkind. “You
all right, miss?”

“No.” She swallowed and forced the word into something more
useful. “Wait. Please. Just wait.”

She found money in the coat pocket and thrust it at him
because money still worked on some people and because she needed
one honest witness to remain in the world a little longer.

The driver looked from the notes to her bare ankles, to the
slippers darkening in the rain, and back again. “Should I call
someone?”

“Please wait.”

She turned towards the entrance. Every light left a smear in
her vision. Her body no longer understood steps. She mounted the

first one badly, caught the rail, and kept going.
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Behind her, in the cab’s mirror, the black limousine sat
half a block away with its lights off.

Brian Thomas, who had spent twenty years on London streets
and knew trouble when he saw it, registered the second car before
he fully knew he had seen it. Too expensive for the area, too
still for the hour, too patient by half.

Then a figure detached itself from the mouth of a side lane
and came to Brian’s window.

The man wore black and seemed to bring the lane’s shadow
with him. Under the brim of a hat his face stayed obscure, but
his voice, when it came, was smooth with that same foreign-not-
foreign quality Eleanor had heard in the car.

“Drive away,” he said. “You saw nothing.”

Something crisp folded into Brian’s palm: banknotes, more
than he would make by honest fares in three nights.

Brian’s first instinct was refusal. His second was survival.
The woman was already inside the building, or nearly. The
stranger’s gaze did not harden, did not need to. Men like this
did not threaten with noise; they made you imagine consequences.

Brian looked once at the entrance. Once at the money. Once
in the mirror at the waiting limousine.

Then he put the cab into gear and rolled away with the sick
feeling of a man who knows he has just sold a fragment of his
conscience for a sum too small to matter.

The man in black watched him go. Behind him, softened only

slightly by rain, came the low three-note whistle.
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Harry Carver had no idea that death was climbing his
staircase.

He was in his study on the second floor of Caxton Court, and
his world had narrowed to the circle of light thrown by a green-
shaded desk lamp, the open document on his laptop, and the stack
of handwritten pages beside it on which he still drafted scenes
when a sentence refused to arrive cleanly. Books crowded every
wall. A mug of cold tea stood by his elbow. On a side table a
sandwich had entered the long decline from neglected to inedible.

A wall clock ticked with stern disapproval over everything.

On the screen in front of him a chapter of his latest
thriller blinked between completion and collapse. He had been
living with his fictional detective, Marcus Crale, for four books
and had begun to suspect that Crale’s chief talent was ruining
Harry’s sleep. The chapter had to be delivered by noon. His
editor had texted twice and emailed once since dinner. Harry had
ignored all three. He was in that phase of work where his stubble
felt permanent, his dressing gown had become a uniform, and his
phone existed mainly to interrupt him.

His wife should have been home by now.

The thought came and went so often that he had stopped
treating it as a distinct thought and begun to live inside its
pressure. Nadia had gone to Paris—or so he believed—for what she
had called “a little air, a little colour.” Since then they had
spoken only once, and even that call had broken up. He told
himself she would return when she was ready. He told himself

their marriage had survived longer absences than this. None of it
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prevented him from glancing every quarter hour at the empty
armchair opposite the fire.

At 11:47 the bell rang downstairs.

Harry kept typing.

It rang again, longer this time.

“Coyle,” he said to the air, because a man in a dressing
gown with ink on his fingers ought not to answer his own door at
midnight.

The bell sounded a third time, followed by the clatter of
the letter flap.

Harry straightened in annoyance and called louder. “Coyle,
for God’s sake, will you get that?”

Nothing. Then he remembered. Coyle had the evening off.
Nadia had insisted the poor man was entitled to at least one
Saturday in ten that did not end with midnight tea or emergency
dictation.

Harry ran a hand through his hair, found it worse than
before, and stood.

By the time he reached the entrance hall, the bell had
stopped. Through the frosted panel in the front door he could
make out a figure and a blur of pale movement.

Then the letter flap snapped open and a pair of bright eyes
appeared in miniature.

“Are you very angry with me for interrupting?” a woman’s
voice asked, amused.

He laughed despite himself. “Miss Brandt?”
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“I know you’'re working,” Helen Brandt said. “Father says
that when you’re near a deadline you’d happily starve to death
out of professional vanity, so I’'ve brought you an omelette.”

Harry put a hand to his chin and discovered the stubble that
had already betrayed him. “An omelette.”

“In a proper dish. Still warm. And no, I’'m not coming in,
because you’ll only apologise for the state of the flat.”

“You make me sound pathological.”

“You are pathological. You’re also impossible, and Nadia
isn’t here to save you from yourself.”

Helen was the daughter of the physician upstairs, twenty-
nine, a freelance features writer with sharp eyes and a habit of
seeing through polite camouflage. Harry liked her deeply and did
not particularly wish to be seen looking half feral and wholly
lonely.

“I am grateful beyond expression,” he said through the door.

“Then eat it while it’s hot.”

He heard the dish being set down outside. Then her footsteps
moved upward and faded. When he finally opened the door he found
the chafing dish on the mat, steam still breathing from its
seams.

He carried it into the study, lifted the 1lid, admired the
absurd perfection of the omelette, and forgot about it at once.

At 11:58 the bell rang again.

This time Harry noticed because it did not stop. It rang and

rang, then broke into pounding so violent that the brass numbers
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on the door seemed to shake. He swore, shoved back from the desk,
and crossed the flat in long irritated strides.

“I'm coming,” he called.

He opened the door and a woman half fell into him.

For one second he thought some wealthy guest from a gala had
chosen the wrong address after too much champagne. Then he saw
her face.

She was perhaps thirty-five, perhaps older, though ruin had
a way of making age impossible to read. Beautiful once, beautiful
still in the architecture of bone and mouth, but overrun by
suffering. Auburn hair hung wet around her shoulders, threaded
shockingly with white. Her skin had the translucent pallor of the
very ill. Beneath the sumptuous civet coat there was only a silk
nightdress. Her pupils had contracted to pinpoints so narrow they
looked surgical.

She stared at him as though finding him in the flesh
required effort beyond her strength. “Mr. Carver?”

“Yes,” Harry said. “Yes, but—"

She brushed past him with desperate certainty, one hand
skimming the wall until she found the study doorway. There she
collapsed onto the sofa, dragging the fur around herself as if
the damp night were snow.

Harry followed in alarm. “Madam, what on earth—are you ill?
Shall I call a doctor?”

She lifted a trembling hand and pointed towards the open
door of the flat. “Close it.”

“What?"”
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“He followed me.”

The words were so hoarse they seemed scraped out of her.
Harry looked over his shoulder towards the dark hall and beyond
it the stairwell. No one. Nothing except rain ticking against the
windows and the sound of a 1lift cage descending through the
building.

“Who followed you?”

“Please.”

He went back, shut the door, slid the latch, and returned to
the study with a pulse he disliked.

The woman sat half upright now, every breath shallow and
fast. Up close he could see the fine tremor shaking her hands and
the deeper damage etched around her mouth and eyes. She looked
like a person consumed from within over a long period and then
dressed expensively to conceal it.

“Water,” he said. “Or brandy. Wait. Doctor Brandt is
upstairs. I’'1l1l fetch him.”

“No.” Her voice sharpened. “No doctor. Not yet. There is no
time.”

She fixed him with those pinprick pupils, and for a moment
lucidity and urgency broke through the haze in them.

“At great risk,” she said, each word an effort, “I have come
to warn you.”

Harry stood still. “To warn me?”

She tried to nod. “Your wife.”

The room altered around him. “Nadia?”

“Taken.”
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“Taken where? By whom?”

Her eyes flicked towards the window, towards the door,
towards corners where no one stood. “A house. A hidden place. The
Golden—"

Pain crossed her face like weather. She folded slightly,
fingers digging into the sofa cushion.

Harry moved closer. “Easy. Don’t force it.”

“He has her,” she whispered. “A man who calls himself-—"

Then she broke off, choking on the breath required to
continue. Harry snatched the decanter from the sideboard and
poured brandy with a hand that shook enough to splash the glass.

“Here,"” he said. “Drink this.”

She tried to take it and failed. Her eyes rolled back
briefly, then snapped open again in panic. *“Paper.”

“What?"”

“Paper. Pen.”

He looked stupidly at his desk, at the pages there, then
back at her. “Yes. Yes, of course.”

He turned to fetch them.

As he did, the first note of midnight began to toll from the
great clock beyond the river.

The chime seemed to hollow the room.

Harry had reached the desk and taken up a blank sheet when
the woman made a sound behind him—a small involuntary cry. He
turned.

She was no longer on the sofa.
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Braced against the armrest, she had managed somehow to pull
herself to her feet. She swayed violently, one hand on the chair,
the other reaching for the desk and whatever task had brought her
this far through pain and narcotic fog.

The second chime struck. Then the third.

“I'11 help you,” Harry said, hurrying towards her.

But she recoiled, staring past him towards the hall.

“What is it?”

No answer. Only that fixed animal terror.

The fourth bell rolled through the room.

Then, with no warning at all, the light in the hall went
out.

Harry had not heard the switch. Had not heard the door. Yet
the strip of weak illumination beneath the study threshold
vanished, and the flat beyond became a rectangle of black.

The woman made a raw sound in her throat.

A shape moved at the edge of the doorway.

Not a man. Not at first. Only a hand entering the lamplight.
The skin discoloured, almost scarred. Fine-boned. Incongruously
elegant. The fingers extended and touched the switch beside the
study door.

Click.

Darkness.

Only the moon remained, pouring silver through the high
window above Harry'’s desk and laying one blade of light across

the carpet, the chair, the woman’s fur coat, her upturned face.
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“Who’s there?” Harry shouted, but the question broke halfway
into fear.

The fifth and sixth strokes of midnight rang out.

The woman lurched towards the desk. In the moonlight Harry
saw her seize his pen and bend over the paper with frantic
concentration, the point scoring a line. Her hand shook so badly
that the letters must have looked like the path of a dying
insect.

The seventh stroke. The eighth.

Then the hands came.

They emerged out of blackness on either side of the
moonbeam, impossibly swift, each one pale and terrible in its
control. They reached for her throat with not the clumsiness of
rage but the precision of practice.

The woman screamed.

“Mr. Sterling!”

Harry lunged towards the sound and struck a solid, human,
silk-sleeved body, stronger than expected. He smelled roses,
opium, and a medicinal undertone. The unseen body moved with
unnerving economy. Harry'’s shoulder slammed into a shelf and
books cascaded to the floor. By the time he regained his footing
the study door was striking its stop.

The ninth and tenth strokes pealed.

Harry stumbled after the fleeing dark, reached the hall,
found nothing. The front door stood ajar, letting in the damp
stairwell smell. Far below, he thought he heard swift descending

footsteps.
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He slammed the door, shot the latch, and ran back into the
study.

The woman was on the floor by the desk, half twisted in the
pooled fur coat. In the moonlight her face had taken on the
colour of old wax. Her lips moved without sound. One hand still
gripped the pen. Beneath it on the paper were a few jagged words.

Harry dropped to his knees. “Madam. Madam, can you hear me?”

Her eyes found him once, terribly clear now that dying had
burned everything else away.

“Warn..” she managed, and the rest dissolved.

Her grip loosened. The pen slipped from her fingers.

For one instant Harry remained frozen in disbelief. Then he
was on his feet and running for the stair.

“Brandt!” he shouted into the building. “Brandt!”

The physician opened his door in dressing gown and slippers
before Harry reached the landing. Dr. Edward Brandt had the brisk
composure of a man who had seen panic too often to indulge it.

“What is it?”

“There’s a woman in my flat. She’s dying. I think she’s
dying.”

“Who is she?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then stop shaking and show me.”

Brandt ducked back for his medical bag and followed Harry
down. Harry spoke all the way in breathless fragments—the bell,

the fur coat, the talk of his wife, the dark, the hands, the



GAEL / The Courtesy of Monsters / 15

scream. Brandt did not interrupt. His expression tightened only
once: at the mention of Nadia.

The study light, when Brandt switched it on, made everything
look indecently ordinary. The scattered books. The overturned
chair. The spilled brandy. The cold omelette in its dish. And on
the carpet, the woman with bruises already darkening at the
throat.

Brandt knelt, felt for a pulse, then another, then lifted
one eyelid and peered. At last he sat back on his heels.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “No.”

The word altered the room again. Harry found the back of a
chair because his legs had become unreliable.

“Don’t touch anything else,” Brandt said. “Call the police.”

The police arrived without cinematic urgency but with the
practiced efficiency of people expecting the worst. They secured
the flat, the stairwell, and the entrance below. Within twenty
minutes a detective inspector from Charing Cross CID arrived,
tall and spare, with a face like weathered paper and a way of
entering a room that suggested he intended to notice every lie
before it was spoken.

Inspector Malcolm Hale introduced himself to Harry, to
Brandt, and finally to the dead woman, though not in words.

He took in the body, the desk, the bruises, the overturned
chair, and the still-open chafing dish with one sweep. “Who found
her?”

Harry raised a hand as if in school. “She came to my door.”
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Hale listened to the story with little expression and made
notes on a tablet. When Harry finished, the inspector asked, *“The
victim spoke of your wife?”

“Yes.”

“Your wife is where tonight?”

“Paris. At least she was in Paris.”

“When did you last speak?”

“Three days ago. Briefly.”

“And there has been no contact since?”

Harry hesitated. “No.”

Hale let that rest in the air. “Name?”

“My wife’s?”

“The deceased.”

“I don’t know.”

Brandt, standing by the window, said, *“The face is familiar.
Give me a moment.” He studied the woman more closely. “Yes.
Eleanor Frayne. Wife of Horace Frayne, the art expert.”

Hale looked up sharply. “You'’re certain?”

“Reasonably.”

“Then I can be wholly certain in ten minutes.”

He stepped into the hall to make a call. When he returned,
his attention had sharpened. “Dr. Brandt is correct. Mrs. Eleanor
Frayne of Kensington. Her husband died this evening.”

Harry blinked. “Tonight?”

“Heart condition, apparently. Mrs. Frayne was not at home

when he died.”
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The information filled the room with invisible lines joining
widow to opium, stranger to wife, dead husband to hidden house.

A forensic technician photographed the paper under the
fallen pen. Hale waited until she had finished, then lifted it
carefully.

Most of the writing was illegible, the lines broken by
tremor and haste. But one fragment stood out: NADIA—followed by a
blot, then GOLDEN FA—

Hale showed it first to Brandt, then to Harry. “House of the
Golden Falcon?”

Harry swallowed. “That sounds right. Or close to it.”

“And Mr. Sterling?”

“She screamed it,” Harry said. “At the end.”

Hale regarded the dead woman for a long second. “Then either
she named her killer or she named the man she feared most.”

The rain went on outside. Somewhere below, a camera shutter
clicked. The clock on Harry’s wall ticked towards one over the
wreckage of everything ordinary.

Hale turned back to Harry. “Do you have a recent photograph
of your wife?”

“Yes.”

“I’'1]1 need it. And every number, email address, and address
in Paris she may have used.”

Harry opened the desk drawer where he kept the practical
residues of intimacy and found a photograph of Nadia at a café

table in afternoon light, half laughing at whoever stood behind
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the camera. Hale studied it, then passed it to an officer for
scanning.

“We’ll circulate it tonight,” the inspector said. “Border
checks, transport cameras, hospitals, custody suites, private
clinics if we can get cooperation.”

Private clinics. The phrase made Harry look up. “You think
she’s ill?”

Hale’s face remained neutral. “I think Mrs. Frayne was.
Enough to recognise it in someone else.”

At last the body was lifted and taken away. By 2:15 the
officers had gone from the study but not the building. A
constable remained outside the flat. Another stood in the street.
Hale paused in the doorway with his coat on.

“If your wife calls, if she texts, if you remember anything
at all, you contact me immediately.”

“T will.”

“And lock your door.”

After he had gone, Brandt remained long enough to make tea
no one wanted. He urged Harry to lie down. Harry refused. At
three, the doctor left with the promise of returning in the
morning.

At five-thirty, after hours of useless staring, Harry picked
up his phone and called Paris.

The line clicked and rang, then at last connected to a
woman'’s voice thick with sleep and American vowels. Denise
Hollis, Nadia’'s friend.

“Hello?”
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“This is Harry Carver,” he said. “I’'m sorry for the hour. Is
Nadia there?”

Silence. Then, waking fast: “Harry? No. She left three days
ago. She said she was going home.”

The study grew colder around him.

“She never arrived,” he said.

Another silence, this one larger and more terrible because
it was shared.

“Harry,” Denise said quietly, “where is Nadia?”

He had no answer.

Outside, dawn thinned the London sky to the colour of ash.
Inside the flat, the lamp still burned over the blank place on
the carpet where Eleanor Frayne had died trying to deliver a
warning. On Harry'’s desk his unfinished thriller waited with all
the vanity of invented peril, and beyond the windows a city of
cameras, trains, encrypted messages, and sleepless men continued
to move without the slightest understanding that beneath its
mapped streets another kingdom had opened its hand and closed it

around the woman he loved.
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Chapter Two

The Man in the Limousine

The first thing Harry Carver noticed was the sound.

Not the woman’s voice, because that had failed almost as
soon as she entered his flat. Not the frantic knocking that had
brought him to the door. The sound he noticed, standing over the
sofa with the brandy glass in one hand and the decanter in the
other, was the small, precise ticking of the clock on his desk,
continuing in absolute indifference while Eleanor Frayne slipped
sideways into unconsciousness.

Midnight.

The city seemed to hold its breath around that hour. Big Ben
struck through the rain beyond the windows, iron notes rolling
over Westminster, and within his study the air smelled of old
paper, cold tea, damp wool, and the civet fur that enclosed the
collapsed woman like an animal skin wrapped around a ghost. Her
face, which a moment before had contorted with urgency, now had
the stillness of wax. Her lashes lay flat against skin too pale
to be healthy. Her breathing, if it continued at all, did so by
fractions too small for him to trust.

“Madam?”

No answer.

He set the decanter down so abruptly that the stopper
clinked against glass. He put two fingers to her wrist because
that was what one did in novels and in hospital corridors and

wherever else men pretended they knew how to meet disaster. He
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felt nothing. Or rather he felt so much of his own pulse in his
fingertips that he could not distinguish hers from his.

“Good God.”

The proper course of action, he knew, was obvious. Fetch
Brandt. Telephone for an ambulance. Inform the police. Yet in the
first instant none of those thoughts arrived as instructions.
They came as disconnected flashes: a doctor upstairs, a telephone
on the hall table, a dead or dying woman in his study, Nadia
still absent in Paris, and his own manuscripts spread everywhere
like incriminating evidence of the fact that while another human
being had been hunted through London he had been worrying about
the last chapter of a serialized thriller.

He ran.

The stair carpet was threadbare in the middle and
treacherous at the edges. Carver took it two steps at a time in
slippers that had no business on a staircase. By the time he
reached the flat above, his dressing gown had worked half open
and his breath was gone. He hammered on the Brandts’ door with
the side of his fist.

“Brandt! For God'’'s sake—Brandt!”

For one disorienting second there was only the hum of the
building and the rain against the landing window. Then bolts slid
back. The door opened to reveal not Dr. Brandt but Helen, fully
dressed despite the hour, her dark hair pinned up loosely and an
expression of alarm replacing the amusement she had worn
downstairs earlier.

“Mr. Carver?”
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“A woman,” he said, and hated how idiotic the words sounded.
“In my study. She came to the door—she’s fainted or worse—please,
is your father—"

Behind Helen, a lamp went on in an inner room. Dr. Edward
Brandt appeared in shirtsleeves, spectacles in hand, his face
sharpening at once into the professional calm of a physician
pulled from rest by emergency.

“What woman?”

“I don’t know. She asked for me. She said she had followed—
no, that someone had followed her. Then she collapsed.”

Brandt was already moving. “Helen, my case.”

Helen snatched the black leather bag from a side table.
“Should I call an ambulance?”

“Yes. And Scotland Yard after that.” He glanced at Carver's
face and made a swift adjustment. “No. Wait until I’'ve seen her.
Come.”

The three of them went down together, Carver leading and
stumbling once in his haste. When they entered the study, Eleanor
Frayne had not moved. The fur coat still half enveloped her. One
bare ankle showed between the coat and the hem of a silk
nightdress. It was the detail that turned the scene from bizarre
to sinister. No woman dressed for bed arrived after midnight in
another man’s flat unless the night had gone very badly wrong.

Brandt bent over her with the practiced economy of a man who
had no surplus gestures. He opened one eyelid. Checked the pulse
at the throat. Looked at her hands. Then he pulled the fur away

from her shoulder and found the puncture mark.
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His mouth tightened.

“Well?” Helen asked.

Brandt did not answer at once. He leaned close to the
woman’s face and listened for breath. He put his fingers against
her wrist again, longer than Carver had managed, as if patience
alone might produce a different outcome.

At last he stood upright.

“She is dead.”

The sentence altered the room. Carver felt it physically,
like the closing of a door behind him.

Helen stared. “Dead?”

“I'm afraid so.”

“How long?” Carver asked, though the question seemed absurd
even as he spoke it.

“Minutes. Possibly less.” Brandt’s voice stayed controlled,
but his eyes had become sharply alert. “This was not a natural
collapse. She has severe pupillary constriction, respiratory
depression, and a fresh needle mark at the shoulder. Opiate
intoxication, almost certainly. Perhaps combined with another
sedative.”

“Opiates?” Helen repeated. “As in heroin?”

“Possibly heroin. Possibly a synthetic analogue. Possibly a
compound administered in escalating doses over days rather than
hours.” He looked again at Eleanor’s face, at the white streaks
through her auburn hair. “Whoever handled her knew what they were

doing.”
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Carver had to steady himself against the back of his desk
chair. “She came here to give me a warning. About my wife, I
think. She said she had come at great personal risk. She said—"

He stopped, hearing how frail his memory already sounded.

Helen crossed to the telephone in the hall. “I’'m calling the
police.”

“Do that,” Brandt said. “And ask for an ambulance anyway.
They can certify, and I want this handled formally.”

Helen looked from the dead woman to Carver. “Do you know
her?”

“No."”

But even as he answered, recognition began to stir. Not from
his own life. From newspapers, society columns, book pages left
unread on club tables. The face beneath the damage had once been
widely photographed.

“Wait,” he said. “Frayne. Good Lord. I think she may be Mrs.
Horace Frayne.”

Helen paused with the receiver in her hand. “The art
expert’s wife?”

“I think so. Eleanor Frayne. I met them once at a
publisher’s dinner. Years ago.”

“Then the police will identify her quickly enough,” Brandt
said. “Harry, sit down before you fall down.”

Carver sat because he was told to and because the room had
begun to tilt. The manuscript pages on his desk—Marcus Crale,
Criminal Scientist, Chapter Twenty-Four—lay under the green-

shaded lamp in a pool of ridiculous domestic normality. The
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omelette Helen had brought him earlier had gone cold under its
lid. A dead woman in furs lay ten feet away, and beside his elbow
a fictional detective was in the act of discovering a forged
telegram. Nothing about the proportions of life seemed
acceptable.

The ambulance men arrived first, followed almost immediately
by two uniformed officers and then, with startling speed for the
hour, a plainclothes inspector from Scotland Yard named Malcolm
Hale.

Hale was tall without seeming lanky, broad through the
shoulders, and visibly exhausted. Rain darkened the brim of his
coat and left a sheen on his fair hair. His face had the harsh
economy of a man for whom sleep had been postponed too many times
to count. Yet his eyes missed nothing. They travelled once around
the study, taking in the dead woman, the doctor, the writer in
the dressing gown, the younger woman by the telephone, the
unopened hall door, the brandy glass, the manuscript pages, and
the cold omelette under silver.

“Inspector Hale,” he said, showing his warrant card almost
as an afterthought. “Which of you is Mr. Harry Carver?”

Carver stood. “I am.”

“Tell me everything from the beginning. Leave nothing out
because it seems embarrassing or irrelevant. Those are often the
useful parts.”

The order, delivered without hostility and without softness,
steadied Carver more than sympathy would have. He began with the

bell, the rattling letter flap, Helen’s visit earlier with the
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omelette, his returning to work, the second bell, and the woman
at the door. He described her appearance as well as he could: fur
coat, slippers, nightdress beneath, terrified, moving as if half
blind.

“Drugged?” Hale asked.

“Yes. Or ill. I thought at first she was drunk, but no—no,
not drunk. She was trying to say something. She asked me to close
the door. She said someone had followed her.”

“Did you look outside before shutting it?”

“No."

Hale’s mouth thinned very slightly. “And what did she come
to tell you?”

“She did not finish. She said she had come at personal risk
and that what she must tell me concerned..” He looked towards the
sofa and hated himself for failing to remember the exact phrase.
“It concerned my wife, I think. She said something about Caxton
Court. She knew my address.”

“Your wife’s name?”

“Nadia Carver.”

“Where is Mrs. Carver now?”

“In Paris.” Carver swallowed. “At least she is supposed to
be in Paris.”

Hale turned his gaze fully on him for the first time. It was
not an unkind look. It was worse than that: an attentive one.

“Supposed to be?”

“She has been staying with a friend there for several days.”

“When did you last speak to her?”
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Carver opened his mouth and closed it again. Time, under the
pressure of public questioning, became slippery.

“Three days ago. No—four, if you count after midnight.”

“Telephone? Message?”

“A call. Brief. She said she might stay a little longer.”

Hale nodded once. He did not comment, but Carver felt the
inadequacy of the answer spread through the room.

Helen intervened from the hall. “Inspector, the porter
downstairs says Mr. Carver’s valet is still out. He’s not come
back.”

“Valet?”

“Coyle,” Carver said. “He had the evening off.”

Hale made a note in a battered pocketbook. “We’ll want his
full name and description.”

He went to the sofa and looked down at Eleanor Frayne for a
long moment. Then he turned to the officers beside the ambulance
men. “No one touches the body until photographs are done. Search
the staircase, the entrance, and the street outside for tire
marks, dropped property, anything fresh in the rain. One of you
find the taxi rank nearest the Embankment and wake every driver
you must. A woman in a fur coat and slippers is not a forgettable
fare.”

He spoke in the quick clipped cadence of a man building a
case in real time. In his presence the scene ceased being pure
nightmare and became, if not manageable, at least divisible into

tasks.
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While the photographer worked and the constables moved in
and out, Hale took Helen aside for a few questions. Carver heard
fragments only: the omelette, the exact time she had called
earlier, whether she had seen anyone on the landing. Then Hale
returned.

“Mr. Carver, I’'d like the name and address of your wife’s
friend in Paris.”

“Denise Hollis. Rue Tholozé, Montmartre. She’s a painter.”

He wrote it down. “We’ll cable the Paris police at once.”

Carver felt something cold enter him. “You think this
concerns Nadia.”

“I think a dead woman came to your door with a warning and
died before she could complete it,” Hale said. “I also think she
used your wife’s name. At this stage I would be negligent not to
investigate the connection.”

Past one in the morning, with the study turned into an
active crime scene, Carver was finally sent upstairs to dress. He
obeyed mechanically. In his bedroom he stood for a long time with
a clean shirt in his hands and no memory of taking it from the
drawer. Rain silvered the window. Somewhere below, men moved in
his rooms with low professional voices. He thought of Nadia in
Paris under electric café awnings, laughing perhaps, or painting
perhaps, or simply relieved to be away from the husband who
vanished nightly into his pages. The image would not hold. It
kept dissolving into the face of the dead woman on his sofa and

into the phrase Hale had not said aloud: supposed to be.
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By dawn Scotland Yard had taken the body, the study, the
telephone log, and most of Carver’s composure.

At seven thirty he sat in Dr. Brandt’s breakfast room
upstairs with a cup of coffee gone bitter in the pot and Helen in
yesterday’s dress, her hair repinned, a notebook already open at
her elbow. Brandt himself had changed into a dark morning suit
and looked as if the night had become another workday without
passing through rest.

“You should lie down for an hour,” Brandt said.

“I can’'t.”

“Then drink the coffee.”

Carver obeyed. The bitterness helped.

Helen had the morning papers spread out before her, though
none yet carried the murder. “Eleanor Frayne’s husband died
yesterday,” she said suddenly.

Both men looked at her.

“How do you know that?” Brandt asked.

“It was in the late online editions before midnight and in
one of the city alerts.” She tapped her phone. “Horace Frayne.
Cardiac failure, according to the family statement. Early
evening.”

Carver stared. “And his wife was killed a few hours later?”

“That’s what it looks like.”

Brandt exhaled through his nose. “Then whatever she wanted
with you may have begun before she reached your door.”

Carver put down the cup. “This cannot have anything to do

with Nadia.”
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It was the sort of denial that convinced no one, least of
all the speaker.

At half past nine Hale returned. This time he came without
rain but with the same exhausted authority. He accepted coffee,
refused breakfast, and told them what the first sweep had
produced.

A taxi driver had been located. He admitted taking a
distressed woman in an expensive fur from the Westminster
approach not long before midnight. He had brought her to Caxton
Court. He also admitted seeing a black limousine waiting half a
block back with its lights off.

“A limousine?” Helen said.

“Yes.”

“Did he get a plate?”

“No. But he accepted money from a man who approached his cab
and told him to drive away and forget what he had seen.”

“That was wise of him,” Brandt muttered. “From the man’s
point of view, if not ours.”

Hale looked at Carver. “There is more. Paris has replied
already. Mrs. Carver left her friend’s apartment three days ago
to return to London.”

Carver had thought himself prepared for bad news by virtue
of not having slept. He was not prepared for the clean emptiness
that statement opened under his ribs.

“No,” he said. “There must be some mistake.”

“Apparently not. She packed in haste after receiving a hand-

delivered note. The friend assumed she had reached you safely.”
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“She never did.”

“No."”

Carver was on his feet without realising he had risen. “Then
where is she?”

“That,” said Hale, “is the question.”

The silence that followed was so complete they could hear
traffic on the Embankment below, buses beginning their routes, a
siren somewhere far off, London proceeding with the composure of
a city in which private catastrophes occurred by the thousand and
altered nothing visible.

Hale spoke more quietly now. “Mr. Carver, had your wife
seemed distressed before this trip? Secretive? In difficulty of
any kind?”

Carver thought of Nadia’s restlessness over the past year,
her absences explained by galleries and friends, the mood swings
he had folded into the category of temperament because writers
excuse in others the very forms of withdrawal they practice
themselves.

“She had not been happy,” he said at last.

“With the marriage?”

“With life,” he said, and immediately saw from Helen’s
expression that the answer was both honest and insufficient.

Hale closed his notebook. “I am going to ask some difficult
questions over the next few days. Some of them may offend you. Do
not let that stop you from answering plainly. Whatever has taken

place, Mrs. Frayne died trying to put a warning into your hands.
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Until I know otherwise, I will assume she was trying to save your
wife.”

After he left, Helen touched Carver’s sleeve. “Harry—"

He drew away without meaning to, then stopped himself and
apologised at once. “Forgive me. I only—God, I only want Nadia
home.”

But home, as the day lengthened, began to feel less like a
place than a hypothesis.

* * *

Three mornings earlier, in Paris, Nadia Carver had stood at
the tall studio window of Denise Hollis'’s apartment and watched
rain turn Montmartre to mirrored stone.

From that height the city looked theatrical in the old way
and efficient in the new. Scooters slid between cars below.
Delivery cyclists in reflective jackets shot through
intersections with insulated boxes on their backs. On a nearby
roof, satellite dishes and cell repeaters bristled above chimney
pots that had survived two centuries and several myths about
Parisian romance. Denise’s studio smelled of linseed o0il, coffee,
and the faint medicinal sweetness of varnish. Canvases leaned
against every wall: women in cobalt interiors, river scenes
broken into planes of green and silver, one unfinished self-
portrait that Denise claimed was a failure and that Nadia
privately thought the best thing in the room.

“You’'ve looked at that street for ten minutes,” Denise said.
“Either it has become very interesting or you’re not telling me

something.”
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Nadia turned from the window and attempted a smile that
convinced neither woman. “I was thinking about London.”

“Then London must have done something wrong.”

Denise was American by birth and Parisian by perseverance.
In her forties, handsome rather than pretty, she had the self-
made assurance of a woman who had chosen her life and expected to
choose the next one as well. Nadia had envied her that certainty
from the first day they met.

“Harry is alone with his deadline,” Nadia said. “I ought
probably to feel guilty.”

“You do feel guilty. That isn’t the same as ought.”

Denise wiped her hands on a rag and studied her friend more
closely. “Is it Harry you’re worrying about?”

Nadia did not answer quickly enough.

Denise’s face changed. “Ah,” she said softly. “So it’s
that.”

There was no need to define the word. In the quiet that
followed, the city outside seemed to recede. Nadia lowered
herself to the edge of the daybed near the stove and clasped her
hands together to stop them trembling.

“I haven’t touched anything in six weeks,” she said.

“I know.”

“I dreamed about it last night. Not the drug itself. The
room. The light. That vase of poppies. Isn’t that absurd? The
mind turns poison into décor.”

Denise came and sat opposite her. “Dreams aren’t evidence.”

“No,” Nadia said. “But wanting is.”
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The wanting had never entirely gone away. It had only
changed disguises. In the beginning it had arrived as glamour,
then relief, then necessity, then shame. Now it appeared at odd
hours as a sensation behind the breastbone, a hollowing pressure
that said one dose would make the world bearable again. She had
learned to outwait it in Paris, with Denise’s help, with
distance, with galleries and walks and coffee and the daily
discipline of not disappearing. But distance was not cure.
Distance was weather.

“Then stay another week,” Denise said. “Ten days. As long as
it takes.”

“I can’t stay forever hiding in your spare room and
pretending I'm an interesting houseguest.”

“You are an interesting houseguest. You also smoke on the
stairs when you think I won’t notice and reorganize my books by
height, which is tyranny, but I put up with it.”

Nadia laughed in spite of herself. The laugh broke halfway
through and became something perilously near tears.

Denise reached for her hand, but before she could take it
the concierge buzzer sounded downstairs.

Both women looked towards the intercom.

Denise frowned. “I’'m not expecting anyone.”

The second buzz came almost at once, followed by the
concierge’s voice over the panel: “A courier for Madame Carver.
Urgent.”

Nadia felt the blood leave her face.

“7 courier?” Denise said. “At this hour?”
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Nadia stood too quickly. “I’1ll get it.”

But Denise had already crossed to the wall panel. She
pressed the button. “Who sent it?”

“A gentleman did not leave a name,” the concierge replied.
“He said only that it must be delivered by hand.”

Denise looked back. Nadia knew what she saw there: not
simple nerves, but recognition.

“Send him up,” Nadia heard herself say.

“No,"” Denise said at once.

“It may be Harry.”

“And if it is, Harry can telephone.”

The apartment seemed suddenly very small. The rain at the
window had become a clicking at the glass. Nadia could feel,
absurdly and unmistakably, the old underground panic rising
through her body, the certainty that a door nearby had already
opened and the air from the other side had reached her first.

The concierge buzzed again. “Madame?”

Nadia moved to the panel and pressed the release before
Denise could stop her.

The envelope arrived not by a courier in branded colours but
by a small, careful man in a black overcoat who kept his eyes
lowered as if he were delivering flowers to a funeral. He said
nothing. He handed the cream envelope to Nadia, nodded once, and
left.

There was no name outside. Only her initials in black ink.

“Nadia,” Denise said, “don’t open it.”

But she already had.
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Inside was a single card. On it, in typed letters:

YOUR HUSBAND IS IN DANGER. RETURN TO LONDON AT ONCE. TELL NO
ONE.

At the bottom, three printed words: CAXTON COURT.
WESTMINSTER.

Denise read over her shoulder and swore under her breath.
“No. Absolutely not.”

Nadia was already moving. Valise from the wardrobe.
Underthings from the drawer. Phone charger. Cosmetics bag. The
practical rituals of departure rushed in to fill the place where
thought ought to have been.

“Nadia, stop.”

“It’'s about Harry.”

“It’s about bait,” Denise snapped. “And you know it.”

Nadia kept packing because if she stopped she would have to
listen to the part of herself that agreed. “If there’s even a
chance—"

“That’s exactly what they want you to think.”

They. Neither of them named the people by whom the pronoun
had become charged. Mrs. Frayne with her lacquered calm and
expensive vice. The smiling intermediaries. The silent driver.
The rooms beneath Limehouse where clocks existed but morning did
not.

Denise caught Nadia by the shoulders and turned her around.
“Listen to me. If you go back in fear, you go back weak. If you
go back weak, they own the next hour.”

Nadia’s mouth trembled. “What if Harry truly is in danger?”
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“Then we telephone him. We telephone the police. We do
anything except exactly what this note demands.”

Nadia looked at the card again. Caxton Court. Westminster.
The name was wrong in some small way she could not parse, and yet
it struck some locked place in memory. A half-heard address. A
room mentioned behind smoke.

Her phone was in her hand before she remembered that Harry
had the habit, when writing, of missing calls for hours. She
could picture his device face down under a mound of pages,
unheard while he chased dialogue through the night.

“If I call and he doesn’t answer—"

“Then that is because he is Harry.”

The most persuasive arguments, Nadia had learned during
addiction, were often the ones given by the healthy to the
terrified. They were logical and humane and entirely unequal to
the speed with which panic populated the imagination. By the time
Denise convinced her to wait until morning rather than leave at
once, Nadia'’s body was in London already. Her mind had placed
Harry in a dozen forms of danger and herself in none, which was
how fear often worked when guilt had prepared the ground.

She slept badly and was on the early train to Calais before
Paris had fully brightened.

At the Gare du Nord, the platforms shone under vaulted steel
and screens cycled departures in blue and white above the crowd.
Nadia moved through businessmen with carry-ons, families
corralling children, students with headphones, tourists filming

themselves against the station clock. She had dressed for
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anonymity: dark coat, sensible shoes, hair tied back, sunglasses
despite the weather. Yet every reflective surface seemed to
return her not disguised but exposed.

She checked the departure board. London via Calais. On time.

As she joined the stream towards the platform, she saw him.

A man in a dark coat stood near a newspaper kiosk, doing
nothing one could object to and everything one could fear. He was
not looking directly at her. He did not need to. The angle of his
body told her that he had already marked her and was content to
let the crowd carry her where he wanted her.

She turned at once and went the other way, heart punching
hard enough to make her vision narrow. She took out her phone,
meaning to call Denise, or Harry, or the police, but a
notification bloomed across the screen first—an unknown number,
one line only.

BOARD THE TRAIN.

She stopped dead in the middle of the concourse. People
swerved around her with muttered annoyance. When she looked up
again, the man by the kiosk had not moved.

A porter asked whether she required help. She heard herself
say no and stepped onto the platform exactly as the message had
instructed.

During the journey north she studied the reflections in the
compartment window more than the landscape. Twice she thought she
saw the dark-coated man in the corridor outside. Once she was
sure of it. By the time the train reached Calais she had

convinced herself of three contradictory things: that she was
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being followed, that she was imagining it, and that imagination
made no practical difference if she behaved like prey.

The ferry terminal smelled of wet concrete and diesel.
Travellers pressed towards the embarkation lanes with the
purposeful impatience of people who believed movement itself
guaranteed safety. Nadia let the crowd bear her forward until a
hand touched her shoulder.

Not rough. Merely decisive.

She turned.

The man facing her might have been handsome in another moral
universe. Olive skin, carefully cut hair, excellent coat, and a
smile cultivated for intimate deception. His eyes were wrong. One
wandered slightly outward, giving the impression that he observed
more than one angle of your fear at once.

“Mrs. Carver,” he said in lightly accented English. “What a
fortunate meeting.”

She stepped back. “I don’t know you.”

“0Of course not. But I know enough to save us both time.” He
inclined his head towards the terminal exit. “There’s a car
waiting.”

“I'm going to London.”

“Yes,” he said. “So are we.”

The crowd moved around them, indifferent. Nadia considered
shouting. The problem with shouting in public is that it commits
one to certainty. She was not certain yet whether she faced an
abductor, a blackmailer, or merely the living consequence of all

the decisions she had been trying to outrun.
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He leaned closer.

“Mr. Sterling dislikes scenes,” he said. “And your husband
is indeed in danger, though perhaps not in the way you imagined.
Come quietly and you may still be useful to him.”

The name emptied her of resistance more effectively than
force could have done.

“Who are you?”

“Pallis.”

The syllables meant nothing. The smile did. It was the smile
of the intermediaries, the people who never touched the knife if
they could arrange for the knife to arrive already in motion.

He took her elbow. Not tight enough for the surrounding
travellers to notice. Not loose enough for choice.

The limousine waited in a side street beyond the terminal
barriers. Black, immaculate, almost silent. The driver looked
straight ahead. Through the tinted rear glass Nadia saw only her
own face faintly reflected back at her: older than she
remembered, frightened in a way that made her look suddenly
young.

At the open door she stopped.

“Will you tell me one thing?”

“If I can.”

“Is Harry alive?”

Pallis’s smile altered by a degree. “At the moment, yes.”

She got into the car.

The door closed with a soft vacuum seal, expensive and

final. As the limousine pulled away from the kerb, Nadia turned
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once towards the ferry she had meant to board, towards the grey
channel beyond and the idea of England as refuge. Then the street
bent, the water vanished, and she was moving again into the part
of the story from which no decent woman ever believed she would

require rescue until rescue came too late.

Chapter Three

The House of the Golden Falcon
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The dawn that reached Limehouse did not so much brighten the
district as expose it by degrees.

Mist lay low over the river and the old brick warehouses
along the quay stood in ranks of stained red and soot-black,
their broken cornices and patched windows showing the fatigue of
a century of reinvention. New glass towers glittered in the far
distance towards the City, and the Docklands line hummed
somewhere beyond the river roads, but this quarter kept its own
time. Delivery vans idled beside alleys that still looked made
for horse carts. Security cameras watched over loading bays built
before electricity. There were places in London where money had
erased the past and places where the past had simply learned to
rent itself out by the month. Limehouse, Harry Carver thought
later, belonged to the second class.

Below street level, where no dawn could enter at all, Nadia
Carver opened her eyes to amber light.

At first she did not know whether she had slept or merely
fallen through one darkness into another. The room had no
windows. Silk screens in deep lacquered reds had been set against
the walls to soften the stone, and a low lamp with a carved shade
turned everything the colour of weak tea. The air smelled of
flowers past their best, of incense, and of a medicinal bite
beneath sweetness. Her mouth felt lined with dust. Her bones
seemed full of sand.

For several seconds she lay still, trying to collect the

fragments of herself. Calais. The black car. Pallis. A descent by
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stairs that had seemed to go below the city itself. Voices. A
needle. Then nothing.

Harry, she thought, and discovered that the name still
existed inside her, though everything else had been blurred.

She pushed herself up on one elbow. The effort left her
shaking. The narrow bed beneath her was too soft, as though
designed to persuade the body that surrender was comfort. She had
been changed out of her travelling clothes. Someone had put her
in a silk robe the colour of smoke. Her handbag was gone. So was
her phone. Her wedding ring, however, still circled her finger.
The sight of it brought such a swift, humiliating wash of relief
that she had to press the hand against her chest to steady
herself.

A knock sounded. Not the hesitant knock of a servant asking
permission to enter, but a measured signal from someone who
understood that permission was unnecessary.

The door opened.

The man who came in carried a lacquered tray. He was small
and exquisitely neat, with a polished skull, gold-rimmed
spectacles, and a morning coat so perfectly cut that it turned
him, absurdly, into the most formally dressed figure she had seen
since leaving Paris. Behind the lenses his eyes looked magnified
and unnervingly bright.

“Good morning, Mrs. Carver,” he said. “Or what remains of
it.”

He set the tray on a table beside the bed. A bowl of broth

steamed faintly. There was tea in a porcelain cup, a folded
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napkin, and beside the cup a hypodermic syringe laid with the
casual exactitude of cutlery.

Nadia recoiled before she could stop herself.

He noticed. The faint smile that touched his mouth was not
unkind. That made it worse.

“You remember me?” she asked.

“I have seen you,” he said. “Remembering is a stronger
claim. My name is Voss.”

She stared at the syringe. “I don’t want that.”

“No one does, in the beginning. Later they often become
philosophical.”

“I want to go home.”

“Yes.” He adjusted one cuff. “So many people do. The
difficulty is that most of them no longer know what they mean by
home.”

He took up the cup and held it towards her. The gesture had
the eerie gentleness of a nurse at a bedside. “Tea first. Broth
if you can manage it. You are weak.”

Nadia did not take the cup. “Who brought me here?”

“You came because you were expected.”

“That isn’t an answer.”

“It is the answer we are using.”

Somewhere beyond the room a low whistle drifted through the
air: three notes rising, falling, then silence. It was not loud,
yet the sound altered the man’s posture by a fraction. Respect,
caution, fear—Nadia could not decide which.

“Mr. Sterling,” she said.



GAEL / The Courtesy of Monsters / 45

Voss looked at her over the rim of the cup. “You should not
say names carelessly in this house.”

“Then I am in his house.”

“In one of them.”

The correction frightened her more than the admission.

He set the tea down and picked up the syringe. “You are
exhausted, undernourished, and in no condition to reason. The
medicine will ease your distress.”

“It will keep me docile.”

“Sometimes there is overlap.”

Nadia drew back until her shoulders met the padded
headboard. “If you touch me with that, I’ll scream.”

Voss considered the possibility with clinical interest. “Do
so, by all means. There are few sounds less consequential in
London than the scream of a wealthy woman in a well-run
establishment after midnight.”

He took her wrist. His hand was dry and astonishingly
strong. She tried to pull away, but weakness made the effort
pathetic. When the needle entered her arm she cried out once,
partly in pain, partly in outrage at the body’s betrayal. The
room tilted almost at once.

“Sleep,” he said, setting the syringe aside. “When you wake,
perhaps you will be more willing to cooperate. You are of greater
value alive than dead, Mrs. Carver. I advise you to take comfort
where it is available.”

The amber light thickened. The silk screens seemed to drift

farther apart. Nadia’s last clear perception was of Voss lifting
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the untouched bowl of broth and setting it nearer, as if careful
arrangements still mattered at the edge of annihilation.

Then she slept again.

*

By nine that morning, Harry Carver had discovered there are
species of fatigue more savage than sleeplessness.

He had not gone to bed. Dr. Brandt had forced tea on him
twice and toast once, both of which Harry had consumed without
registering taste. Inspector Hale had come and gone, telephoned,
returned, and gone again. Helen Brandt had moved through the flat
with a notebook in one hand and her father'’s temper in the other,
asking questions no one wanted and all of them needed.
Westminster had fully awakened outside the windows. Vans made
deliveries. Children in uniforms crossed the square. Somewhere
nearby a maintenance crew tested a fire alarm. Ordinary life,
Harry thought, was the most insulting sound on earth when private
disaster had not yet received permission to become public.

He stood at the study window with Nadia’s photograph in his
hand when Helen entered carrying her tablet, two phones, and the
energy of someone held upright by purpose alone.

“I’'ve had a reply,” she said.

Harry turned too quickly. “From Paris?”

“From Morton.”

Dr. Brandt, seated in the armchair by the cold fireplace,
looked up with visible relief. Hale, who had been reading
messages on his own phone near the desk, slid it into his pocket

at once.
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“You reached him?” the inspector asked.

Helen nodded. “He was already in London. He says he’s been
tracing Mr. Sterling’s network across Europe for eighteen months
and had reason to think one of the routes ended here. He’ll meet
us in an hour.”

Harry heard himself ask, “Can he find her?”

It was the question of a husband and a child and a drowning
man at once. Helen’s face altered as she looked at him. Some of
her professional briskness receded.

“He thinks he can get closer than the police can.”

“That was not what I asked.”

“No,” she said gently. “It wasn’t.”

Hale moved to the desk and spread out a set of printed
aerial photos beside a city map, the old and the new laid over
each other in uneasy alliance. “We’ve got eyes on the warehouse
and the adjoining properties. Delivery traffic in and out, mostly
legitimate on paper. No obvious secondary entrance. The building
itself is owned through two shell companies registered six months
apart. We are peeling that apart, but not fast enough.”

“Then go in anyway,” Harry said. “With warrants, without
warrants, with crowbars if necessary.”

“And if they move her or kill her the moment we do?” Hale
asked, not harshly. “Because that is the risk.”

Harry said nothing. In recent hours he had come to hate calm
voices. Calm voices belonged to people who still believed in
sequence, procedure, and the measurable value of waiting. He no

longer believed in any of those things.
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Dr. Brandt rose and crossed to him. “Harry. Sit down before
you fall down.”

“I'm perfectly—"

“You’re translucent.”

That, absurdly, almost made Harry laugh. He sat because
standing had begun to feel theatrical. Nadia'’s photograph
remained in his hand.

Helen rested her tablet on the desk and pulled up a message
thread. “Morton wants everything digital. Street photos. CCTV
grabs if we have them. The cab company’s data on Eleanor Frayne'’s
last journey. Any known associates of Mrs. Frayne. Anything from
French police about Nadia'’s movements.”

Hale handed her a folder. “Uploaded copies are in there. The
cab driver finally admitted that a man approached his vehicle
near Caxton Court and paid him to leave. We’re running facial
recognition from nearby traffic cameras, but the footage is
poor.”

“Show Morton anyway,” Helen said. “He may know the man.”

Harry looked between them. “You all keep speaking as though
this were a puzzle.”

“It is a puzzle,” said Hale. “Unfortunately it is also a
crime.”

Helen'’s gaze stayed on the screen. “And a business model.
That’s what Morton wrote, by the way. He thinks Mr. Sterling’s
real trade isn’t opium.”

“What then?” asked Dr. Brandt.
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“Leverage,” Helen said. “Compromise. He hooks the rich and
frightened, and once they belong to him he owns not only their
habits but their secrets.”

Hale gave a single grim nod. “That fits.”

Harry closed his eyes briefly. He saw Nadia at a café in
Paris, sketchbook open, laughing at some bad joke of his from
years ago. Then the vision split and the woman on the sofa from
the night before intruded instead—Eleanor Frayne, drugged and
terrified, with the white streaks in her hair and the voice worn
down to a thread by whatever she had tried too late to escape.

“What did Nadia do there?” he asked.

For a moment no one answered.

Dr. Brandt said, “We don’t know yet.”

Harry opened his eyes. “No. But you all have theories.”
Helen was the one who answered. “I think she went there
because something in her life had become unbearable, and someone

offered her a way not to feel it.”

Harry stared at her. She held the stare. There was no
accusation in her expression, only intelligence and pity in
proportions that made pity almost harder to bear.

“An hour, then,” Hale said. “We meet Morton. We hear what he
proposes. Then we move.”

*

Nadia woke the second time to darkness and music.

The music was faint, no more than a thread of plucked
strings and a woman’s voice somewhere beyond the wall, but it

made the room seem less like a cell and more like the antechamber
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to a private vice one had paid too much money to romanticize. Her
head felt clearer than before. Whether the drug was wearing off
or merely changing character she could not tell.

This time the tray had been removed. In its place stood a
glass of water, a bowl of cut fruit, and a folded paper napkin
beneath which someone had placed a silver spoon. It was the sort
of arrangement one found in hotels trying to persuade guests that
surveillance was hospitality.

She slipped from bed. Her knees weakened at once, but they
held. The floor was cold black stone overlaid here and there with
tiger-skin rugs so soft they felt theatrical beneath her bare
feet. She crossed to the door and tried the handle. Locked. She
crossed to the silk screens. Behind them the wall was stone. She
searched the room for anything that could be used as a weapon and
found only the spoon, a ceramic lamp, and a mirror fixed too
firmly to the wall to yield so much as a shard.

The mirror stopped her.

For a moment she did not recognise the woman reflected
there. The face was hers and not hers: too pale, cheeks hollowed,
eyes huge from confinement, hair loosened and badly brushed. She
touched one of the white strands at her temple and remembered
Eleanor Frayne'’s ruined face with a flash of understanding so
cold it made her teeth knock together.

This place did not merely entertain appetites. It consumed
time.

A seam in the ceiling caught her eye—a narrow rectangle

above the lamp, almost invisible unless one already expected
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deceit. A vent, perhaps, or a concealed aperture. She stepped
back until she could see it more clearly.

“You are being watched,” she whispered to her reflection.

The sentence steadied her.

When the door opened again she had retreated to the bed and
arranged herself to look weaker than she felt.

This time the visitor was Pallis.

Without the terminal crowd and the limousine’s tinted
windows he looked even more offensively well put together. His
charcoal suit could have walked into any private club in Mayfair
without attracting notice. Only the eyes betrayed him, one always
slightly astray, as though sincerity itself failed to align under
his gaze.

“Mrs. Carver,” he said. “Much improved. Voss will be
pleased.”

“Will he?” she asked.

He smiled. “I would rather not test it.”

“What do you want?”

“To reassure you.”

“Then you’ve come to the wrong room.”

He accepted that almost cheerfully. “Your husband is alive.
If that is any comfort.”

“It isn’t, when it comes from you.”

“Fair enough.”

He crossed to the table and poured himself water from the
carafe as though he were visiting a hotel suite. “You should eat.

You’ll need strength.”
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“For what?”

He drank, then set down the glass. “For surviving, if you’re
wise. For bargaining, if you’re clever. For defiance, if you
insist on melodrama.”

Nadia studied him. Beneath the polish there was strain in
the skin around his mouth and a rapid little motion at the base
of his throat, the body’s betrayal of a man who has slept badly.

“You're afraid,” she said.

The slight smile remained, but it no longer reached even his
wrong eyes. “Everyone here is afraid.”

“0f Mr. Sterling?”

“0f disappointing him.”

From somewhere farther off came laughter, low and languid,
followed by a cough that went on too long. Pallis tilted his head
towards the sound. “Our guests are waking.”

“You mean your prisoners.”

He shrugged. “The distinction is not always useful. Many of
them come willingly. At first.”

“And later?”

“Later they owe money. Or discretion. Or they owe themselves
some version of the ecstasy they keep failing to recover.
Addiction is efficient that way. It converts free citizens into
repeat customers and repeat customers into inventory.”

His tone was so matter-of-fact that Nadia felt actual nausea
rise.

“You'’re telling me this why?”
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“Because I’'d like you to understand where sentiment becomes
expensive.”

He moved nearer, lowering his voice. “Listen to me. If
questions are put to you, answer only what is asked. Don’t make
speeches. Don’t ask to see the master. Don’t refuse Voss'’s
treatment every single time, because then it becomes a point of
pride with him. And above all don’t run.”

“You expect me to be grateful for advice on captivity?”

“I expect nothing. I am investing in the possibility that
later you may remember I tried, in a small way, to be decent.”

“Were you decent to Eleanor Frayne?”

At the name he looked away. The first true crack in him.

“Mrs. Frayne,” he said softly, “was warned.”

“So was I.”

“Yes,” he said. “Too late, I know.”

Before Nadia could press him further the whistle sounded
again through the walls, three notes, nearer this time. Pallis
straightened at once.

“He calls,” he said. “Rest while you still can.”

He went out, locking the door behind him.

Nadia stood motionless for several seconds. Then she crossed
to the water glass he had used. Where his fingertips had touched
it, a half-moon smear remained. Human, fallible, frightened. Not
a monster then, she thought. Worse: a man who had decided

repeatedly that monstrosity was administratively useful.

*
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Jorden Morton arrived exactly on time, which in Harry'’s
prejudiced opinion made him either French beyond endurance or
competent beyond hope.

He was smaller than Harry had expected, compactly built,
dressed in a dark coat that looked ordinary until one noticed how
perfectly it fit. His hair had thinned and gone silver at the
temples. His face in repose was pleasant enough to disappear in a
crowd, which Harry later understood to be one of its professional
advantages. But the eyes spoiled anonymity. They were alert in a
manner that suggested not mere attention but active selection, as
though the world presented him with ten thousand details and he
spent his life choosing the six that mattered.

Helen met him first in the lobby and brought him into the
study where Hale, Dr. Brandt, and Harry waited. Morton shook
hands quickly, with no wasted language.

“Mr. Carver. Inspector. Doctor. Mademoiselle Brandt.” His
English was excellent, lightly accented, his manner economical.
“Under better circumstances I would be delighted to make your
acquaintance.”

Harry did not bother with politeness. “Can you find my
wife?”

Morton set a slim case on the desk and opened it. Inside
were photographs, printouts, and a tablet already alive with maps
and notes. “I believe I can get inside the place where she is
being held,” he said. “Finding her there may prove more
difficult. Extracting her after that difficult again. But yes. I

think we are close.”
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Hale pulled a chair forward. “Walk us through it.”

For twenty minutes the study ceased to be Harry’s and became
a war room.

Morton had gathered fragments from Paris, Marseille,
Rotterdam, and Berlin—nmames that surfaced beside overdose deaths,
private clinics, discreet scandals, vanished women, bankers who
paid in cash, aristocrats whose chauffeurs kept impossible hours,
shell companies registered for warehouse leases that never showed
inventory on any books. Different countries, same architecture of
vice. At the centre always a rumour of a man called Mr. Sterling
and a smaller circle of intermediaries around him.

“This one,” Morton said, tapping a photograph on the table,
“is Pallis. Logistician. Recruiter. Sometimes courier. He likes
expensive cars and women who admire suits. He also likes not
getting his hands dirty, which means when he appears personally
something important is moving.”

Helen leaned over the tablet. “I saw him in Calais then. Or
rather, Nadia did.”

“Yes. And your Mrs. Frayne knew him, I think. Enough to fear
him.” Morton shifted to another image: a woman with beautiful,
hard eyes. “Petra. Sometimes bodyguard, sometimes messenger. Very
loyal.”

Then another: a grainy shot of Voss leaving a private
residence at dawn, umbrella raised against rain. “And this is the
doctor. Not a doctor by training, perhaps, but a chemist of some
skill. He manages sedation, dependency, recovery when recovery is

useful, death when it is cheaper.”
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Dr. Brandt muttered something that sounded like a curse.

Morton placed both hands flat on the desk. “Here is what
matters now. Mr. Sterling hides his houses within legitimate
facades. Clubs, treatment centres, import firms, storage depots.
The one in Limehouse is almost certainly active below street
level. The river provides ingress and egress. There will be
watchers above and likely a hidden movement system below.”

Hale said, “And the entrance?”

Morton’s expression sharpened. “That is the question. But I
have something perhaps better than an entrance. I have a name
suitable for introduction.”

He produced a digital card on his tablet: VICTOR DORIAN,
investor, shipping, Brussels and Paris addresses, recent
unexplained cash withdrawals, flagged on certain private watch
lists for vice. The profile looked so complete that Harry felt a
brief absurd concern for the fictional man’s credit rating.

“A cover identity,” Helen said.

“A hungry one,” said Morton. “Men like Pallis trust appetite
when they distrust virtue. Mr. Dorian has money, discretion, and
a new opium problem he cannot afford to have made public. Such
clients are always welcome.”

“You’ll volunteer yourself as bait,” Hale said.

“I will volunteer myself as a customer. Bait is passive.”

“And if they search you?”

“They will find what I intend them to find.”

Harry listened with growing disbelief. “You mean to walk

into this place alone.”
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“Not entirely alone. You will all be with me in spirit,
which is of almost no operational use but may prove emotionally
sustaining.”

Helen laughed despite herself. Hale did not.

“It’'s reckless,” the inspector said.

“It is precise,” Morton replied. “Your officers remain
outside. On the river as well if possible. You do not move until
I signal. If you move too soon, your wife dies. If you move too
late, perhaps she dies also. So timing is everything and I prefer
to control at least one part of the equation.”

Harry heard the blood in his ears. “If you see her—if you
find Nadia—you get her out.”

Morton looked at him steadily. “If I can get her out without
losing the larger operation, I will. If I cannot, I make certain
she remains alive long enough for the police to come through the
door behind me. That is the honest answer, Mr. Carver. You
deserve honesty at this stage.”

Oddly, the honesty helped. Harry sat back, gripping the arms
of his chair until his knuckles whitened.

Helen said, “What do you need from me?”

“An introduction,” Morton said. “I would like your messages
to be discoverable in the proper circles. Mention a desperate
continental businessman, new in London, very rich, very discreet,
and deeply in need of forgetting himself. Such requests travel
fast.”

“They already are,” Helen said, lifting one of her phones.

“I seeded that story this morning.”
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Morton’s eyes lit with approval. “Excellent. Then our
friends may already be deciding how to welcome me.”

He rose. The meeting, Harry understood, was over because
Morton had decided it was over. The detective closed his case
with a quiet click.

“When do you go in?” asked Hale.

“Tonight,” said Morton. “Vice does its best work after
dark.”

*

The call came at half past ten, routed three times through
numbers that did not last long enough to acquire owners.

Morton took it in his hotel room, listening more than
speaking, his face turning still in the way dangerous men’s faces
do when the danger has arrived on schedule.

“Yes,” he said finally, in the weary, secretive tone of

Victor Dorian. “I was told you might help me. .. Cash is not a
problem. Discretion is. .. Paris referred me. Ask no more of
Paris. .. Good. I shall be where?”

He listened, wrote nothing down, and repeated the address
once. “In an hour,” he said. “Very good.”

When the line went dead he looked at his reflection in the
dark window and saw not himself but the version he had assembled
for the evening: expensive desperation, a cultivated tremor in
the hands, the decayed vanity of a man who knows he is coming
apart and still wishes to do so in style.

He sent one encrypted message to Helen and another to Hale.

Then he changed.
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By eleven he was walking in Limehouse as Victor Dorian, his
coat a little too elegant for the neighborhood, his shoulders
carrying the slight inward collapse of a man ruled by need. Rain
had begun again, fine and persistent. In an alley behind a
shuttered restaurant he found Pallis waiting exactly as
predicted, a dark figure beneath a security light that made the
wet pavement shine like oil.

“Mr. Dorian,” Pallis said. “You are punctual.”

“Need teaches discipline,” Morton answered, letting his
voice shake where necessary.

Pallis smiled as though the line pleased him. “Come then. We
have somewhere better to conduct business.”

The limousine slid out of shadow as if called by scent.
Morton allowed himself to hesitate before getting in. The
hesitation was part of the role and also partly genuine. There 1is
a moment in every operation when theory becomes geography. He
crossed that line when the door closed and the city vanished
behind smoked glass.

What followed was a sequence of turns meant to destroy
spatial sense. Morton counted them anyway. Right, left, longer
straight run, sharp turn over rough ground, descending grade,
stop, metal door, corridor. Not enough to map precisely, but
enough to tell him they had not remained entirely on the same
plane as the street above.

At the bottom of a stairwell cut into older foundations than
the buildings overhead, Pallis opened a heavy door.

Warmth and perfume rolled out. So did smoke.
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Morton stepped through and entered the House of the Golden
Falcon.

He had seen many expensive arrangements of degradation in
his career. None matched this for theatrical intelligence.

The chamber occupied what must once have been a riverside
vault. Black stone walls rose behind gilded columns. Carved
wooden arches had been fixed against masonry to turn structural
necessity into fantasy. Silk lanterns threw amber and crimson
light across polished floors where deep rugs lay like trophies
from another century’s plunder. Along the walls, gilded figures
watched from niches with jewel-bright eyes. In the centre of the
room, on an ivory plinth, a golden falcon poised above a vast
porcelain vessel overflowing with poppies in unnatural profusion—
white, purple, crimson, gold.

And everywhere, on cushions and low divans, the clients.

Some were beautifully dressed. Some had already surrendered
elegance for robes. Some held pipes with reverence, some with
boredom, some with the animal concentration of need. Their faces,
whether male or female, rich or not yet ruined, all carried
variations on the same subtraction. The drug had not given them
anything. It had only persuaded them to stop mourning what was
gone.

Morton let himself stare just long enough to seem impressed
and not long enough to seem analytical.

“Extraordinary,” he murmured.

“There is nothing like it anywhere,” said Pallis softly at

his shoulder.
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“I should hope not.”

From the shadows ahead Voss emerged, immaculate as ever,
spectacles catching the lantern light.

“Mr. Dorian,” he said. “We have been expecting you.”

Morton inclined his head. “Then perhaps you know how badly I
need assistance.”

Voss studied him with insect patience. “Assistance is a
broad term. Here we prefer to speak of service.”

“A philosopher as well as a physician?”

“A practical man, which is better.”

Servants appeared with a silver tray on which rested a pipe,
a lighter, and a tiny porcelain dish. Morton forced his gaze
towards them with appropriate hunger while keeping his true
attention moving elsewhere. Three visible corridors. One
curtained archway. A balcony or vent high above the nearest wall.
At least two concealed observers. Pallis nervous. Voss calm.
Somewhere beneath the perfume, the medicinal scent again.

Nadia, he thought. If she is here, she is close enough to
smell this air.

Voss gestured towards an inner passage. “Your room has been
prepared. You may satisfy your immediate needs there and join us
when you feel more... restored.”

Morton took the pipe. It was warm from another hand.

As he followed Pallis deeper into the warren, he turned his
head just enough to catch one last detail: near the far wall,
half-hidden by a lacquered screen, a woman in a grey silk robe

was being led along a corridor by a servant.
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Her face was pale. Her hair dark. Her posture wrong with
weakness.

He could not be certain at that distance. He could not
afford certainty on insufficient evidence. But every instinct in
him said the same thing.

Nadia Carver was inside the house.

And somewhere beyond those amber rooms, invisible and
already calculating, Mr. Sterling knew that a hunter had crossed

his threshold.

Chapter Four

The Hand in the Shadows

The signal came at 12:43 a.m., a pulse of green light so
brief and so neatly placed that anyone who had not been waiting
for it would have taken it for an electrical fault in the
warehouse district.

Inspector Hale did not miss it.

He lowered the field glasses, turned to Sergeant Beale, and

said, “That’s our invitation.”
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The police cutter rode low in the Thames with its engine
throttled down to a muttering vibration. Mist dragged across the
river in strips. Ahead, the warehouse presented a long, blind
face to the water, all weathered brick and patched metal
shutters, with not a single sign that its upper floors contained
anything more exciting than old stock and modern tax fraud. Hale
knew better. Under his coat the damp had found its way into his
collar, yet he stood utterly still, absorbing the shape of the
building the way a chess player studies the arrangement of pieces
before the first committed move.

“River team ready,” Beale said into his radio. He listened,
nodded, and repeated the process for the street units moving into
position on the lanes above. “Front and side approaches in place.
No chatter from the target.”

“Mr. Morton?”

“Already inside, if the world is behaving itself.”

Hale’s mouth tightened. “Then let us attempt not to have him
murdered in there.”

The cutter edged towards the hidden jetty beneath the
warehouse. Two constables jumped first, ropes in hand, then
another pair carrying compact breaching equipment packed in
waterproof cases. There had been a time when the Yard kicked
doors with shoulders and bad language. Now there were thermal
imagers, encrypted channels, body cams, and enough tactical kit
to impress a small army. Yet the essential truth had not altered.

A dark building on a river at night was still a dark building on
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a river at night, and anyone entering it did so in the old
bargain between courage and probability.

Hale climbed ashore last. The boards of the jetty gave
softly under his weight. River water slapped at the pilings below
like restless hands.

“Go,"” he said.

The first breach took six seconds. The side hatch, which
from the outside looked welded by time into permanent
uselessness, gave way with one precise hydraulic groan and then a
crash swallowed at once by the interior dark. The officers
flooded through in pairs, lamps low, pistols up.

Inside, the smell struck first: antiseptic and damp brick
and, beneath those, the sweet corrupted perfume of opium. Hale
had expected ugliness. He had not expected order. The first
chamber they entered was arranged with metal cots, observation
chairs, medicine lockers, IV poles, and rolling trays of
instruments sealed in sterile packs. It might have passed at a
glance for a discreet private clinic serving rich clients whose
illnesses preferred not to exist on paper. Only the locked
interior doors and the absence of daylight reminded the eye that
this was no place of healing.

“Treatment ward,” Beale said softly.

“Or acclimatization,” Hale answered.

One of the constables shone his light over a trolley lined
with labeled syringes. Another lifted a clip file from a counter
and swore under his breath. There were no names on the printed

forms, only initials, dates, dosage schedules, biometric notes,
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and coded references to companion files that were no longer
present. The records had been stripped with professional speed.
The shells remained.

“Move,"” Hale said.

They advanced room by room. A dormitory, empty. A washroom
where expensive toiletries stood in military lines beside paper
slippers. A lounge paneled in lacquer and silk, television
screens black, smart speakers unplugged, cameras smashed with
surgical accuracy. Every space suggested recent use and
deliberate evacuation. The place had been alive within the hour.
Now it felt paused rather than abandoned, as though the house had
stepped behind a curtain and was watching them through the
fabric.

At the far end of one corridor an officer hissed, “Here.”

The man on the floor was not dead. Morton had rendered him
unconscious with economical violence and taken his key ring. The
guard’s breathing rattled; his wrists had been bound with his own
plastic restraints. Hale looked down and experienced, against his
will, a flicker of admiration.

“That’1l]l be Morton,” Beale murmured.

“Yes. And if he’s improvising this neatly, he has found
something worth the risk.”

Hale took the keys and opened the next door himself.

The room beyond contained a narrow cot, a single lamp, and
Helen Brandt struggling upright under a blanket the colour of old
ivory. Her hair hung in disorder over one eye. Her hands were

free now, though raw at the wrists where the bindings had been.
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Morton stood close beside her, one arm around her shoulders, a
pistol low in his other hand. Relief flashed across his face,
then vanished behind concentration.

“You are late,” he said.

“We hurried only because I knew you would be unbearable if
left to your own devices.”

Helen attempted a laugh and nearly collapsed instead. Hale
moved forward with Beale, each taking an arm.

“She’s been drugged,” Morton said. “Not beyond recovery.
They were keeping her compliant, not insensible.”

Helen blinked at Hale as if bringing him in from a long
distance. “Mrs. Dawn was working for them. So was Frayne. There
are more women. More houses. Don’t let them burn the files.”

“We’ll collect what we can,” Hale said. “Can you walk?”

“I have done more difficult things in worse shoes.”

“That is encouraging but not especially medical.”

Morton bent close. “Can you manage the stairs?”

She nodded once. “If no one asks me to be graceful.”

A burst of gunfire cracked somewhere deeper in the
warehouse, followed by the unmistakable percussion of a door
being forced. Voices rose, collided, and broke into commands.

Beale swore. “Street team’s made contact.”

“Then we’'re out of time,” Hale said. “Move her to the river.
Mr. Morton, with me.”

“I had the same thought.”

They went towards the central chambers at a run.
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The theatrical heart of the place, when Hale saw it, made
even him stop for half a heartbeat. The House of the Golden
Falcon had the grandeur of a fever dream curated by a millionaire
with a connoisseur’s appetite for forbidden luxury and a grasp of
addiction as pageantry. Amber lamps, black stone, carved screens,
the gilded niches, the golden falcon on its ivory pedestal—all of
it still glowed as though expecting its guests back momentarily
with fresh sins and open wallets.

But the inner sanctum had already been dismantled in all the
ways that mattered. Cabinets stood open and bare. Hard drives had
been ripped from concealed bays. A bank of monitors hung dark
above a marble counter where a single USB cable dangled like a
severed nerve. Behind one silk screen Hale found the ashes of
papers burned so recently that red still lived at the base of the
tray.

Morton crouched by them, touching a fragment with the back
of one finger. “They were prepared.”

“They were warned.”

“Those are cousins, not twins.”

A soft sound came from the curtained passage at the rear.
Both men pivoted.

Petra stood there in black travel clothes, one hand pressed
to her side beneath the jacket where blood had begun to darken
the fabric. She held a compact pistol with expert steadiness. Her
face, lean and beautiful and utterly tired, showed no surprise at
seeing them.

“You are too late,” she said.
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Morton’s weapon came up. “Where is he?”

Petra’s smile barely existed. “Elsewhere. Always elsewhere.”

“Drop the gun.”

“You should have brought more men and fewer certainties,
Monsieur.”

She fired once. The shot shattered a lantern above Hale'’s
shoulder, sending hot glass down in a sparkling rain. Morton
fired at the same instant. Petra twisted, impossibly quick, but
not quick enough. The bullet caught her high in the arm. Her gun
skidded away. She staggered into the curtain, leaving a slash of
blood on the silk.

Beale and two officers burst in from the opposite corridor.
“Armed female—"

“Alive,” Hale snapped. “Take her alive.”

Petra looked from one face to another and made her choice
with serene contempt. From inside her jacket she produced
something no larger than a lipstick tube, thumbed the cap, and
threw it through the curtained doorway behind her.

The flashbang detonated in the passage with a roar of white
light.

Even prepared, Hale lost three seconds to blindness and
ringing pain. By the time vision returned in jagged fragments,
Petra was gone.

Morton vaulted the fallen screen and disappeared after her.
Hale followed more slowly, cursing age, wet footing, and every
romantic in Europe who imagined police work as the art of

arriving at exactly the right moment.
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The passage beyond led not to rooms but to infrastructure:
service stairs, electrical conduits, a loading platform cut into
older masonry, and at its end a tunnel slanting towards the
river. It emptied onto a concealed dock below the warehouse where
a motor launch was already peeling away into the mist.

On its stern stood a tall figure in a dark coat. For an
instant the man turned. Hale saw only the suggestion of a pale
face and one hand lifted to steady himself against the rail. A
gloved hand, or bare skin oddly discoloured under thin river
light—he could not tell.

Morton fired twice. The second shot splintered wood near the
engine housing. The launch veered but did not slow.

“After them!” Beale shouted.

The police cutter was already turning in pursuit. Downriver,
two more boats swung to cut off the launch before it reached open
water. The Thames became, in that instant, not a river but a
corridor of competing wills, every vessel committing to speed in
narrowing channels of black water.

Morton stood at the edge of the dock with smoke curling from
his pistol. “I had him,” he said, and there was such raw anger in
the words that Hale recognised them for what they were: grief’s
impatient cousin.

“No,"” Hale answered. “You had a silhouette. Do not promote
him into legend before we’ve booked him.”

Yet as he said it, he could not dismiss the sensation that

the house itself had been only one limb of a creature distributed
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through the city. They had cut it, perhaps badly. They had not
yet killed it.

By dawn, the river raid had become three separate
operations, six arrests, two controlled ambulance transports, and
a chain of crime scenes that stretched from Limehouse to private
nursing addresses in Bloomsbury and Chelsea. Reporters began
calling within the hour. Social media had already begun doing
what it always did when frightened rich people collided with
scandal: it invented half the truth and made the other half
trend.

Officially, the Home Office described the night’s work as “a
coordinated investigation into transnational trafficking,
coercive drug offences, and financial crimes.” Unofficially,
every serious journalist in London understood that something
larger had been disturbed. Helen Brandt, wrapped in a blanket in
the back of an ambulance and glaring at the paramedic who tried
to confiscate her phone, sent exactly one message before they
made her surrender the device.

Alive. Story huge. Don’t publish yet.

Two days later, Pallis asked for immunity.

He sat in a holding cell at Scotland Yard in a grey
sweatshirt and custody-issue trousers that had the effect of
making him look both less dangerous and more obscene. Men like
Pallis were made partly of presentation; remove the shine and one
saw the calculations moving underneath like muscles under thin

cloth. He had slept badly. The whites of his eyes were veined
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red. Yet when Hale and Beale entered, he attempted a smile by
habit.

“It is discouraging,” he said, *“how much less charming these
rooms are from the inside.”

Hale took the chair opposite the cot and opened no notebook.
“You asked to speak. Speak.”

“I asked for immunity.”

“You asked for a great many things.”

Pallis spread his hands. “I am at a disadvantage.”

“So were the women you helped recruit.”

A flicker crossed the man’s face. Shame, perhaps. More
likely annoyance at being denied the right tone.

“I can give you Mr. Sterling,” he said.

Hale said nothing. Silence was a tool; he used it now.

Pallis leaned forward. “Not theories. Not descriptions of
perfume and shadows. I can tell you where he goes. How he moves
money. Which properties are still active. The names of women who
were used as recruiters, hostesses, handlers. I can tell you who
among your own superiors is frightened enough to interfere with
you."”

That last sentence landed. Beale shifted slightly.

Hale kept his voice level. “Then begin.”

“In writing first.”

“No."

Pallis looked towards the cell door as though considering
whether a better audience might yet materialize. “You do not

understand the danger.”
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“I understand it perfectly well. That is why I’'m here
instead of sending a clerk.”

At length Pallis exhaled. “Mrs. Frayne tried to warn Carver
because she saw Nadia. Not the idea of Nadia. The reality.
Drugged, half conscious, hidden in one of the downstairs rooms
like a piece of fine furniture under dust sheets. Frayne had
brought women to us before. Wealthy women, lonely women, women
who preferred vice to honesty. She was paid in access, not always
in money. But Mrs. Carver disturbed her. There was something
too... domestic in the tragedy. Too recognizable. A wife. A woman
who still had a husband waiting at home and had not yet learned
to despise being wanted.”

Beale said, “She grew a conscience.”

“Conscience is too grand a word. Panic, perhaps. Remorse.
Horror at seeing where the road ended. Pick whichever lets you
sleep.”

“And Mr. Sterling killed her for it,” Hale said.

Pallis swallowed. “Mr. Sterling arranged the kill. I never
said—"

“You said enough.”

For the first time genuine fear showed itself. “I saw the
aftermath. I heard what Voss said. That should suffice.”

Hale leaned in. “Who is Mr. Sterling?”

The question entered the room like a blade. Pallis’s bravado
collapsed under it. He looked suddenly exhausted, as though all

the poses he owned had failed simultaneously.
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“I have seen his hands,” he whispered. “His voice, yes. His
silhouette. His methods. He does not permit faces to become
knowledge. Not unless he intends the knowledge to die at once.”

“You worked for a ghost?”

“I worked for a system. You English are sentimental about
villains. You want a single face to blame so the city can remain
innocent after he is gone. But there is no Mr. Sterling without
clients, without police who look away, without wives who recruit
wives, without ministers who need their appetites hidden, without
bankers who enjoy untraceable cash, without doctors who sign the
right forms. He is a conductor, yes. Perhaps even a genius. But
he conducts an orchestra London has paid to maintain.”

The words had the ring of self-exoneration and the uglier
ring of truth. Hale despised both.

“Names,” he said.

Pallis gave several. Two matched addresses already under
inquiry. One belonged to a private recovery clinic in Surrey.
Another, more troublingly, belonged to a consultant attached to a
government safeguarding board. Beale wrote fast now.

Then Pallis stopped. “No more today.”

Hale stood. “You are in no position to ration morality.”

“I am in exactly that position. If I give you everything at
once, I am a dead man before sunset. If I give it to you in
portions, perhaps enough people stay uncertain long enough for me
to bargain. You should admire the strategy.”

“I do not.”

“Still. You see it.”
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At St. Catherine’s Private Hospital, Nadia Carver sat
propped against white pillows and watched the rain work down the
windows in silver ropes. The room had the expensive quiet of
places where illness was expected to remain tasteful. Fresh
lilies stood on a sideboard. Her phone had been returned but
remained face down on the table, as though it belonged to some
earlier inhabitant of the room who had not yet come to reclaim
it. Since waking fully, she had found that the modern world
arrived in pieces: a barrage of missed calls, messages from
gallery acquaintances who thought she was still in Paris, a bank
fraud alert triggered by unauthorized withdrawals, and dozens of
headlines dancing around a scandal whose details everyone wanted
first and no one yet possessed.

Harry sat beside her with a paperback he had not turned a
page of in twenty minutes. He had shaved at last. The effort made
him look younger and more worn at the same time.

“You should answer some of them,” he said quietly, glancing
at the phone.

“I don’t know which version of myself would be answering.”

“The current one would do.”

She looked at him. “Do you know how infuriating it is that
you can still make jokes?”

“I haven’t made one. I'm merely posing as a man who copes.”

The line almost drew a smile from her. Almost. Then her
expression changed, becoming the one he had begun to fear most:
the inward look of someone passing through memory with no map and

too much shame.
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“Two years,” she said. “Do you know what that sounds like in
my head? Not like a confession. Like a weather report. Two years
of scattered lies with occasional storms.”

Harry closed the paperback and set it aside. “You don’t have
to tell me all of it in one sitting.”

“I do, actually. Because if I choose the timing, it will
always be later. And later is how this happened.”

He folded his hands and waited.

“When I first went,” she said, “it wasn’t to disappear. That
would at least have been dramatic. It was because I was bored and
flatteringly invited and weak enough to confuse curiosity with
bravery. Frayne called it a salon. Mrs. Dawn called it a retreat.
There was always another label ready before the ugly one had to
be spoken.”

“Nadia—"

“No. Let me say it in the plain way. I liked the first
night. That is the part I despise most, because it would be
easier if all degradation began in obvious terror. It didn’t. It
began with music and warm rooms and women who seemed unjudged. It
began with the sensation that my own mind, which had become a
badly 1lit attic full of stale disappointments, had suddenly been
opened to sunlight.”

She paused, swallowing.

“I know now that it was not sunlight. It was anesthesia with
manners. But that first time, Harry, I felt... relieved. Relieved

of myself.”
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Rain tapped the window. Somewhere down the hall a cart
rattled, then moved on.

He said, “Why didn’t you tell me you were unhappy?”

“Because I wasn'’t unhappy in any useful, recognizable sense.
I wasn’t miserable. I wasn’t mistreated. I wasn’t unloved. I was
merely numb in expensive surroundings, which is one of the least
forgivable forms of human dissatisfaction. People with real
suffering manage their lives every day. I had comfort and still
behaved like a woman searching for an exit in a room with open
doors.”

“You are being cruel because you think cruelty proves
honesty.”

She turned to him sharply. “Doesn’t it?”

“No. Usually it proves fear.”

The answer seemed to take something out of her. She lowered
her eyes to the blanket pooled over her knees. Her hands were
thinner than he remembered. The elegant rings and bracelets of
their former life were absent. Only the wedding band remained.

“I came back each time telling myself it was over,” she
said. “Then a week later, or a month later, there would be a text
from a number that changed every visit, or a message through
Cecily, or an invitation disguised as concern. They knew exactly
how to speak to women like me. Not broken women. Not yet. Women
who functioned well enough to be disbelieved.”

Harry reached for her hand. This time she let him take it.

“Mrs. Frayne,” he said. “Did she ever regret it before the

end?”
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Nadia considered. “Perhaps in flashes. But people who
recruit others into the machinery of their own survival do not
enjoy sustained morality. It interrupts the cash flow.”

“That sounds like Helen.”

“That sounds like every woman in that house once she had to
choose between seeing clearly and continuing.”

He looked towards the rain-streaked glass. “Helen nearly got
herself killed.”

“She got closer to Mr. Sterling than any of them.”

“Yes, and Morton seems to admire that in a way I find
professionally unhealthy.”

A faint smile did appear this time. “I think they are made
of the same troublesome metal.”

There was a knock, then Dr. Brandt entered carrying a tablet
rather than a paper chart, his spectacles low on his nose. He
greeted them both, checked Nadia’s vitals with brisk gentleness,
and then hesitated.

“There is something you should know before you hear it
elsewhere,” he said.

Nadia stiffened. “What?”

“The Home Office is trying to keep the scope of the case
contained. Officially to protect victims’ identities.
Unofficially... there are names.”

“On a client list,” Harry said.

Brandt glanced at him. “Hale told you?”

“He suggested enough.”
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“Then let us be vulgar and call things by their names.
Wealthy men, a few wealthy women, several public servants, and at
least one senior official in a child exploitation task force have
direct or indirect ties to Sterling’s establishments. If this
breaks open the wrong way, a number of careers and perhaps a
ministry will collapse.”

Nadia stared. “You mean they’ll bury it.”

“They will try.”

“And Helen?”

“At present she is alive, furious, and under instruction not
to publish until Hale has secured the remaining witnesses. Which
means she is taking notes at homicidal speed.”

When Brandt had gone, Harry said, “We need to decide what
happens when they ask for your statement.”

Nadia looked at him with sudden steadiness. “I give it.”

“They will tear you apart in the papers.”

“They already would if they knew half of it. Better torn
apart under oath than kept intact by their convenience.”

He squeezed her hand. “All right.”

In Hale’'s office that afternoon, Morton stood at the
evidence board as though arranging a campaign rather than
reviewing one. Photographs, property deeds, stills from security
footage, copies of corporate records, burner-phone traffic maps,
charity gala guest lists, and the blurred image of the river
launch covered the wall in a geometry of obsession. He had added
three new lines of his own in blue marker and moved two

photographs by half an inch each, adjustments so minor that Beale
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would not have noticed them and so telling that Hale noticed at
once.

“You think the command structure is smaller than we
assumed,” Hale said.

Morton turned. “I think the visible command structure is
smaller. The enabling network is vast, but the true operational
core is not. Sterling runs on compartmentalization. The fewer
people who can destroy him, the longer he survives.”

“And Petra?”

“Not a follower. A believer, perhaps, or someone who no
longer knows the difference.”

Hale set down the file in his hand. “You are
sentimentalizing her.”

“I am crediting her competence. Which is not the same
thing.”

Beale entered with takeaway coffees and a face that
suggested he had been reading things he disliked. “Pallis gave us
another address. Also, someone from Whitehall called to remind us
about media discipline, which is civil-service language for
‘please do not embarrass people who deserve it.’”

“Any luck tracing the launch?” Hale asked.

“Burner registration, cloned plates on the towing vehicle,
false owner of the mooring, and CCTV wiped by someone who knew
exactly where the backups lived. So, excellent luck if one’s aim
is discouragement.”

Morton took a coffee, tasted it, winced politely, and

returned to the board. “Sterling is moving east. The old house is
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gone to him. Too visible now. He will use transit properties,
then water again, then perhaps a private air strip if he thinks
the panic has matured sufficiently.”

Hale said, “Why not leave the country at once?”

“Because he has built himself into too many systems here.
Men like that do not flee until they have salvaged leverage. He
will want files, money, and one final demonstration that he can
still injure those who oppose him. Otherwise departure becomes
defeat.”

Beale looked from one to the other. “And who is at risk of
becoming the demonstration?”

The answer came from three mouths at once.

“Helen,” said Hale.

“Nadia,” said Morton.

“Pallis,” said Beale.

They fell silent.

Hale nodded once. “All three get protection. Visible for
Pallis, discreet for the others. And if Whitehall objects, I
shall invite Whitehall to sit overnight in a warehouse and await
enlightenment.”

Evening settled over London in reflections: office towers
glazing themselves in the river, buses red as open wounds in wet
streets, phone screens lighting faces on Underground platforms
where no one met anyone’s eyes. In a serviced apartment
overlooking Canary Wharf, a man stood with one gloved hand
resting on the back of a chair and watched the city absorb the

day'’s weather.
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The apartment was expensive in the anonymous way of modern
money. Pale stone counters. Art chosen by algorithm. Windows
sealed against both sound and inconvenient thoughts. On the
dining table lay three open laptops, two phones in pieces, and a
hard case containing passports under different names. Voss sat
nearby, his bandaged wrist motionless on the arm of a chair while
he reviewed a spreadsheet of transfers moving through shell
charities and wellness foundations.

“Losses?” the man at the window asked.

“Significant, though not terminal. Three houses exposed, one
archive compromised, five intermediaries arrested, two missing.
Mrs. Dawn has gone to ground. Nurse Proctor has vanished.”

“And Petra?”

“Inconvenienced, not disabled.”

The man nodded as if discussing weather. “Public pressure?”

“Growing. Miss Brandt has not yet published. That restraint
will not survive much longer.”

“No,"” said the man. “It will not.”

He turned at last, though still the room did not offer his
face fully. He had mastered darkness the way some men master
etiquette. One revealed what one meant to reveal.

“Then we must simplify the field,” he said. “Remove the
Greek if recovery appears impossible. Acquire the journalist if
opportunity arises. And Mrs. Carver—"

Voss looked up.

“—leave her,” the man finished. “Damaged witnesses are often

more useful alive. They make the clean world untidy.”
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“And Hale? Morton?”

A pause. Then the faintest smile.

“They are already becoming what I require. Preoccupied men.
Tired men. Men who begin to see systems everywhere and therefore
miss the one directly in front of them. Give them another forty-
eight hours of partial success and incomplete data. They will
exhaust themselves into error.”

Beyond the glass, London glittered on, astonishing in its
confidence that light itself was a form of safety.

In the hospital, Nadia finally switched her phone on and
opened the camera. For a long moment she did not recognise the
woman on the screen. Then recognition came all at once: the
thinning face, the eyes too large from weight lost, the mouth
forced now towards honesty by the simple absence of energy for
performance.

She thought, I am here.

Not saved. Not absolved. Here.

It was less dramatic than resurrection and perhaps more
useful.

Behind her Harry slept in the visitor’s chair with his head
bent awkwardly to one side, one hand still resting near the edge
of her blanket as though even in sleep he expected her to
disappear. Very carefully she moved her own hand until it touched
his.

Outside, ambulance lights briefly painted the ceiling blue

and then were gone.
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Somewhere else in the city, behind reinforced glass and
coded locks, a man she had never truly seen was arranging the
next move with those patient, scarred hands.

And because dawn was still several hours away, London—
complicit, wounded, magnificent London—made room for both kinds

of vigil at once.

Chapter Five

The Lady in the Mirror

The charity ball unfolded beneath chandeliers so bright that
every diamond in the room appeared to carry its own private
weather. Helen Brandt moved through the crowd under the borrowed
name of Victoria Marsh, and though she wore the black silk gown,
the family emeralds on loan from a theatrical costumer, and the

faintly amused expression of a woman accustomed to expensive
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boredom, nothing about the evening felt like play. Her pulse had
settled into a controlled, professional quickness. Across her
shoulder blade, fixed by medical tape beneath the gown, sat the
signal transmitter Jorden Morton had provided. In her evening bag
lay a burner phone, lipstick, a compact, a folded press card
under a false lining, and enough fear to keep her attentive.

From the ballroom floor she could see all the familiar
machinery of modern society pretending not to resemble appetite.
Cabinet ministers stood beside media proprietors and called it
philanthropy. A fintech billionaire she had once publicly
embarrassed over labour conditions held court by the champagne
tower while a television presenter live-streamed thirty seconds
of the event for her millions of followers and carefully excluded
the less flattering corners of the room. London had improved its
lighting since the old criminal empires of dockside legend, but
not its instincts. It still knew how to perfume corruption and
sell it as prestige.

Mrs. Cecily Dawn glided through this artificial
constellation with the confidence of a woman who had mastered
both invitation and exclusion. She was not young, though the work
done on her face had been expensive and subtle enough to suggest
excellent decisions rather than panic. Everything about her
communicated finish: the silver-threaded gown, the pearls, the
measured smile, the calm attention she bestowed upon each guest
as if granting a title. Helen had met hostesses before, society
women, political operators, patrons of endangered causes and

endangered reputations. Mrs. Dawn was something rarer and far
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more dangerous. She radiated the charm of a woman who collected
needs the way other people collected art.

When she invited Helen through the ballroom doors and onto
the terrace, Helen felt Morton’s gaze on her for an instant from
across the room. He had come disguised as senior catering staff,
his accent swallowed under the neutral efficiency of a man whose
purpose was to remove empty glasses and remain forgettable. A
brief nod passed between them. It was both reassurance and
warning.

Outside, the night air struck cool against Helen’s skin. The
terrace overlooked a trimmed garden boxed between Mayfair walls,
all clipped hedges and discreet fairy lights. The city beyond
rose in layers of amber office towers and distant aircraft
beacons. Somewhere traffic flowed towards the river in patient
bands of red. Mrs. Dawn laid one hand on the stone balustrade and
studied Helen with a frankness almost intimate.

“You said you were looking for experiences,” she murmured.
“That is a fashionable word. People use it when they are ashamed
to speak plainly about hunger.”

Helen answered with care. “I’'ve had money all my life. Money
buys comfort, and comfort turns into repetition. After a while
you begin to wonder whether there is any true door left to open.”

Mrs. Dawn’s smile deepened by a fraction. “And you think I
might know where the hidden doors are.”

“I think you know where people go when they no longer care

to be ordinary.”
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That earned her a long look. In the ballroom behind them the
orchestra pivoted from a Gershwin standard into something newer,
a restrained electronic arrangement commissioned, no doubt, to
make old wealth feel current. Mrs. Dawn tilted her head. “A woman
once asked me for precisely that. She wanted to be relieved of
the burden of being herself.”

“Mrs. Frayne,” Helen said.

The older woman did not flinch. “You have heard the name,
then. She was vain, frightened, extravagant, and very lonely.
Those qualities so often travel together.”

“And you helped her?”

“I introduced her,” Mrs. Dawn said. “Help is a matter of
interpretation.”

The answer sat between them like a card laid face up on
green felt. Helen understood that this conversation was not
chiefly about Mrs. Frayne, but about whether Helen could be
trusted with the next sentence. Trust, in such circles, did not
mean honesty. It meant mutual vulnerability. She let a measured
silence pass, then said, “I'm not a child, Mrs. Dawn. If there is
danger in what I’'m asking for, I would rather know its name than
be protected from it.”

Mrs. Dawn laughed softly. “No, you are not a child. And
perhaps not quite what you pretend to be, either.” She slipped a
cream card from her bag and held it out. “Tea tomorrow. Four
o’clock. We will decide whether your curiosity is fatal or merely

expensive.”
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Helen accepted the card. An address in Upper Brook Street
was embossed on it in pale grey, so discreet it was almost
insolent. When she looked up again, Mrs. Dawn had resumed the
polished expression of a hostess returning to her guests. “Wear
something less theatrical,” she added. “Tonight you are
performing wealth. Tomorrow, I should like to meet your nerves.”

Back inside, the music swelled, and the room seemed warmer,
brighter, and far more false than before. Helen circulated for
another twenty minutes because leaving too quickly would have
signaled importance. She smiled on command, accepted a flute she
never drank from, gave a bland answer to a podcaster who
recognised her face from a panel discussion on media ethics, and
finally made her excuses. She could feel the weight of the cream
card in her bag all the way home.

When she entered her father'’s flat, Dr. Brandt rose from his
chair before she had even shut the door. He had been waiting in
his shirtsleeves, spectacles low on his nose, the remains of an
untouched supper cooling beside him. Morton stood near the
fireplace, no longer a waiter but himself again, immaculate and
watchful, with the kind of stillness that made one think of
fencing masters and hired assassins in equal measure.

“Well?” Brandt asked.

“She opened the next door,” Helen said, and handed Morton
the card.

He examined it beneath the lamp. “Good paper. Private
embossing. House account, not commercial. She expects only people

already inside her world to touch these.”
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“She mentioned Mrs. Frayne directly,” Helen said. “Not as a
warning against asking questions, but as a test. She wanted to
see how much I knew and whether I would retreat.”

Her father turned pale. “And did you?”

Helen gave him a tired smile. “Would I be standing here if I
had?”

The doctor paced to the mantel and back again. “This has
gone far enough. Hale has officers. Morton has whatever category
of unofficial French permission he likes to imagine he possesses.
You are a journalist. That is not a criticism, Helen; it is a
plea. Journalists are not built to vanish respectably into the
Thames."”

She took off her earrings and set them carefully on the
table, partly to occupy her hands. “Journalists are built to go
where people in power would prefer we did not. Mrs. Frayne is
dead. Nadia Carver spent two years disappearing into that
underworld while everyone around her accepted the surface story
because it was easier. If Mrs. Dawn is the bridge into Mr.
Sterling’s new network, then I can cross it in ways police
cannot.”

Morton, who had listened without interruption, spoke at
last. “Miss Brandt is right. Mrs. Dawn recruits women. She
calibrates them. A policeman in disguise will always smell like a
policeman to such a woman. A daughter of good family with
intelligence, dissatisfaction, and a sufficiently modern

understanding of private vice—that is another matter.”
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“Marvelous,” Dr. Brandt snapped. “So my daughter’s
usefulness lies in her resemblance to ideal prey.”

Morton inclined his head. “Unfortunately, yes.”

The bluntness of it broke some of the heat in the room.
Helen crossed to her father and touched his wrist. “I know what
I'm doing.”

“No,” he said quietly. “You know what you hope to do. Those
are different things.”

The next morning the city carried on under a thin wash of
rain that polished every pavement and made the plane trees along
Brook Street look newly varnished. Helen dressed with none of the
ballroom’s theatricality. Mrs. Dawn had asked to meet her nerves,
so Helen gave her the best edited version of them: a dark blue
dress that could pass either as inherited taste or understated
money, low heels, a cream coat, and no jewellery beyond a modest
watch. The transmitter rested once more beneath the fabric.
Morton insisted on adding a second safeguard: an app hidden on
the burner phone that would broadcast her location to a secure
channel if she pressed the side button three times in quick
succession.

“And if they take the phone?” Helen asked as they reviewed
the plan in the sitting room.

“Then you press the transmitter,” Morton replied.

“And if they find both?”

“Then,” he said, “I become inventive.”

Hale joined them by encrypted video from the Yard, his face

appearing on the tablet propped against a stack of medical
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journals. He looked as if he had slept in his suit, which Helen
suspected was close to the truth. The background behind him
showed a wall crowded with maps, timelines, property photographs,
and the names of men powerful enough to change the shape of any
investigation merely by objecting to it.

“We’'ve identified three shell companies linked to Mrs.
Dawn,” he said. “Two provide wellness consulting to ultra-high-
net-worth clients. The third operates as a private members’
concierge with no public-facing website, no advertising, and a
server infrastructure bouncing through four jurisdictions. She
recruits discreetly and manages intake. If Sterling is rebuilding
after Limehouse, she’s doing the front-end work.”

“How modern of him,” Helen said.

“Predators modernize when it improves margins,” Hale
replied. “Find out whether Dawn is taking you to him, to another
holding site, or simply measuring whether you are worth
cultivating. Get us whatever you can. But the moment you believe
you are no longer controlling the conversation, you signal.”

“That sounds so easy when men say it from safe rooms,” Helen
answered. Hale’s expression might almost have been amusement
before it settled again into concern.

Upper Brook Street that afternoon was a lesson in civilized
concealment. The houses stood in dignified rows of cream stone,
their brass polished, their cameras tiny and almost invisible
above the doors. Mrs. Dawn'’s residence gave away nothing. A
florist’s van idled half a block away. A woman walking a whippet

paused across the street to answer a text. Helen knew from the
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angle of his umbrella and the quality of his indifference that
the flower delivery driver was one of Hale’s men. The woman with
the dog, she suspected, worked for Morton. It comforted her only
slightly.

A housekeeper admitted her without question and led her
through a hall fragrant with white roses to a back drawing room
where tea had been laid with almost insulting perfection. Mrs.
Dawn rose from a pale sofa and greeted her as though they were
old friends catching up after a weekend apart. “Much better,” she
said, with a glance at Helen’s clothes. “Now I can hear you
think.”

The room was all soft neutrals and antique mirrors, but the
elegance had a controlled sterility that made Helen think of
luxury hotel suites designed by committees. No photographs stood
about, no scattered books, no accidental clues to interior life.
It was a room assembled for effect. On the low table beside the
tea service lay a silver tray with macarons, sliced pear, and a
small dish of candied ginger.

Mrs. Dawn poured tea herself. “You did not post about last
night,” she observed.

Helen set down her cup before answering. “Should I have?”

“Most women under thirty document attendance before they
have even left the room. Last night’s guest list would have fed
gossip sites for days.”

“I dislike giving strangers free access to my whereabouts.”

Mrs. Dawn regarded her over the lip of her cup. “Sensibly

said.”
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For the next twenty minutes the older woman spoke as if they
were discussing fashion, galleries, and charitable boards, while
in fact she was mapping Helen'’s appetites. Did she live alone?
Did she travel often? Was she bored by men, by work, by morality?
Had she ever taken anything stronger than prescription
stimulants? Did she prefer secrecy as a thrill or as a necessity?
Helen answered in variations of half-truth, offering enough
private dissatisfaction to seem credible while never placing a
verifiable fact in Mrs. Dawn’s hands. It was a delicate
performance, one that required her to remain simultaneously
candid and opaque.

At last Mrs. Dawn set down her cup and said, “Respectable
society has always depended upon hidden annexes. The drawing room
survives because the cellar remains invisible. What changes from
one generation to the next is merely the technology of
discretion.”

She rose and crossed to one of the tall mirrors between the
windows. For an instant Helen thought she was only admiring the
light. Then Mrs. Dawn touched the gilt frame in one lower corner.
There was a soft mechanical click. A seam appeared in the
paneling beside the glass.

“Come,"” she said.

The concealed room beyond was not large, but it had been
arranged with exquisite calculation. It might have served as a
dressing suite in a theatrical atelier or a private styling
studio for a celebrity too rich to visit shops. There were

mirrored walls, adjustable lights, a chaise in ivory leather,
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cabinets of cosmetics and medical ampoules, biometric locks,
fragrance diffusers, shelves of designer shoes in untouched
boxes, and a recessed screen showing four silent camera feeds
from different parts of the house. On a lacquered desk stood a
tablet displaying a secure messaging interface with the sort of
encryption packages normally advertised only to intelligence
contractors, privacy-obsessed oligarchs, and men laundering
either money or souls.

Helen kept her face still with an effort. The room smelled
faintly of jasmine and antiseptic.

“This,” Mrs. Dawn said, “is where women decide who they wish
to become.”

“By changing clothes?” Helen asked.

“By changing permissions.”

She opened one of the cabinets. Inside were rows of labeled
vials, vitamins and sedatives side by side, hormone injections,
anti-anxiety medication, stimulant patches, and several unmarked
compounds in matte black packaging. “Our age believes in
optimization,” she continued. “Sleep must be engineered. Desire
must be managed. Fear must be softened. Identity must be curated.
We simply offer a more honest service than the wellness industry.
We admit that the point is transformation, not health.”

Helen thought of Nadia Carver lying wan in hospital light,
of Mrs. Frayne arriving half-dead at Carver’s door in her
magnificent fur, of every woman who had mistaken invitation for
freedom. She let a note of fascination into her voice. “And what

happens after transformation?”
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Mrs. Dawn closed the cabinet. “That depends upon the woman.
Some desire a sanctuary. Some a stage. Some a controlled
disappearance.”

She moved to the desk and woke the tablet with her
fingerprint. A schedule appeared: initials instead of names,
appointments coded by colour, locations abbreviated. Helen caught
references to B.H., Nore, and a line reading M-Transfer confirmed
23:30. Before she could absorb more, the screen changed. Mrs.
Dawn had noticed where her eyes went and smiled without warmth.

“Information is intimate,” she said. “One must earn it.”

“How?"” Helen asked.

“By proving two things. First, that one can keep faith with
one’s own hunger. Second, that one can keep silent about the
hunger of others.”

The words were mild, but the air had altered. Helen could
feel the interview narrowing. Mrs. Dawn no longer seemed to be
showing off; she was moving towards commitment. Or disposal.

“Tell me something true,” the older woman said.

Helen looked at herself in the mirrors. The concealed room
multiplied her into a dozen women in a dozen angles, each one
elegant enough, composed enough, perhaps even reckless enough for
the part. She chose a truth that could do work without betraying
the rest. “I am tired of being looked at as though I exist to
confirm other people’s stories. Men want novelty. Women want
reassurance. Editors want a recognizable voice. Friends want

consistency. It becomes exhausting to remain legible.”
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Mrs. Dawn listened carefully. “Yes,” she said at last. “That
is true. I wondered whether you were capable of it.”

She stepped closer. “Would you like to see where the truly
private clients are received?”

Every alarm in Helen rose at once. This, she knew, was the
threshold. Beyond it there would be fewer witnesses, fewer exits,
and almost certainly a clearer line towards Mr. Sterling’s
surviving apparatus. She should have signaled. Hale had said so.
Morton had insisted. But instinct told her that if she broke the
thread now, Mrs. Dawn would vanish into another house, another
alias, another month of expensive silence. Helen heard herself
say, “Yes.”

Mrs. Dawn nodded as though the answer had settled a private
wager. She picked up the tablet, sent a brief message, and
returned it to the desk. A moment later a faint vibration came
from somewhere behind the walls. Locks releasing.

They left the mirrored room by a different door and
descended a narrow private staircase hidden behind linen
paneling. The air grew cooler. Whatever happened in the elegant
rooms above, the lower levels had more practical uses. Helen
caught a glimpse of an industrial kitchen, then a corridor with
polished concrete floors and cameras set in smoked glass domes.
The house had not merely been adapted for secrecy. It had been
rebuilt around it.

A woman in medical scrubs waited at the end of the corridor.
She might have passed for a cosmetic nurse in a Harley Street

clinic, except for the expressionless discipline of her posture.
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Mrs. Dawn introduced her only as Laila. “Miss Marsh is
considering membership,” she said.

Laila’s eyes moved over Helen with professional assessment.
“Has she completed disclosure?”

“Enough for an initial consultation.”

“Phone, please,” Laila said.

Helen smiled faintly. “Is that standard?”

“For privacy,” Mrs. Dawn answered. “Everyone who enters
further leaves the world upstairs behind.”

The burner phone had suddenly become heavy in Helen’s bag.
If she surrendered it now, she would lose one safeguard and
perhaps reveal nothing. If she refused, the performance might
collapse. She made an annoyed little face, as if rich women were
always being inconvenienced by rules, and handed it over. Laila
placed it in a locking pouch that blocked signal transmission.
Helen felt, rather than saw, the line behind her begin to burn
away.

Still Mrs. Dawn was smiling. “You see? We are all making
ourselves vulnerable.”

They entered the next chamber. It was not a dungeon. That,
Helen thought, was the cleverness of it. It was a lounge of
soothing lights, velvet banquettes, diffuse music, and scent
machines breathing out expensive calm. The screen on one wall
displayed rolling abstract art. Another offered a muted social-
media feed stripped of usernames, as if the world above had been
reduced to pure image without consequence. Three women sat

scattered through the room. One stared at her hands with drugged
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concentration. Another smiled at nothing. The third, very young
and dressed in gym clothes beneath a borrowed cashmere wrap,
looked up as Helen entered with the desperate, appraising hope of
the newly trapped.

Mrs. Dawn touched Helen’s elbow. “First visits are always
the most difficult. Afterward most people describe relief.”

“Relief from what?” Helen asked.

“From keeping themselves in one piece.”

The answer chilled her more than any open threat could have
done. In the corner stood a mirrored drinks cart arranged with
herbal tonics, mineral water, and elegant coupes of something
pale gold. Laila poured one and held it out. “This takes the edge
off,” she said.

Helen had been waiting for the drugging to become explicit.
She let her fingers brush the stem without taking it. “What is
it?”

“A proprietary blend.”

“Then perhaps later.”

Mrs. Dawn’s eyes hardened almost invisibly. “Trust is
reciprocal, Miss Marsh.”

Before Helen could devise the next move, the young woman on
the banquette gave a small choking gasp and slid sideways. The
glass in her hand shattered against the floor. Laila swore under
her breath and moved towards her. Instinct overruled caution.
Helen crossed first, kneeling beside the girl. Her pupils were
wrong, too tight, too fixed, and a line of foam stood at one

corner of her mouth.
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“She needs an ambulance,” Helen snapped.

“She needs quiet,” Mrs. Dawn said, and the civility was gone
from her voice.

Everything happened at once after that. Helen looked up and
saw not a hostess but an operator calculating damage. Two men
came through a side door with the speed of trained security.
Laila reached for Helen’s shoulder. Helen twisted free, hit the
transmitter through the fabric at her back, and drove an elbow
into one guard’s ribs hard enough to make him grunt. She shouted,
“Police!” not because she believed it would help inside the room,
but because names have force even when no one can answer them.

The first guard caught her wrist. The second took her from
behind. Helen fought with the furious clarity that visits some
people in true danger, every movement sharpened by the knowledge
that there was no elegance left to preserve. She kicked a tray
over, sent glass and ice skidding across the polished floor, and
tore one of the mirrored panels half open as she lurched against
it. For an instant she saw herself in fragments: hair loose,
mouth open, no longer Victoria Marsh or dutiful daughter or
disciplined reporter, only a woman refusing to be arranged.

Mrs. Dawn said, very calmly, “Sedate her.”

A needle bit into Helen’s arm.

The world did not vanish at once. That was the worst of it.
It tilted. The music thickened. The lights pulled away to
impossible distances. She heard, as though from another floor of
the building, the muffled hammer of something striking a door far

above. She hoped with a force that hurt that it was Morton, or
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Hale, or both, but hope under sedation becomes slippery and
imprecise.

Hands lowered her onto a chaise somewhere beyond the lounge.
The ceiling above her was mirrored too, so that her own face
floated over her in pale repetition. Mrs. Dawn leaned into view,
beautiful and remote. “You should have accepted the drink,” she
said. “It is kinder when chosen.”

Helen tried to answer and found that her tongue belonged to
someone else. From deep inside the house came another impact,
then voices, then the rapid electronic chirp of an alarm changing
modes. Mrs. Dawn straightened. For the first time uncertainty
entered her expression.

“Take her below,” she ordered.

As they lifted Helen again, her gaze snagged on a reflection
in the angled mirror over the doorway. Not her own this time. A
man stood in the corridor beyond, tall and motionless, not fully
visible, more silhouette than presence. She saw one hand resting
against the wall. Discoloured and scarred in the artificial
light. Then the image shattered as the mirror swung and the drug
carried her down into a dark threaded with broken music and the

taste of metal.
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Chapter Six

Dawn at the Nore

By the time the rain stopped over Mayfair, Helen Brandt had
begun to understand that Cecily Dawn’s greatest talent was not

seduction but calibration.
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She knew exactly how much to reveal, exactly how much to
conceal, and exactly how much intimacy a stranger could be
allowed to believe she had earned.

The previous evening’s charity ball had been merely the
overture. The terrace, the murmured confidences, the mention of
Mrs. Frayne, the cool little card pressed into Helen’s glove like
a token from an older and darker world—all of it had been part of
an assessment. Mrs. Dawn was not recruiting yet. She was
measuring. She was testing appetite, nerve, vanity, loneliness.
She was deciding whether the woman calling herself Victoria Marsh
possessed enough hunger to be useful and enough weakness to be
governable.

Helen recognised the process because, in her own profession,
she used a version of it herself.

A good reporter did not begin by asking the most dangerous
question in the room. A good reporter listened, allowed silence
to work, let people reveal what they wished to believe about
themselves. The trick was to make a source feel not merely safe,
but singular. Cecily Dawn, Helen now saw, understood the same law
in another key. She made the women around her feel selected.
Special. Seen. What came afterward could be called indulgence,
liberation, relief, medicine, adventure, privacy, transcendence.
The name did not matter. The first essential thing was that the
victim must experience the invitation as a recognition.

Shortly after noon Helen sat in her room at Caxton Court
with the card on the desk before her and a notebook open beside

it. She had copied the address twice, once in ink and once as a
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coded note in the contacts app on the secure phone Morton had
lent her. Modern London had changed the costumes of power, but
not power itself. A printed card was still safer than an email.
An invitation whispered on a terrace still left less evidence
than a message. Yet every world now bled into the digital one
sooner or later. Helen had already run Mrs. Dawn’s name through
corporate registries, charity boards, archived society photos,
donor databases, and a decade of old social posts preserved by
screenshot on gossip accounts that had since vanished. Mrs. Dawn
moved through the city as if she were merely ornamental. In fact
she had trails everywhere.

Somebody had paid to keep those trails respectable.

Her father knocked once and entered before she could answer.
Dr. Brandt looked as though sleep had become an old rumour told
by other men. Carver followed him in, carrying a tray on which
there were two cups of coffee neither of them seemed likely to
drink.

“Well?” Dr. Brandt asked.

“She wants another meeting,” Helen said. “Private. Today.”

He closed his eyes briefly. “0Of course she does.”

Carver set down the tray. “Can Hale stop it?”

“No,” Helen said. “And even if he could, he shouldn’t.”

The doctor began to pace. “I am your father before I am
anyone else, Helen. I appreciate that you have become brave and
competent and entirely impossible, but these people have already
murdered one woman and ruined others. I cannot sit in this room

and discuss it as if you were attending a luncheon.”
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Helen looked at him with affection and with something
harder. “That is exactly why I have to attend it.”

There was no melodrama in the words. That gave them greater
force.

A few minutes later Morton arrived with Inspector Hale.
Morton removed his gloves with great care and listened while
Helen described every detail she could recall from the terrace
conversation: the cadence of Mrs. Dawn’s voice, the names
casually dropped, the way she had tested one answer against
another, the suggestion of the late Mrs. Frayne as both warning
and temptation.

Hale stood at the window, hands clasped behind him. “She
knows she’s being watched.”

“Possibly,” Morton said. “But if she suspects Miss Brandt
specifically, she would not invite her again.”

“Unless the invitation itself is the trap,” said Hale.

Morton gave the faintest shrug. “In these matters,
Inspector, all invitations are traps. The question is for whom.”

Helen told them about the data she had pulled together that
morning. Several of Mrs. Dawn’s charitable foundations existed
mostly on paper. A consulting firm registered in Canary Wharf
shared a director with a luxury concierge service catering to
foreign clients who valued discretion. Another name led to a
property company that had leased, through layers of shell
ownership, one of the warehouses Hale’s men had been watching

east of Limehouse. The transactions were legal enough to survive
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casual scrutiny and murky enough to discourage prolonged
attention.

Hale’s expression altered. “You found that in a morning?”

Helen permitted herself a small smile. “People hide behind
complexity because they believe most of us will be too tired to
continue.”

“And were you?” Morton asked.

“No,"” she said.

That earned from him a look almost paternal in its approval.

The operational discussion that followed might have belonged
to any age, though the details were unmistakably modern. Helen
would wear a tiny emergency transmitter no larger than a shirt
button, disguised inside the clasp of her handbag. Her phone’s
location services would remain inactive until she manually
triggered a distress shortcut. Hale had secured a covert
surveillance team, but they would keep their distance. Mrs.
Dawn’s circle was too practiced, too rich, and too paranoid to
miss an obvious tail. Morton would be closest. Hale, farther out.
No uniformed intervention unless Helen signaled or vanished.

“And if I vanish without signaling?” Helen asked.

No one answered immediately.

Then Morton said, “We find you anyway.”

It was not reassurance. It was simply the promise he could
honestly make.

At four o’clock a car sent by Mrs. Dawn collected Helen from
a side street rather than from Caxton Court itself. The driver

was expressionless, professionally polite, and almost certainly
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not the man’s real face any more than Victoria Marsh was Helen'’s
real name. The route wound through traffic in a manner calculated
to make mapping difficult. Helen kept track nevertheless,
counting turns, noting bridges, glimpsing street names reflected
backward in rain-bright shopfronts. When she lost the pattern,
she noted the loss. That too was information.

Mrs. Dawn'’s townhouse proved to be less flamboyant than
Helen had expected. Wealth announced itself here through
restraint: Georgian proportions, polished brass, a hallway
faintly scented with lilies and expensive wax. A maid took
Helen’s coat. Another woman, young and elegant and slightly too
empty in the eyes, offered tea.

Mrs. Dawn received her in a morning room at the back of the
house overlooking a small square garden walled off from the city.
The room might have belonged to any cultivated woman of means:
pale silk, lacquer cabinets, art books, fresh flowers, discreet
screens. Only the mirrors were excessive. They caught and
repeated the room from angles that unsettled the eye. Helen
understood at once why the title she had privately given this
phase of the investigation was the lady in the mirror. Everything
here reflected something else. Nothing was shown only once.

“My dear Miss Marsh,” Mrs. Dawn said. “You look less
frightened today.”

“I was never frightened.”

“No,” said Mrs. Dawn. “Only curious. Which is far more

dangerous.”
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They sat. Tea was poured. A plate of small pastries remained
untouched between them.

Mrs. Dawn did not hurry. She spoke first of inconsequential
things: a contemporary art exhibit in Berlin, a cabinet reshuffle
nobody believed was final, a philanthropist’s disastrous
remarriage trending across half the country for forty-eight hours
before being eclipsed by a football scandal. She talked as one
might sort silk scarves, letting each topic brush the next. Helen
answered sparingly, allowing Victoria Marsh to exist as a woman
with money, discretion, and cultivated dissatisfaction.

Only after twenty minutes did Mrs. Dawn say, “Tell me what
you are actually seeking.”

“Escape,” Helen said.

“From what?”

“Myself.”

Mrs. Dawn smiled as though pleased by the lack of
originality. “That, at least, is honest.”

She rose and crossed to a mirrored cabinet. From it she took
not a bottle of liquor but a slim tablet computer in a leather
case. The gesture startled Helen more than a pistol would have
done. Mrs. Dawn sat again and set the device between them.

“We are not savages,” she said. “We no longer require
gentlemen to pass folded notes in clubs or ladies to trust
introductions made at supper. Discretion has become more
sophisticated. So has appetite.”

She touched the screen. A sequence of photographs appeared:

parties, yachts, villas, secluded wellness retreats, private



GAEL / The Courtesy of Monsters /107

clinics, candlelit rooms softened into harmlessness by expensive
photography. Each image was beautiful. Each image lied.

“These are places where people are permitted to become who
they really are,” Mrs. Dawn said.

Helen looked without leaning in. “And who are they?”

“Tired. Hungry. Invisible. Furious. Grieving. Bored.” Mrs.
Dawn’s eyes lifted to hers. “Or simply awake.”

She swiped again. This time names appeared, not full names
but initials, references, curated testimonials. Women praising
confidentiality. Men praising relief. One message spoke of
sleeping for the first time in months. Another of feeling “held
outside judgment.” It might have been a luxury mental-health
service or a criminal network. In truth it was both.

“What do you call it?” Helen asked.

Mrs. Dawn tilted her head. “I do not call it anything. Names
bring police and journalists and moralists. People who disapprove
always begin by naming.”

“And people who profit?”

“Oh, they begin by listening.”

The conversation advanced another inch into darkness. Mrs.
Dawn described not substances but states. Serenity. Dissolution.
Permission. Oblivion. Helen let desire flicker across her face,
not too much, not too little. She asked what the price was.

“Everything costs according to what is required,” Mrs. Dawn
said. “Money is only the least interesting currency.”

At that, Helen allowed a calculated silence.

Mrs. Dawn studied her. “You have a secret.”
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“Who doesn’t?”

“The worthwhile always do.”

Helen thought then of Mrs. Frayne, of Nadia Carver, of all
the women whose emptiness had been interpreted as opportunity by
people like the one now smiling across the tea service. The anger
came easily. Controlling it required more effort.

“What if I said I wanted a place where no one could find me
for a while?” Helen asked.

Mrs. Dawn’s fingers rested lightly atop the tablet. “Then I
would ask whether anyone is looking.”

Helen gave the answer they had prepared. “Not if I am
careful.”

Mrs. Dawn considered. “Careful women seldom seek what you
claim to seek.”

Before Helen could respond, the maid entered with fresh hot
water. The interruption broke the rhythm. Mrs. Dawn’s expression
changed by so little that another observer might not have
registered it. Helen did. Something had occurred offstage. A
text? A signal? A decision? When the maid withdrew, Mrs. Dawn did
not immediately resume.

Instead she said, with almost conversational softness,
“Suppose I introduced you to a circle of friends who value
privacy above legality. Suppose I told you that these friends can
make disappearances possible. Debts. Records. Habits. Even
identities. What assurance would I have that you would not later
become inconvenient?”

Helen met her gaze. “None.”
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Mrs. Dawn smiled. “At last. A truthful answer.”

She reached into her handbag and produced a second card.
This one bore no address, only a time and a QR code printed on
heavy cream stock. “Tonight. Eleven o’clock. Bring no one. Use a
rideshare, not a private driver. Scan the code when your car
stops. You will be told where to go next.”

Helen took the card. It was colder than paper ought to be.

“What happens if I don’t come?” she asked.

Mrs. Dawn’s eyes remained amiable. “Then you go on living
the life you already have. Some people prefer their cages.”

On the drive back, Helen sent nothing. The rules were clear.
Too much communication would only thicken the trail. Once in her
room, however, she locked the door, set the card on the desk, and
activated the transmitter long enough for the team downstairs to
know the meeting had concluded. Then she opened her notebook and
wrote one sentence in block capitals:

SHE THINKS SHE HAS ME.

By nine-thirty that evening the city had put on its second
face. Office lights went dark. Restaurants brightened. Delivery
scooters stitched wet streets together. Somewhere, photographs
were being uploaded from dinners people would claim to have
enjoyed; somewhere else, men in parked cars were studying the
entrances to warehouses no respectable person acknowledged by
day.

Helen dressed as Victoria Marsh once more and left through a
different entrance than before. The rideshare she summoned

arrived in four minutes. The driver glanced in the mirror only
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twice. Helen scanned the QR code after the car crossed the river.
A web page opened with no branding, no domain name she
recognised, and a single instruction: EXIT AT NEXT LIGHT. WAIT
FOR BLACK VAN.

She obeyed.

The van that collected her had darkened windows and no
logos. No one spoke during the transfer. A city can make almost
any movement seem ordinary if it happens at speed and under
glass. Helen felt the course turning east. Industrial stretches
replaced shops. The road surface changed. The smell changed.
Somewhere nearby, though unseen, lay the river.

At last the vehicle stopped in darkness broken only by a
security lamp above a metal door. One man waited outside. Not the
Greek. Not Voss. Another face from the organization’s
inexhaustible supply of functionaries. He checked Helen’s phone,
switched it off, sealed it in a pouch, and led her inside.

The building had once been a legitimate warehouse. Helen
could feel the age of it in the floors, the stubborn cold in the
walls, the breadth of spaces now subdivided by newer partitions.
But the criminal adaptation was more sophisticated than the old
subterranean den in Limehouse. Mr. Sterling, like every
intelligent parasite, had modernized. There were cameras at the
corners. Fingerprint scanners on at least two inner doors.
Medical supplies stacked on industrial shelving. A server rack
hummed behind a mesh cage in one room, its status lights blinking

like a second city.
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No incense. No overt theatricality. No falcon in the open.
That was the most chilling part. The place had become efficient.

A woman named Petra received her in a chamber furnished too
luxuriously for the setting. Petra was beautiful in the hard,
sharpened way of someone who had survived by making herself an
instrument. One arm remained stiff at the elbow, as if healing
from an older wound. Her eyes missed nothing.

“Mrs. Dawn speaks highly of you,” Petra said.

“I'm flattered,” Helen replied.

“You shouldn’t be. She speaks highly only of prospects.”

Helen understood that the interview was no longer social.
Petra questioned her with direct and almost bureaucratic
precision: what she used, how often, what she feared most, who
believed they controlled her, what she would trade for release.
Helen answered from the invented life of Victoria Marsh until the
invented life and her own began to brush too closely against each
other. Fatigue. Rage. The desire to disappear. The secret
conviction that one could smash a whole polished world simply by
stepping out of it.

Petra watched as if scoring an exam.

At some point a tray was brought in with water and a glass
vial of something colourless. Helen did not touch either.

“Wise,"” Petra said.

“I'm not a fool.”

“No,"” Petra answered. “But you may still be a sacrifice.”
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Before Helen could interpret that, two men entered the room.
One took position by the door. The other spoke quietly into an
earpiece and then nodded to Petra. She stood.

“Our guest would like to see you,” she said.

Helen felt the temperature of the room change without
changing at all.

They led her through a series of corridors deeper into the
building. From behind one closed door came a muffled cry. From
another, a laugh so exhausted it might have been a sob. Helen
counted steps, corners, distances, though the place had been
designed against memory. Finally they entered a long amber-1lit
room divided by carved screens.

Behind the last of those screens a man sat in silhouette.

Helen knew at once, before he spoke, that she had come into
Mr. Sterling’s presence.

“Miss Brandt,” he said pleasantly, and the world altered
around the name.

She did not move.

For one second she experienced not fear but pure
professional disbelief, the stunned inward recoil of the moment
when a mask is removed by someone else’s hand. Victoria Marsh
died where she stood. Helen Brandt remained.

“I had wondered,” the voice went on, “whether your curiosity
would outrun your discipline. Journalists are like that. They
call it courage because they cannot bear the older word.”

“What older word?” Helen asked, because anything else would

have yielded too much.
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“Appetite.”

The silhouette shifted. Still she could not see his face
clearly. That, too, was power.

Mrs. Dawn stepped out from one side of the screen. She
looked almost sorry. “You were good,” she said. “Much better than
Mrs. Frayne ever was.”

Helen said nothing.

Mr. Sterling continued in the same courteous tone. “You may
comfort yourself that you came very close. Closer than most. Your
phone, your signal device, your discreet little architecture of
rescue—admirable. But one must understand one’s enemy before one
can trap him. You and your friends persist in imagining me
theatrical. I am merely practical.”

Helen’s mind raced. Had the transmitter failed? Had Morton
been seen? Was Hale already moving? She could not know. She had
only the room, the voices, and whatever time still remained
inside them.

“If you know so much,” she said, “you also know they’ll
come.”

“0Of course they’ll come,” said Mr. Sterling. “The question
is whether they’ll come in time.”

He gave some small signal she did not catch. Hands seized
her from behind. The struggle was brief and hopelessly unequal. A
needle bit her arm before she could wrench free. She managed one
half-formed cry—not for help, but from fury at the stupidity of
the body’s betrayal. Her knees failed. The amber room tipped

sideways.
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The last thing she heard before darkness took her was Mr.
Sterling’s voice saying, almost kindly, “Bring her. The Frenchman
will follow.”

When Helen surfaced again, it was to cold concrete, a dull
pulse in her veins, and a thin strip of light under a locked
door. Her wrists were bound. Her mouth tasted faintly of metal.
Somewhere beyond the walls engines or generators thrummed. She
had no measure of time. She forced herself to breathe slowly
until the room steadied.

Then she listened.

There were footsteps at intervals. A door opening far off.
One man coughing. The crackle of a radio. Once, unmistakably, the
river’s hollow slap against pilings.

So the warehouse was close to the water.

She rolled onto one side and discovered that the bonds at
her wrists had been tied by someone competent but not
imaginative. That gave her hope only for a moment. A hope
measured in fibers and skin. Still, hope was hope.

In the darkness, Helen thought of her father in the study at
dawn, face grey with worry. She thought of Carver, who had
learned too late what secrecy could cost a household. She thought
of Nadia, who had gone seeking oblivion and found an empire built
out of the appetites of the lost. And she thought of Morton, who
had looked at the danger and answered it not with confidence but
with intention.

Find you anyway, he had said.
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She clung to that sentence until footsteps paused outside
the cell.

Much later—minutes, an hour, a lifetime—the key did not
turn. Instead, there came another sound, softer than the others.
A movement against the outer wall. Glass disturbed somewhere
above. Then silence again.

Helen raised her head.

A voice whispered through the dark, low and urgent and
unmistakably French.

“Miss Brandt.”

It was Morton.

Chapter Seven

The Thames Pursuit

Morton moved before the guard had finished forming the smile

that accompanied his threat.
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The man nearest Helen never saw the blow that took him
across the jaw and sent his pistol skidding under a cot. Morton
drove his shoulder into a second guard and felt the collision
reverberate through his ribs like a hammer strike. Voss shouted
something in a language Helen did not know. The lamp went over.
Glass burst. Shadows leapt.

Helen dropped exactly as Morton had told her to do.

The room became a confusion of knees, boots, curses, and
gunfire swallowed by heavy walls. She pressed herself against the
floorboards and smelled old dust, spilled disinfectant, and the
sharp bitter trace of opium smoke clinging to everything inside
Mr. Sterling’s world. Someone stumbled over her. A body crashed
against the iron frame of the cot. Then Morton’s voice cut
through the struggle, low and furious.

“Now, Helen.”

She crawled towards the fallen pistol, caught only the butt
with her fingertips, and dragged it near enough to matter. She
had fired handguns only twice in controlled settings and had
disliked both experiences, but there are moments in which dislike
becomes a luxury. She turned just as one of the guards lunged for
Morton with a knife.

She did not fire. She swung the pistol like a club and
struck the man across the wrist. The knife clattered away. Morton
finished him with a savage efficiency she would remember later in
fragments rather than sequence: elbow, twist, impact, silence.

Voss had already backed into the corridor.
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“Alive if possible,” he called to the others, and the calm
in his voice chilled her more than shouting would have done.
“Dead if necessary.”

Morton kicked the door shut, shoved a narrow cabinet against
it, and turned to Helen. In the dim emergency light leaking from
the corridor, his face looked carved from wet stone.

“Can you stand?”

“Yes.”

“Good. We have maybe thirty seconds before they try again.”

Her legs trembled as she rose. The drug still moved
sluggishly through her bloodstream, but fear had sharpened her.
The little signal device Mrs. Dawn'’s people had failed to find
still lay hidden in the hem of her evening coat, though whether
it had transmitted anything before her capture she could not
know. Her phone was gone. Her watch was gone. Time had been
reduced to pulse and breath.

Morton retrieved his own pistol from where Voss had ordered
him to drop it. Then he stooped, listened at the door, and
frowned.

“They’re not rushing us,” he said.

“That’s bad?”

“It means they have another plan.”

A shot tore through the paneling near his shoulder. Another
followed. Splinters sprayed the room.

“Or perhaps they have chosen a simpler one.”

He seized Helen'’'s wrist and pulled her towards the rear

wall, where a row of rust-filmed pipes vanished into darkness.
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Behind them a service hatch hung half concealed beneath
tarpaulin. Morton ripped the fabric aside. The metal cover had
not been opened in years, but the screws had been loosened
recently.

“Maintenance crawlspace,” he said. “Or a rat’s corridor.
Tonight it is our salvation.”

He fired twice through the door to discourage pursuit,
yanked the hatch loose, and lifted Helen inside before climbing
after her. The passage beyond was barely large enough for them on
hands and knees. Behind them the room erupted as the barricaded
door gave way.

They crawled blind through warm iron-smelling dark while
voices multiplied behind them. Helen'’s dress snagged on a bolt.
Morton freed it without speaking. Somewhere below the warehouse,
engines thudded—marine engines, she thought, not trucks. The
realization sent a new current through her.

“They’re moving to the river,” she whispered.

“0f course they are.”

Ahead, the crawlspace angled downward. A grate showed them a
sliver of corridor, then another room filled with stacked crates,
then finally a larger chamber where lamps burned amber behind
silk screens. The sight of that manufactured luxury—those false
flowers, those carved surfaces, that cultivated scent of roses
masking rot—filled Helen with a clarity so cold it was almost
joy. She understood, as perhaps she had not before, that every
elegance in this organization existed to disguise cruelty.

Morton paused at the last grate and peered through.
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Below, Petra stood in travel clothes with one arm still
bound from the earlier raid. Voss was speaking to two men in
river coats. And beyond the screen, no more than a shifting
outline in lamplight, stood the man who had arranged murders as
another person might arrange supper.

Mr. Sterling.

Helen could not see his face. She could see only the
silhouette: tall, narrow, composed. Yet his voice, when it came,
was worse than any visible deformity might have been. It was
educated, gentle, almost regretful.

“The police will enter with noise,” he said. “Noise is
useful. It encourages haste. Haste creates mistakes. We shall not
make them.”

Voss inclined his head. “The launch is ready. The tide
favours us.”

“And the girl?”

A pause. Petra answered.

“She may still be of use.”

“No,” said Mr. Sterling. “Not now. She has seen enough to
become dangerous and not enough to become valuable. Bring her if
it costs nothing. Leave her if it costs time.”

Helen felt Morton glance back at her. He had heard it too:
the cold arithmetic, the perfect emotional vacancy. This was not
merely a trafficker or blackmailer or poison merchant. This was a
man to whom human beings existed as weights to be shifted on a

balance.
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The lamps shook. From somewhere above came the first crash
of forced entry, followed by the flat bark of police commands
echoing through the building.

Hale, Helen thought. Or Beale. Or both. The raid had begun.

Mr. Sterling did not raise his voice.

“There,” he said softly. “Our cue.”

He moved behind the screen. Men lifted cases. Petra snatched
a satchel from a chair. Voss motioned towards the river door.

Morton kicked out the grate.

He hit the floor in a spray of rust and was moving before
the first man below could process what he had seen. Helen dropped
after him, harder and less gracefully, jarred to the spine. A
guard turned. Morton shot him once in the shoulder and drove him
backward into the lamps. Fire licked briefly across silk before
dying in torn fabric. Voss fired twice; both shots smashed wood.
Petra swore and disappeared through the riverside arch.

Then, for an instant that altered the shape of the whole
pursuit, the screen shifted and Helen saw a scarred hand parting
the silk.

Mr. Sterling was gloved no longer.

The skin of those long fingers held a strange old-ivory cast
under the lamps, as though jaundice, illness, and vanity had
conspired to make something memorable and almost theatrical of
them. The hands rested with extraordinary steadiness on the
carved frame. Helen looked upward, desperate to catch the face
that belonged to them, but the figure had already stepped back

into shadow.
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The moment passed. The chamber dissolved into motion again.

“Go,” Morton snapped.

They ran.

The passage to the river sloped down through brick sweating
with seepage. Alarms were sounding now—modern ones, wired into
the warehouse long after its original construction. Somewhere a
relay clicked and failed. Somewhere else a jammer whined at the
edge of hearing. Mr. Sterling had adapted old structures to new
technologies with the same opportunistic ruthlessness he applied
to people. Cameras would have covered the upper corridors. Burn
phones and encrypted tablets, Helen guessed, would already be
disappearing into the Thames.

At the tunnel mouth the hidden dock came into view: a black
motor launch nosing into the current, its lights masked, its wake
beginning to fan silver under the warehouse lamps. Men were
jumping aboard. One turned to fire up the passage.

Morton dragged Helen behind a brick support as rounds
chipped mortar over their heads.

On the river, another engine answered. Then another.

Police cutters.

The sound changed the chemistry of the air. Until that
moment everything had belonged to Mr. Sterling’s prepared world—
his routes, his timing, his contingencies. Now another order
intruded: official, blunt, unwilling to negotiate.

“Stay down,” Morton said.

He leaned out, fired towards the launch’s stern, and was

rewarded by a cry. One of the boatmen pitched sideways into the
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water. The launch slewed, corrected, and kept moving. At its
centre a figure stood almost elegantly balanced despite the chop.
Shadow concealed the face, but the posture possessed the same
unnerving composure Helen had seen behind the screen.

Mr. Sterling had boarded.

Bootsteps pounded behind them. Hale appeared in the tunnel
with three officers at his back, coat flung open, pistol drawn,
eyes bright as struck metal.

“Morton!”

“Boat!” Morton shouted. “They’re taking the river!”

Hale did not waste breath on surprise. He took one look at
Helen, one at the receding launch, and began issuing orders so
rapidly they seemed less spoken than released. Two officers to
secure the chamber. One to signal the cutters. Beale to the outer
stairs. Nobody fire if Morton or Miss Brandt were still exposed.
Then he was beside Helen himself, gripping her elbow with rough
care.

“Can you walk?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Keep left. Don’t stop for anything.”

They emerged from the warehouse into rain-swept river dark
and the organized violence of a police assault in full motion.
Uniformed men were hauling prisoners into the mud. Another group
wrestled with a half-open service door. Across the water, one
cutter had already turned hard downstream, engine rising to a

furious howl as it took the chase. A second followed.
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Searchlights stabbed across the Thames but found mostly mist and
wake.

Morton was halfway to the nearest police launch before Helen
realised he intended to board it.

Hale swore. “Frenchman!”

Morton turned only long enough to call back, “If he reaches
open water, you lose him.”

Then he jumped in.

Hale muttered something unprintable and followed, dragging
two officers with him. Beale arrived at a run and thrust a heavy
coat around Helen'’s shoulders before she could protest.

“You can either collapse here, miss, or come with us and be
sensible,” he said. “I prefer the second.”

The coat smelled of rain and machine oil. She pulled it
tight and chose the boat.

The pursuit downriver became a thing of noise, spray, and
intermittent glimpses. The black launch ahead had killed every
visible light and was running by memory, instruments, and perhaps
a pilot who knew the Thames better than the law ever would. AIS
transponders would be dark; any respectable registry had long
since ceased to matter. Police searchlights skated uselessly over
moored barges and pilings. Twice they nearly rammed working craft
whose crews shouted insults into the night. Once a gull, panicked
by the beams, struck the windshield and slid away like a thrown

rag.
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Helen crouched behind the cabin, one gloved hand on a rail

slick with rain, while Hale stood in the spray at

glasses lifted, as if willpower alone might close

the bow, field

the distance.

Morton came aft long enough to kneel beside her.

“You should have remained onshore.”

“And miss your best scene?”

He laughed once despite everything. “God preserve me from

journalists.”
“What did you see?”

“Enough,” he said. “Not yet enough.”

That was the answer to more than one question.

As they drove east, London thinned. Warehouses gave way to

darker reaches, then to marsh smell and wider water. The city’s

reflected glow fell behind them. The tide and the
conspire for escape. Somewhere ahead the fugitive
course towards the reaches below Gravesend, where
widened and choices multiplied.

“The Nore,” said Beale beside the wheelhouse
gets past the lower cutters, he could vanish into
corner between here and the Continent.”

Hale heard him and answered without lowering

“Then he doesn’t get past.”

river seemed to
launch shifted

the estuary

door. “If he

any damned

the glasses.

They gained for a time when one of the downstream patrol

boats reported visual contact by radio—brief, uncertain, then

stronger. Mr. Sterling’s launch had been forced wider around a

sandbank and shown itself against the chop. Engines roared. Spray
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became continuous. The hull slammed so hard Helen thought her
teeth would crack.

Then gunfire came across the water.

It was difficult at first to understand what she was
hearing. Sound over open water moved strangely, flattening
distance and exaggerating it at once. But the white burst near
the port rail required no interpretation. Men on the launch ahead
were firing backward in disciplined pairs.

Hale dropped beside the cabin, swore at the shattered metal,
and shouted for the helmsman to change angle. The police boat
veered, cutting across wake. Morton rose, aimed, lowered the
pistol again. The range was too long, the motion too violent.
This would not be won by marksmanship. It would be won by
persistence and by forcing error.

Dawn began not as light but as dilution. The black of the
water thinned towards iron grey. Mist lifted in strips. Low buoys
appeared like thoughts half remembered. Ahead, near the narrowing
seam between river and estuary, the fleeing launch suddenly
sheered starboard.

At first Helen thought they had finally been hit. Then she
saw the real cause.

Another police craft had risen out of the thinning dark from
the east, cutting across Mr. Sterling’s intended line. The
fugitive boat swerved to avoid collision, met the chop at the
wrong angle, and slammed broadside into its own wake.

Men went down. Something heavy slid. For one terrible

instant the launch rode the roll and recovered.
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Then Morton said, very softly, “Now.”

The port engine coughed a burst of black smoke. Whether from
bullet damage, rushed manoeuvring, or simple overstress, Helen
never knew. The boat lost rhythm. Its bow dug. Water came over
the rail. Someone on board shouted for ballast to be thrown.
Another shouted back in panic. The vessel veered again, this time
towards a line of broken pilings marking old military moorings
near the Nore.

Hale’s boat closed.

The collision, when it came, seemed almost gentle in silence
and catastrophic in effect. The launch struck once, slewed,
struck again harder, and opened along the side like a box split
by an axe. Men went into the water. Cases followed them. One of
the engines tore loose in sparks.

“Hold steady!” Hale shouted. “No one fires!”

Police ropes flew. Two bodies were hauled half conscious
from the chop. One was a guard Helen did not know. The other was
Voss, spectacles gone, composure gone with them. He clung to the
gunwale and smiled in a ghastly reflex even as they dragged him
aboard.

Petra surfaced farther off and made one desperate effort to
swim. Beale himself leaned over to catch her coat and haul her in
before the tide could decide otherwise. She came aboard fighting
and cursing, river water streaming from her bandaged arm.

But the tall figure Helen sought did not appear.

Morton was already over the side, tied by line to the police

boat. He vanished beneath the chop near the shattered launch,
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reemerged, dove again. Twice more. On the third rise he came up
with nothing in his hands and a look on his face she had not seen
before: not fear, not exactly, but unwilling respect for an
adversary who had once again arranged the board before anyone
else understood the game.

“There’s a second skiff,” he said, hauling himself in.
“Inflatable. Cut loose on the far side before impact.”

Hale’s expression hardened into something nearly feral. He
turned full circle, reading the water, the fog remnants, the
widening light.

“Search everything.”

They did. For an hour they quartered the reaches while the
dawn broadened over the estuary and turned every surface honest.
Wreckage was found. Cases were found, some containing cash sealed
in waterproof packets, others ledgers, vials, phones smashed
beyond easy recovery, and one tablet in a hardened case that made
Hale’s eyes narrow with sudden interest. Two more bodies came up
with the tide. No trace of Mr. Sterling did.

By the time they returned upstream, Helen was shaking from
reaction rather than cold. At Scotland Yard she gave her
statement twice—once formally, once to Hale and Morton together,
with greater detail and fewer omissions than any sane person
might have offered after such a night. She described Mrs. Dawn'’s
manner, the room of mirrors, the hidden transmitter, the glimpse
of the scarred hand, the voice behind the silk screen, the hidden
dock, the words about haste and noise and leaving her if she cost

time.
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Hale listened without interruption.

When she finished, he said, “He expected every version of us
except yours.”

Helen looked at him. “Mine?”

“The police raid. Morton’s pursuit. A frightened witness. A
broken victim. A compromised official. He had preparations for
all of them. What he misjudged was a woman who would come out of
that warehouse not merely alive but angry.”

Morton, seated by the window with a blanket around his
shoulders and a bruise coming dark beneath one eye, inclined his
head. “He is correct. Rage is terribly inconvenient to men like
Mr. Sterling.”

Later that afternoon Helen went home, changed clothes,
scrubbed warehouse dust and river salt from her skin, and sat at
her desk with her father'’s spare typewriter in front of her and
the city’s whole uneasy present humming beyond the windows. Her
hands trembled once over the keys. Then they steadied.

The piece she began was not the article Hale wanted and not
the one the Home Office would prefer. It named no protected
officials. It offered no details that would wreck the prosecution
before it began. But it did something more dangerous than either
indiscretion or caution: it established the pattern.

Women recruited through vanity, loneliness, appetite, and
boredom. A hidden luxury under the city. A network of nurses,
intermediaries, transporters, and social hostesses. Blackmail
strengthened by modern secrecy—private messages, photographs,

erased appointments, discreet digital accounts, favours preserved
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in servers rather than safes. The old vice dressed in
contemporary clothes. The old empire of corruption with updated
wiring.

She wrote until dusk without noticing the light fail.

When at last she stopped, Carver was standing in the doorway
with Nadia a step behind him. Nadia looked thinner, clearer, and
immeasurably older than when Helen had first known her, but there
was a steadiness in her now the opium dream had never possessed.

“Will you publish it?” Nadia asked.

“Yes.”

“Even if he’s still alive?”

Helen looked at the pages. Then beyond them, to the
darkening pane where London reflected itself back as layered
ghost over street and sky.

“Especially if he’s still alive.”

Morton arrived after nightfall. He carried no flowers, no
dramatic injuries, only a waterproof evidence pouch containing a
single item recovered from the wreckage: one glove, pale at the
fingertips, tailored and expensive, marked inside with a discreet
London maker'’s stamp and a repair tag from a shop in Limehouse
that serviced theatrical costumiers, military collectors, and men
who preferred not to be remembered.

“Not enough,” he said, placing it on the desk, “but perhaps
a beginning.”

Helen studied the glove. The fingers looked longer empty
than they had in use.

“Do you think he escaped?”
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Morton considered. “I think men like Mr. Sterling do not
believe in endings. Only in intervals.”

From the other room came the soft domestic sounds of Dr.
Brandt making tea and Carver answering some question from Nadia
in a voice worn gentler by ordeal. The ordinary life of the flat
continued, frail and stubborn and therefore precious.

Helen touched the top page of her article.

“Then we make the interval as short as possible.”

Outside, the city moved into evening. Newsboys called from
the pavement. Cars hissed on wet streets. In government offices
and club dining rooms and private drawing rooms across London,
men and women who had thought themselves insulated from
consequence would soon begin to understand that the river had not
carried the story away.

Somewhere beyond the lights, perhaps on another shore,
perhaps in another room behind another screen, a courteous voice
might still be making plans.

Let it.

Helen fed the first finished page into the typewriter stack,

set her shoulders, and kept writing.

Chapter Eight

The Courtesy of Monsters
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Three mornings after Helen’s investigation appeared online
and in print, Westminster discovered that panic could travel
faster than any rumour ever had.

By half past eight, producers at two breakfast television
programmes were shouting into headsets while legal departments
revised scripts on the fly. By nine, members of Parliament who
had spent their careers speaking solemnly about public virtue
were insisting they had never heard of Cecily Dawn, never
attended any gathering at any address in Mayfair beyond a single
harmless fundraiser, never communicated with the now-missing
shipping consultant who had supplied luxury vehicles to Mr.
Sterling’s network, and had certainly never taken private
medication, private company, or private favours in exchange for
public influence. The denials came so quickly, and in such
identical language, that Helen felt almost professional
admiration before disgust caught up with it.

She sat at the long table in the Brandt dining room with a
second coffee growing cold beside her laptop. The room had become
a war office. Newspapers lay open in drifts. Screens glowed with
feeds, alerts, and hastily assembled panels of experts using
phrases such as system failure, institutional rot, and
nineteenth-century vice in twenty-first-century infrastructure.
Every few minutes her phone buzzed with a new request for
comment, a new warning from counsel, or a new tip from someone
who had suddenly decided conscience was less painful than

exposure.
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London was waking to the fact that Mr. Sterling’s empire had
not merely operated beneath the city. It had threaded itself
through the respectable machinery above it.

Dr. Brandt, who mistrusted both television and public
hysteria, stood by the sideboard reading one of the more
excitable tabloids as if it might stain his hands. “This one
calls you ‘the debutante who detonated Whitehall,’” he said.
“Which is nonsense. You were never a debutante.”

“Give them time,” Helen said. “By lunch I’1l1l have been a
courtesan, an anarchist, and an agent of a foreign power.”

Her father folded the paper. “And by supper, sued.”

“Possibly. Morton thinks they’ll threaten more than they’ll
file.”

“Morton,” Dr. Brandt muttered, in the tone one reserves for
men who are often right in dangerous ways. “Where is he?”

“At the costume repair shop in Limehouse. The one named on
the glove tag.”

“Alone?”

“Never truly. Hale has watchers on the street.”

Dr. Brandt made the small noise that indicated he considered
watchers no substitute for common sense. But common sense, Helen
had learned, rarely solved conspiracies before breakfast.

From the adjacent sitting room came the soft tick of the
mantel clock and the slower rhythm of recovery. Nadia sat by the
window in a cashmere robe, reading the article in full for the
first time. She had insisted on it. Carver sat opposite with a

notebook in his lap that he had not yet opened. He had resumed
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writing, in spurts, then guiltily stopped whenever he feared the
return to fiction meant a betrayal of all that had happened.
Nadia, clearer now than at any point since her rescue, seemed to
understand the vanity and the necessity of his conflict better
than he did.

Helen carried her coffee through to them. On the table
between husband and wife lay the evidence pouch containing the
glove Morton had recovered from the wreckage on the river. The
pale leather looked almost theatrical in daylight, too elegant
for manual work, too restrained for vanity, exactly the sort of
article a man would choose if he wished every detail of himself
to appear expensive without attracting immediate notice.

“How bad is it?” Nadia asked without looking up.

“For him?” Helen said. “Very bad. For everyone attached to
him? Worse.”

Nadia turned a page. “You didn’t soften anything.”

“No."”

“Good."”

Carver lifted his gaze from the blank notebook page.
“Several papers imply you went too far.”

“Several papers are owned by men whose names came up in the
notes Hale recovered.”

“I know.” He managed a tired smile. “I only mean that it may
become unpleasant.”

“It has been unpleasant since the first woman was delivered
to that place and taught to call captivity freedom.” Helen drew

out a chair and sat. “This is simply a more public variety.”
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Nadia set the pages down. In the light from the window, the
white threads in her hair showed like frost. “There are women
contacting the paper already,” she said. “Not all of them are
victims. Some were invited and refused. Some suspected what was
happening. Some used the rooms and the drugs and the secrecy and
told themselves it was a private sin with no public cost. Now
they want absolution by email.”

Helen studied her face. “And what do you want?”

Nadia considered that carefully. During the worst weeks
after the rescue she had answered every question too quickly, as
though speed itself could outrun shame. Recovery had taught her
to distrust the easy sentence. “Consequences,” she said at last.
“Not spectacle. Not a week of outrage and then a different
scandal. I want the people who made a business out of human ruin
to find that the world has become smaller around them.”

Carver reached, very gently, and placed his hand over hers.
The gesture still carried uncertainty, but no longer fear. They
were learning each other again by means of small honest acts.

“Then perhaps,” he said, “today is a beginning.”

Before Helen could answer, her phone lit with Morton'’s name.

She put him on speaker. Street noise came first, then his
voice, brisk and pleased. “Miss Brandt, you may add one more liar
to the day’s tally. The shopkeeper swears he never saw the
gentleman who brought in the glove for repair. He remembers only
the assistant who collected it.”

“And the assistant?”
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“Conveniently absent. But not imaginary. There are payment
records.”

Helen leaned forward. “Digital?”

“Partly. Mostly an old habit rendered modern. Cash taken in
person, appointment confirmed through an encrypted messaging
account linked to a prepaid handset. The number was activated for
eleven days, contacted only three people, then went dark the
morning after the warehouse raid.”

Hale’s voice sounded in the background. “Tell her the best
part.”

Morton did. “One of those three people belongs to a river
pilot licensed out of Sheerness. The man is missing. His boat is
not.”

The room sharpened around Helen. “The Nore.”

“Exactly.” Morton’s tone lost its pleasure and became
intent. “Mr. Sterling may have had more than one evacuation route
prepared. Hale thinks the pilot ferried someone out towards the
estuary the night of the pursuit and was then paid to disappear.”

Nadia sat straighter. “Or murdered.”

“Yes,” Morton said. “That too. We are going to Sheerness.”

“Are you calling for information or permission?” Helen
asked.

“Neither. I am calling because I know what you will do if I
do not.”

Dr. Brandt, from the doorway, said, “She will do absolutely
nothing of the kind.”

Morton paused. “Ah. The doctor votes no.”
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“The doctor,” said Dr. Brandt, “prefers my daughter alive.”

“As do I.”

Helen was already reaching for her coat. “I’ll meet you at
the Yard in twenty minutes.”

Her father closed his eyes briefly, not in surrender but in
recognition of inevitability.

Sheerness under low cloud had the look of a place that
trusted weather more than people. The harbour smelled of diesel,
salt, and wet rope. Fishing craft knocked gently against their
moorings while gulls wheeled and screamed over the breakwater
with the authority of permanent residents. Hale’s team had sealed
off a narrow finger pier at the edge of the commercial basin
where the missing pilot’s launch had been found tied up beneath a
film of river mud. The boat itself was modest and impeccably
cleaned, which in Hale'’'s opinion constituted evidence.

“A careless man leaves dirt,” he said as Helen, Morton, and
Beale joined him on the pier. “A careful man leaves some dirt. A
terrified man scrubs until he creates questions.”

Beale crouched beside the launch’s cabin door. “No visible
blood. No phone. No wallet. The chartplotter history’s been
wiped. But not professionally.” He nodded to a forensics officer
inside. “We may get a route out of it yet.”

Morton rested one hand on the rail and looked out across the
slate-coloured water towards the broader estuary where river gave
way to sea. “If Mr. Sterling survived the chase, this is where I
would move him,” he said. “Far enough from London to breathe,

close enough to return through different channels.”
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Helen pulled her scarf tighter against the wind. “Why not
leave the country entirely?”

“Because men like him mistake familiarity for
invulnerability,” Hale said. “Also because he built this
operation here. The leverage, the clients, the safe houses, the
compromised intermediaries—those things have value only if he can
still touch them.”

A young constable approached with a sealed evidence bag.
Inside lay a silver cigarette case, badly scratched, recovered
from beneath the launch’s passenger seat. Hale opened the clasp
with gloved hands. On the inner 1lid, engraved in old-fashioned
script, were the initials E.W.

Helen frowned. “Not Mr. Sterling.”

“No,"” said Morton. “But perhaps one of his masks.”

Hale looked up. “The repair shop owner remembered something
else after a stronger cup of tea and the possibility of
prosecution. The assistant who collected the glove signed for it
as Edward Wren.”

The name meant nothing to Helen until it didn’t. “Wren. The
shipping registry consultant from episode three of this
nightmare. The one everyone dismissed as a paper man.”

Beale gave her a sidelong look. “You do realise most people
don’t refer to their investigations by episodes.”

“Most people should try it. It clarifies the structure.”

Morton’s mouth twitched. “Edward Wren leased storage under

three names, all now under review. One of the units was emptied
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last week. The other two are still under warrant consideration
because our institutions enjoy delay as a lifestyle.”

Hale closed the cigarette case. “Not today they don’t. I’ve
got authorization.”

The first storage unit, on the inland side of the harbour
beyond a row of marine supply depots, contained nothing except
dust shadows where crates had stood and the smell of old oil. The
second contained enough to make the day change shape.

It was not dramatic at first glance. No gold screens. No
silk chambers. No villain arranged beneath a lamp. Only shelves,
locked cabinets, two hard drives wrapped in antistatic sleeves, a
waterproof trunk, and a steel filing chest bolted to the concrete
floor. But this room, more than the catacomb den or the warehouse
treatment cells, revealed the true anatomy of Mr. Sterling’s
empire. Here was the administrative heart. Meticulous ledgers.
Property keys tagged by district. Copies of nondisclosure
agreements drafted as if vice could be made respectable by
syntax. Passports, some genuine and some excellent fakes. Thumb
drives coded by date. Printed screenshots of private messages.
Photographs taken in bedrooms, cars, clubs, and consulting rooms.
Not indulgence but inventory. Not appetite but system.

Helen stood still in the doorway while technicians began
cataloging. “He archived people,” she said quietly.

“0f course he did,” Nadia would have said. Dependency was
one revenue stream. Fear was the durable one.

Hale directed the search with the clipped intensity of a man

afraid the law might again arrive one hour too late. Beale pried



GAEL / The Courtesy of Monsters /139

open the waterproof trunk and let out a low whistle. Inside were
bundled notes in three currencies, a satellite phone, spare
plates for two vehicles, and a leather dispatch wallet embossed
with the crest of a government advisory committee.

“Well,” Beale said, “that’s awkward for someone.”

Morton opened the filing chest with keys taken from the
launch cabin. Most drawers held coded account books. The lowest
held correspondence. On cream stationery, in a disciplined hand,
several letters were signed only with an initial: K.

Helen moved beside him. “Anything useful?”

He handed her one sheet. It contained instructions to
transfer a patient from a private clinic to a riverside address
without entering her legal name in the record. The language was
immaculate, almost tender. That made it worse.

At the bottom of another page, attached by rusting clip, was
a small printed memorandum from a media monitoring contractor:
hostile mentions to be answered through lifestyle coverage,
diverted scandal, or direct legal pressure. Helen recognised her
own newspaper in the list of outlets flagged as unreliable.

“He planned for exposure,” she said. “He had a playbook
ready."”

“Then let us ruin the schedule,” Hale replied.

The technician at the hard-drive station called for him. One
of the drives had already yielded a decrypted directory because,
as she put it with professional contempt, criminals who believe

themselves elegant often choose passwords that flatter their
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vanity. The folder structure included client logs, movement
schedules, payment lists, and a subdirectory labeled Renewal.

No one spoke for a moment after they opened the files.

Renewal was a blueprint for rebuilding the network after
temporary disruption. New recruitment channels through wellness
retreats, discreet telemedicine consultancies, “hospitality
partnerships,” and invitation-only digital communities for
affluent women marketed as sanctuaries from public scrutiny. The
language had been updated for the decade, but the underlying
business was identical. Isolation, chemical leverage, sexual
compromise, blackmail, repetition.

Morton read with his jaw set. “He was already planning the
next version.”

“Meaning he expected to survive the first collapse,” said
Helen.

Hale turned away from the screen and stared through the open
door towards the harbour. “Or someone else was planning to
continue in his name.”

The distinction mattered and did not. A vanished criminal
with a succession plan remained, in practical terms, active.

By late afternoon the evidence convoy was on its way back to
London under armed escort. Helen rode with Morton in the second
car while rain moved across the windscreen in long silver
diagonals. For the first twenty miles neither spoke. They were
both too tired for performance.

At last Helen said, “If he’s dead, why am I not relieved?”
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Morton watched the road ahead. “Because you know better than
to confuse missing with gone.”

“And if he is alive?”

“Then today hurt him. His records are gone. His names are
compromised. His clients are frightened. His infrastructure is
visible. For men of his type, invisibility is half the
bloodstream.”

She rested her head back against the seat. “That sounds
almost optimistic.”

“Do not insult me.”

She laughed despite herself. It surprised them both.

After a while he said, “You were excellent this morning.”

“At journalism?”

“At not flinching.”

She turned to study him. Rain light moved over his face,
softening the old scars of fatigue and experience. “You say that
as if flinching is a moral defect.”

“No. Only a luxury that events sometimes deny us.”

“And what luxury do they deny you?”

He thought for so long she assumed he would let the question
pass. Then he said, “Retirement. Mediocrity. Gardening, perhaps.”

“I would pay to see you garden.”

“Many have paid to see stranger spectacles.”

When they reached Westminster, night had already settled.
The city looked scrubbed and sharp after rain. Blue lights
flashed outside New Scotland Yard, where reporters clustered

behind barriers while officials performed the theatre of tight
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mouths and no comment. Helen slipped in through the side entrance
with Hale’s pass clipped to her coat. The institution that had
once kept her waiting in hallways now opened doors before she
reached them. She found this satisfying and ominous in equal
measure.

The briefing ran for two hours. Certain names from the
storage unit were matched to prior intelligence. Emergency
warrants were signed. Quiet arrests began. One senior civil
servant experienced what the Home Office press office later
described as a “sudden health event” when detectives arrived at
his club with questions and a photographed ledger entry. Mrs.
Dawn’s solicitor requested terms. The missing river pilot’s body
was found before midnight in a drainage channel east of the
harbour, weighted with chain. That, more than any speech, decided
the government’s appetite for further delay.

Near eleven, Helen stepped out of the operations room and
found Carver waiting on a bench beneath a harsh corridor 1light,
hat in hand like a man visiting a hospital. “Nadia sent me,” he
said. “She thought you might forget food existed.”

“An accusation I reject on technical grounds. I had coffee.”

He handed her a paper bag warm with takeaway noodles from a
place still open off the Embankment. “I also came because I have
done something selfish.”

“Only one thing? You’re improving.”

He smiled faintly. “I have started a new book.”

“That isn’'t selfish.”
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“It is if one begins it while one’s household is still
smoking from disaster.” He hesitated. “But Nadia read the first
pages and told me that if I turned all this into metaphor she
would leave me on principle. So I have attempted honesty
instead.”

He took a folded sheaf from his coat pocket. On the first
page Helen read the title: The Courtesy of Monsters.

“It’s not about Mr. Sterling directly,” Carver said. “Not in
the legal sense that would destroy me. But it is about the kind
of man who believes refinement excuses predation, and about the
people around him who agree because they profit from the
arrangement.”

Helen looked up. “That sounds very like him.”

“Yes.” He glanced towards the operations room doors. “Nadia
says stories can either narcotize or wake people up. I thought I
had been writing the first sort. I would prefer, for a while, to
attempt the second.”

She folded the pages and gave them back. “Then do.”

He seemed relieved in a way that had little to do with
publication. “And you? What comes after this?”

Helen considered the question. The answer that came first
was sleep, but it felt too modest for the hour. “More of this, I
suppose. Different names. Same appetites. Better light.”

“You sound almost resigned.”

“Not resigned. Employed.”

When she returned to the operations room, Morton was

standing alone by the evidence board. Photos, maps, names, and
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timelines spread behind him in dense constellations. He had
pinned the recovered glove beside the cigarette case and the
river chart. Together the objects resembled relics from a cult of
expensive violence.

“Hale’s on the phone with the Home Secretary,” he said. “It
is not going well.”

“For Hale or for the Home Secretary?”

“Yes.”

She opened the paper bag and offered him noodles. He
accepted this as if such exchanges in evidence rooms were both
normal and diplomatically binding.

“Do you leave now?” she asked.

“Soon. Paris has remembered I exist.”

“And if he resurfaces?”

Morton set down the carton. “Then someone telephones. One of
us travels. The machinery resumes.” He tapped the board lightly.
“But tonight, at least, the machinery belongs to us.”

At half past one the rain cleared. Helen finally returned
home to find Nadia still awake in the sitting room, wrapped in a
blanket, laptop open, reading messages from women who had begun,
one by one, to tell the truth. Some wrote in fragments. Some
wrote in legal prose. Some wrote as if confession itself were a
drug that had to be taken quickly before courage metabolized.
Nadia had started a spreadsheet of names, dates, institutions,
and details for Hale’s team. Recovery, Helen saw, had given her
not gentleness but purpose.

“You should sleep,” Helen said.
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“So should you.” Nadia looked up from the screen. “Did you
find anything?”

“Enough to terrify important people.”

“Good.” Nadia closed the laptop. “For years I told myself
the worst thing Mr. Sterling stole from me was time. Then I
thought it was memory. It wasn’t. It was scale. He taught
everyone near him to think small. Small secret, small compromise,
small surrender. One room, one night, one favour, one lie. You
stop imagining the whole machine because if you did, you would
have to act.”

Helen sat beside her. “We’re imagining it now.”

“Yes.” Nadia'’'s expression gentled. “Keep doing that.”

The city had gone quiet enough that they could hear tires on
wet pavement six floors below. Somewhere a siren moved and faded.
Somewhere a newspaper press was running, pulling tomorrow into
being.

Helen rose and crossed to her desk. The first article had
broken the wall. The second would have to explain the
architecture behind it. Not only the villain with the courteous
voice and the single glove, but the professionals who invoiced
for silence, the officials who preferred embarrassment to
justice, the clinics that renamed coercion as treatment, the
media brokers who knew which scandal to inflate and which to
smother. Mr. Sterling was not a fairy-tale monster after all. He
was a distributed function of appetite, money, and polished

cowardice.
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She opened a new document and typed the working headline:
THE MEN WHO RENTED NIGHT.

When she paused, it was only because something on the desk
caught her eye. Beside the keyboard lay a small cream envelope
with no stamp and no postmark. It had been slipped under the flat
door after midnight while they were all elsewhere in the
apartment or asleep enough not to hear.

Her name was written on the front in a hand so disciplined
it looked almost engraved.

Helen opened it carefully.

Inside was a single card.

Miss Brandt,

You mistake exposure for extinction.

With admiration,

K.

No threat. No location. No tremor of anger. Only that
unendurable courtesy.

Helen read it once, then again, and felt not fear but the
hard narrowing of attention she had come to associate with
clarity. Across the room Nadia was watching her. “What is it?”

Helen held up the card.

Nadia crossed to read it. Her face did not change, though
her hand tightened on the blanket around her shoulders. “He'’s
alive.”

“Or wants us to think so.”

“Does it matter?”
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Helen looked at the blinking cursor on her screen, then at
the note, then at the city beyond the window where darkness and
reflected light made every pane look like a second hidden room.
“Not tonight,” she said. “Tonight it means we were right to keep
writing.”

She placed the card in a fresh evidence sleeve, opened a new
paragraph beneath the headline, and began again.

Outside, London slept badly. In back offices, government
flats, harbour sheds, private clinics, and club libraries, other
people were also failing to sleep, because the river had given up
more than one secret and might yet return for the rest.

As for Mr. Sterling—whether he stood on another shore,
whether he dictated messages from a rented room, whether he lay
at the bottom of black water while some surviving disciple wrote
in his name—it scarcely altered the work ahead. The machinery of
concealment had been forced into light. That was not victory, not
exactly. But it was contact. The first solid blow against an
empire that had survived by persuading everyone around it to
doubt their own eyes.

Helen wrote until dawn found the windows. Then she saved the
file in three places, printed a hard copy for safety, and at last
allowed herself the smallest, fiercest smile. Somewhere, perhaps
very near, a courteous monster had taken the trouble to remind
her the story was not over.

She intended to return the courtesy by proving him right.
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Chapter Nine

The Exposé

At dawn the river lost its theatrical darkness and became
merely dangerous.

The search boats moved in widening patterns below the pale
sky, their engines muttering over water turned the colour of
beaten lead. Searchlights had been extinguished with the coming
of day, but divers still went down and came back up with the same
expressionless shake of the head, while officers on the cutters
scanned the tide line and the embankments for any sign that the
Thames intended to return what it had taken. Morton sat under a
rough police blanket near the stern, wet hair combed back by
necessity and cold, his borrowed coat replaced by a service issue
too large across the shoulders. He looked less like a celebrated
detective than like any exhausted man pulled half-drowned from
black water. That, Helen thought, was part of what made him
formidable. There was nothing ornamental about him when the work
turned ugly. He simply endured and kept thinking.

Inspector Hale stood at the rail, one gloved hand hooked
over the iron, studying the river with the expression of a man
who mistrusted easy endings. Sergeant Beale had just returned
from the nearest launch and was reporting in a voice pitched low
enough for professionalism, high enough to carry over the engine

noise.
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“Nothing below the moorings, sir. Nothing along the pilings.
Tide'’s running harder past Greenwich than it looked from the
charts.”

Hale nodded without shifting his gaze. “Keep the lower
reaches covered another hour.”

Beale hesitated. “You think he’s still in the water?”

“No,” Hale said. “I think certainty is a luxury we'’ve not
earned.”

He turned then and came to where Helen stood with one hand
on the cabin wall for balance. Someone had found her a coat; it
smelled of damp wool and tobacco and was far too large. She had
not yet stopped trembling, though whether from shock, from the
cold that seemed to have entered her while she watched Morton and
Mr. Sterling vanish over the rail, or from the slow collapse of
strain after too many hours of danger, she could not have said.

“Your father’s on his way to the dock,” Hale told her.
“He’ll meet us when we tie up.”

“I'm all right.”

“That has not, in my experience, ever been improved by
saying it too early.”

Helen attempted a smile and failed. Beyond him she could see
Petra seated between two officers, her wrists secured, her
posture untroubled. The woman had accepted capture with an ease
that was almost insolent. She looked out over the water as if
this too were only a change of carriage. Voss lay under a
tarpaulin aft. Of the guards, one was dead, another barely

conscious, the others trussed and sullen. Mr. Sterling alone
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remained unaccounted for, which gave his absence the force of a
presence.

Morton rose, shedding the blanket from one shoulder, and
came towards them. #“Miss Brandt,” he said, and his voice was
hoarse from river water. “You saw something when he went over.”

She stared at him. “How do you know that?”

“Because when I came up you were not looking where I had
gone down. You were looking farther astern, towards the launch’s
underside. A witness who has seen nothing looks at the splash. A
witness who has seen too much looks elsewhere.”

Hale’s tawny eyes settled on her with renewed intensity.
“What did you see?”

Helen closed her eyes for a moment and summoned the image as
it had come to her through fear and spray and the chaos of the
boat. “He did not fall like a man taken by surprise,” she said.
“When the wave struck and Mr. Morton drove him against the rail,
his arm went out first. Not flailing. Reaching. I thought at the
time it might have been instinct. But afterward—when I replayed
it—I wasn’t sure. There was something there. A line, perhaps. Or
a handhold fixed under the rail.”

Beale swore softly.

Hale said, “A prepared escape?”

“Possibly.” She hated the uncertainty in her own voice. “Or
possibly I’'ve had too little sleep and too much adrenaline.”

Morton shook his head. “No. It accords with his nature. He
plans exits before he enters rooms. He said as much in other

words. If there was a means of dropping clear of the launch and
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letting the confusion of the pursuit work for him, he would have
arranged it.”

Hale exhaled through his nose. “Then we search the banks as
well as the river, and every report of a private physician called
out before dawn gets checked. Every harbour camera. Every marina.
Every warehouse with French connections.”

Beale gave him a look that combined admiration and fatigue.
“That’1ll be half the southeast of England.”

“Then half the southeast loses its morning.”

He moved off to issue orders by radio. Morton remained,
watching the officer with the guarded respect of one hunter
assessing another. “He will not forgive himself if Sterling
survived,” he murmured.

“He nearly died stopping him,” Helen said.

“Yes. Which is why he will be even less forgiving.”

The cutter turned westward. London slowly rose ahead through
thinning mist, its glass towers catching a weak and almost
innocent sun. Helen thought of how many times in the past weeks
the city had looked on the verge of revealing itself honestly and
had instead resumed its habit of respectable concealment.
Somewhere behind those facades clerks were unlocking offices,
bakers lifting shutters, civil servants checking overnight
messages. Somewhere also, if she and Morton were right, a man
with one scarred hand might be stripping off wet clothes in a

safe flat and preparing the next version of himself.
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She realised that her hands had balled into fists inside the
sleeves of the borrowed coat. Morton noticed. “This is the part
no one writes about accurately,” he said.

“What part?”

“The hour after survival. People imagine relief arrives all
at once. Usually one receives paperwork instead.”

Despite herself, she laughed, and the sound felt unfamiliar.
“That may be the cruelest thing you’ve said to me.”

“Then you are fortunate, because I have thought much crueler
things on your behalf these last two days.”

The dock received them with sirens, police wvans, ambulance
staff, and the pale shocked faces of men who had been told enough
to be useful and not enough to be calm. Dr. Brandt came through
the confusion like a man not so much moving quickly as refusing
every obstacle the world put in front of him. He embraced Helen
with a force that made her finally understand how near disaster
had come. For one dangerous second she thought she might weep;
then his doctor’s instinct took over, and he held her back by the
shoulders to examine her face as if searching for fractures in
porcelain.

“You'’re upright,” he said. “That is a promising start. Can
you see clearly? Any pain in the head? Nausea?”

“Father—"

“Humor me."”

“I'm sore, tired, humiliated by how bad I must look, and
deeply in need of tea.”

“Good. Coherent irritability is also promising.”



GAEL / The Courtesy of Monsters /153

Only then did he turn to Morton, and something like shame
crossed his face. “You kept your promise.”

Morton, who had nearly frozen to death in the process,
inclined his head with maddening modesty. “Not entirely. He may
have escaped.”

Dr. Brandt looked at him for a long moment. “No one could
have done more.”

That, Helen sensed, meant more to Morton than he allowed to
show.

The rest of the day dissolved into statements, medical
checks, phone seizures, chain-of-custody forms, conference rooms
with bad coffee, and the exhausting need to describe fear in
language precise enough to satisfy official procedure. Hale
supervised the interviews personally when he could. Petra said
almost nothing. When shown photographs and alias lists, she
smiled at each as if at a private joke. Asked her nationality,
she replied that loyalty was a better country than any government
ever offered. Asked whether Patrick Doolan and Mr. Sterling were
the same man, she asked whether Inspector Hale was the same man
in daylight as he was in darkness. It was the sort of answer that
infuriated everyone and helped no one, which was plainly its
purpose.

By late afternoon Helen sat with Hale and Morton in an
interview room whose strip lighting made every human face appear
guilty. A file the thickness of a paving stone lay open on the
table. Names had been tabbed, addresses flagged, shell

corporations cross-linked in fresh diagrams, and still the whole
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structure of Mr. Sterling’s enterprise retained the infuriating
elegance of a spider web whose centre had been touched but not
torn.

Hale rubbed both eyes with thumb and forefinger. “The Home
Office wants a statement before evening. The Commissioner wants
to know whether he should use the word conspiracy. Two members of
Parliament have already contacted counsel preemptively, which
tells me Miss Brandt’s notes frightened exactly the right people.
Mrs. Dawn has disappeared. Three of our supposed witnesses have
developed inconvenient memory failures. And a very senior person
whose name I will spare you has advised me, in the tone reserved
for the protection of empires, to take care not to inflame public
confidence.”

“Public confidence in what?” Helen asked. “Blackmail?
Institutional cowardice?”

“In the ability of respectable systems to remain respectable
while leaking from every seam.” His expression hardened. “The
answer, of course, is that I intend to inflame it as much as I
can without losing my post before the arrests are made.”

Morton leaned back, one arm folded carefully against bruised
ribs. “Then the question becomes timing. We have enough to expose
a portion of the network now. We do not yet have enough to sever
all of it.”

Helen had taken notes out of reflex even while shivering in
blankets. Now she opened her laptop and turned it towards them.
“I have more than a portion. Names from the warehouse list.

Cross-references from Mrs. Dawn’s guest ledgers. Shell companies
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tied to rehab clinics and consultancy firms. Social calendars.
charity boards. Charitable foundations laundering introductions.
There’s a story here that goes beyond scandal. It’s a system.”

“Which is why publishing it will cause panic,” Hale said.

“It should.”

“Yes,” he said quietly. “It should. But panic is not
justice. We need evidence that survives the first wave of
denial.”

Helen met his gaze. “Then help me build it properly.”

For a moment none of them spoke. It was Morton who broke the
silence. “You realise,” he said, “that once this appears under
your byline, life becomes less convenient.”

“It stopped being convenient around the time I was drugged
and used as bait.”

“More inconvenient than that.”

She considered the matter. “Good.”

Hale gave a tired sound halfway to a laugh. “You do remind
me, Miss Brandt, that courage is sometimes simply a defect in
one’s ability to calculate comfort.” He closed the file. “Very
well. We proceed on two tracks. Officially, I continue the case.
Unofficially, I assume every desk above mine may leak and behave
accordingly. You write. Morton chases whatever line he thinks
most likely to reveal whether our courteous phantom is still
breathing.”

“And if he is?” Helen asked.

Morton’s mouth altered by a degree. “Then he has made the

mistake of surviving me.”
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For the next weeks London entered the ugly season that
follows revelation: not yet reform, no longer innocence.
Properties were searched. Accounts frozen. Lawyers multiplied.
Mrs. Dawn was found in Antwerp under another name and extradited
screaming about diplomatic impropriety. Two minor officials
resigned on health grounds before anyone had formally accused
them of anything. A third tried to brazen it out on television
and lasted eleven minutes before the presenter, having at last
sensed blood rather than patronage, read back extracts from a
witness statement in a voice of glittering disbelief.

Through it all Helen wrote.

She wrote at the dining table, in borrowed offices, at the
newspaper after her editor finally grasped that what she
possessed was not one feature but a series that could rattle
ministries. She wrote while Morton travelled between London,
Calais, and Paris running leads that vanished into false
passports, false clinics, and port records altered half an hour
before he arrived to inspect them. She wrote while Nadia Carver
fought her way out of addiction with the courage of a person
required to survive herself before she could think of anything
else. She wrote while Harry Carver learned, awkwardly and
earnestly, how to stay in a room where truth had done damage and
not flee into invention to avoid it.

If the case had a soul, Helen increasingly thought, it lay
there: not in the men who had built the network or in the
institutions shamed by it, but in the small labour of repair

being carried out in private rooms. Nadia relearning appetite.
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Harry making coffee he did not drink because it gave his hands
something useful to do. Dr. Brandt pretending not to notice when
Harry arrived early with flowers that embarrassed everyone. Even
Hale, who visited only once and stood by the hospital window as
if windows were safer than tenderness, asking Nadia a single
question in the gentlest voice Helen had yet heard from him:
“When you are ready, is there anything you remember that might
stop this happening to another woman?”

Nadia thought for a long time before answering. “Not one
thing,” she said at last. “A hundred little permissions. That’s
how it begins.”

Helen wrote that line down later and never published it.
Some truths belonged first to the people who had paid for them.

By early autumn Nadia was back in the Westminster flat, thin
but steady, with the windows opened every morning no matter the
weather as if air itself were part of the cure. Harry had
abandoned the detective serial that had occupied him on the night
Mrs. Frayne died and begun something stranger, quieter, more
dangerous to his pride: a novel without a hero clever enough to
solve suffering from outside. He claimed it was impossible and
therefore necessary. Sometimes Helen found him at his desk
staring at a blank page with reverence usually reserved for
churches and artillery. When he did write, he wrote more honestly
than before.

“One discovers,” he told her once, “that melodrama is simply
reality seen before one has had time to be embarrassed by it.”

“You should put that in the book.”
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“I may. But then some critic will say I’'m quoting myself.”

The afternoon she visited, Nadia sat wrapped in a shawl on
the sofa, reading proofs of Helen’s first long piece. She looked
stronger than she had in months. There remained a brittleness at
the edge of her concentration, a sense that some deep portion of
her energy was still allocated to not being pulled backward, but
her wit had returned in flashes. That, Helen judged, was a better
sign than weight or colour.

“You’'ve made me sound almost admirable,” Nadia said after
finishing a page.

“I've made you sound honest.”

“Honesty is much less marketable.”

“Not at the moment. At the moment it terrifies the correct
people.”

Nadia handed back the proofs and touched the margin where
her own name appeared. “Do it,” she said. “All of it. Even the
parts that shame me.”

Helen sat beside her. “I can leave things out.”

“No. He profited from omission. So did I, in my way. No more
omissions.”

From the study came the scratch of Harry’s pen, then
silence, then the unmistakable sound of a man who had written one
sentence he could not improve and had decided, for the time
being, to be grateful.

Six months after the night on the river, the first
installment of Helen’s series ran with a headline large enough to

be called vindictive by men who had never objected to
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sensationalism when it ruined somebody poorer. The Mr. Sterling
Conspiracy: How Addiction, Influence, and Silence Built a
Criminal Court Beneath Modern London. Her editor had wanted a
shorter title. Helen had told him brevity was a privilege
reserved for those not trying to describe an entire ecosystem of
corruption. He had laughed and yielded because circulation
projections were already indecent.

The newsroom that morning looked less like an office than
like a theatre moments before curtain. Phones rang. Producers
from breakfast programmes begged for comment. The legal team
hovered in a state of caffeinated martyrdom. Junior reporters
pretended to fetch coffee and actually loitered in order to
witness what professional catastrophe or triumph might look like
at close range.

Helen arrived early and found a copy of the paper waiting on
her desk, still faintly warm. Seeing her byline there produced
not pride but a peculiar calm. The piece no longer belonged to
the interior life where fear could keep revising it. It had
entered the public world, where it would be misread, attacked,
excerpted, praised by opportunists, denied by cowards, and, if
she had done her work correctly, impossible to bury.

A colleague from investigations appeared at her elbow with
the expression of a man delighted to be standing near either
history or libel. “Third print run by nine,” he said. “Two radio
bookings, four television requests, and one letter from a

minister’s solicitor that begins, delightfully, with the words
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‘without prejudice’ and continues in a tone of barely controlled
spiritual collapse.”

“Frame it.”

“There’s also talk of a parliamentary inquiry.”

“There was talk before,” Helen said.

“Yes, but before you named the charities, the clinics, and
the property trusts. Specificity apparently improves moral
outrage.”

He lowered his voice. “You'’ve made enemies.”

“I made those months ago.”

“Yes, but now they can spell your name.”

She folded the paper and stood. The room seemed to tilt
slightly from lack of sleep, then right itself. Across the glass
wall of the conference room she could see her reflection
superimposed over stacked screens carrying the story outward into
the city. Not the ingénue of certain tabloid fantasies, not the
society girl who had stumbled into investigative work by
accident, not the bait Mr. Sterling had hoped to use as a
message. Merely herself, a little thinner, much angrier, and
better informed.

When she stepped outside the building at midday, London met
her with buses, courier bikes, drizzle, and six microphones. She
dealt with the first two interviews by giving nothing away and
the third by politely disemboweling a former deputy minister who
suggested the matter might be exaggerated by modern media
incentives. By late afternoon she escaped to a café off Fleet

Street and found Morton already there, occupying a corner table
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with the posture of a man temporarily willing to allow
civilization its coffee.

He rose when she approached, one hand still bandaged at the
knuckles. “Mademoiselle Brandt, I offer congratulations,
condolences, and a prediction of lawsuits.”

“In that order?”

“In all orders.”

She sat. “You came back.”

“For a day. Paris became tiresome, which is how one knows it
is truly autumn.” He slid a slim envelope across the table.
“Also, something arrived for you this morning at the paper’s old
address and was redirected by a clerk with a sense of drama.”

Helen recognised at once the paper quality: expensive,
heavy, faintly scented with nothing she could identify and
therefore disliked. Inside was a card no larger than a calling
card. On one side, in immaculate handwriting, were twelve words.

You have done me the honour of understanding the scale of
the game.

Nothing more. No signature. No location. On the reverse,
embossed so lightly it became visible only when she tilted it
towards the window, was a small crowned falcon.

“He's alive,” she said.

Morton stirred his coffee. “Probably.”

“That is an infuriating adverb.”

“I chose it for that reason. But yes. There are reports from
Le Havre of a man matching parts of his description transferred

privately from a coastal vessel in the week after the river
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fight. The physician cannot be found. The harbour manifest has
been altered by someone with both money and practice. A jade
carving changed hands in Marseilles not long after, through
intermediaries who usually avoid mythic symbolism. None of it
proves enough. Taken together, it proves the world continues to
deserve our distrust.”

Helen looked down at the card again. Instead of fear she
felt the old hard quickening of attention. “He wants the last
word."”

“Then you must deny it to him repeatedly.”

Rain began against the café window, stippling the street.
Across the room someone laughed too loudly at something trivial,
and for one blessed moment the ordinary life of the city asserted
itself against all hidden courts and secret empires. Helen
slipped the card back into its envelope.

“Will you go after him?”

Morton’s expression became unreadable in the French way,
which was somehow both elegant and obstinate. “I already am.”

“And if you find him?”

“Then I will try once more to disappoint his sense of
destiny.”

He left first, because hunters preferred movement to
ceremony. Helen remained long enough to finish the coffee gone
cold during conversation, then walked back towards the paper
through streets slick with evening rain. Screens in shop windows
were still discussing the exposé. Strangers were still

discovering that a network they would once have dismissed as
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melodrama had existed in the seams of institutions they trusted.
Somewhere government aides were drafting apologies that
apologised for nothing. Somewhere also, perhaps across the
Channel already, a courteous monster was reading her sentences
and measuring the inconvenience she had caused.

Good, she thought.

That night, long after the newsroom quieted, she added a
final paragraph to the next installment of the series. It was not
about Mr. Sterling alone, because she had come to believe he
mattered less as an individual than as a method. Men like him
survived by persuading the comfortable that corruption was either
too vulgar or too elaborate to be real. They mistook discretion
for strength. They mistook addiction for consent. They mistook
women’s silence for emptiness, journalists’ persistence for
vanity, and the state’s embarrassment for immunity. They were
wrong.

She saved the file in three locations, printed a hard copy,
and finally let herself lean back in the chair. Outside the
windows the city was a field of wet light. In Westminster a
recovering woman slept without drugs. In a small study a novelist
tried to tell the truth for once. On some train to Dover,
perhaps, or some night ferry beyond ordinary passengers’ notice,
a detective pursued a ghost who had the bad manners to remain
mortal.

As for Helen, she turned off her desk lamp, tucked the

envelope into her bag for evidence and future anger, and went out
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into London with the certain knowledge that the story was not
over.

This time she preferred it that way.
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Chapter Ten

The Crowned Falcon

Six weeks after the fight on the river, London had done what
London always did with scandal: it had learned to carry on while
pretending it had not been interrupted.

The city remained full of motion, alarm, appetites, and
weather. Commuters crossed Westminster Bridge under skies the
colour of cold tin. Food couriers threaded through cabs and buses
with supernatural indifference to death. Screens in railway
stations flashed headlines about markets, transport strikes,
celebrity divorces, and one minister’s abrupt resignation on
medical grounds. The resignation had been made to sound
regrettable, private, humane. No mention was made of the
encrypted correspondence now in the hands of three newspapers,
nor of the vanished hospitality receipts, nor of the woman from
Mayfair whose guest lists had turned out to overlap with
committees, procurement boards, and a charity foundation that had
laundered far more than money.

Helen Brandt read all this before eight-thirty one Monday
morning while sitting at the long communal table in the
investigations room of the Sentinel, with an untouched coffee
cooling beside her laptop and three legal letters spread open
like threats made respectable by letterhead. The paper had
assigned her a junior solicitor with expensive glasses and a
voice of permanent disbelief, who assured her several times a day

that outrage from the powerful was not only survivable but
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useful. Helen had not yet decided whether this counted as
comfort.

Outside the glass wall of the newsroom, producers moved
between desks carrying the excited fatigue of people who believed
they were participating in history and were secretly annoyed when
history asked them to stay late. On the monitors above the
central bank of desks, a morning panel discussed institutional
trust with the blank enthusiasm of those who had never placed any
in the first place.

Helen signed off on a revision to the third follow-up in the
series and sent it back to copy. She had expected, after the
night at the warehouse and the dawn search on the Thames, to feel
a form of closure. Instead the work had multiplied. Every
published piece brought more messages, more frightened witnesses,
more half-buried records, more women willing to speak once they
realised they were not the only ones who had ever mistaken
loneliness for choice. Some wrote from private clinics. Some
wrote from marriages held together by terror, inheritance, or
appearances. One message had arrived from a parliamentary aide
using a burner account and consisted only of dates, initials, and
the phrase LOOK AT PROCUREMENT. The modern world, Helen had
discovered, created a perfect medium for secrecy and an equally
perfect medium for panic. People who had hidden behind locked
filing cabinets and deference for decades had never fully
adjusted to the possibility that a cloud archive might betray

them faster than a conscience.
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She was still making notes on the aide’s message when her
editor, Naomi Grierson, approached with the expression of someone
who had spent half a career pretending irritation while privately
enjoying competent insubordination.

“There’s a man at reception asking for you,” Naomi said.

“If he's from legal, send him to the solicitor.”

“He'’'s not from legal. He looks as if he disapproves of
upholstery.”

“Hale?”

“Your lion from the Yard, yes.”

Helen closed the laptop, gathered the letters into a stack,
and followed Naomi through the maze of desks. Inspector Hale
stood near the security barrier in a dark overcoat still damp
from rain, hat in hand, as if he had not sat down since 1998 and
was determined not to begin inside a newsroom. The receptionist,
who had very quickly looked him up online, was pretending not to
study him.

“You’ve chosen the least flattering hour in the building,”
Helen said.

“I was counting on your reduced theatrical defenses.”

“You assume I own any.”

“I have evidence.”

He handed her a slim paper folder. Inside were photocopies,
a warrant schedule, and a typed note bearing no signature.

“They’ve agreed to proceed against Dawn formally,” he said.
“Conspiracy, trafficking, financial offences, procurement of

controlled substances, and a sequence of related charges that
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will make our friends in Whitehall feel active while avoiding the
names they most fear.”

“They still won'’t release the full list.”

“They will not. They will investigate themselves in private
and emerge astonished by what they find in someone already
retired.”

Helen exhaled through her nose. “And yet you brought me
this.”

“I brought you what I could without ending my career before
lunch.”

She looked up from the folder. “Is that why you’re here?”

“No.” For the first time his voice altered. “Dr. Brandt
asked me to tell you that Mrs. Carver has gone home.”

Helen’s hand tightened on the papers. “Truly home?”

“So I'm told. Brandt says the danger of relapse never
disappears, but the worst of the physical withdrawal has passed.
Her husband has made himself inconveniently useful.”

“That sounds like Harry.”

Hale’s eyes shifted towards the rain-streaked glass front of
the building. “He asked after you as well. They both did.”

“Then I’'1l go tonight.”

“Do."

He replaced his hat. For a moment he seemed on the verge of
leaving, but instead he added, “There is one other matter. The
card you received.”

Helen had not told the paper about it. She felt, absurdly,

the envelope’s remembered weight in her bag. “Yes?”
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“If another arrives, or anything analogous by email,
courier, or burner message, you tell me before you tell the
internet.”

“That sounds very nearly like concern.”

“It is professional selfishness. You are easier to protect
when not improvising.”

“An excellent argument against journalism.”

“One I intend to keep making.”

He inclined his head and turned away. Through the glass
doors he was gone into the wet morning almost immediately,
absorbed by the ordinary rush of the city he had spent weeks
trying to keep from swallowing evidence whole.

That evening rain had deepened into a steady, silvery fall
by the time Helen crossed Westminster and let herself into Caxton
Court. The building smelled of old stone, hallway polish, and the
reassuring persistence of people who had lived through too many
governments to be impressed by current ones. She climbed rather
than took the 1lift. At the Carvers’ floor she paused, listening.
Once, the flat had always seemed to her warmed by noise—music
from Nadia’s records, Harry'’s pacing, the clatter of cups, a line
of dialogue declaimed to the furniture. After all that had
happened, Helen half expected silence to have settled there
permanently.

Instead she heard conversation.

Not lively conversation. Something quieter. Shared.
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Dr. Brandt opened the door before she knocked twice. He had
the look of a man relieved by inches and exhausted by the
arithmetic of relief.

“You're drenched,” he said.

“That appears to be the season.”

“Come in. Your fatherly physician orders heat and tea.”

“You’re not my father.”

“I am borrowing the office from the actual one.”

In the sitting room the lamps were low and golden. Harry
rose from an armchair by the fire, thinner than she remembered
and better shaved than she expected. Nadia sat on the sofa under
a light throw, one socked foot tucked beneath her, her hair
pinned back loosely. She looked fragile still, but no longer
spectral. The terrible hollowness had left her face. In its place
was something more difficult and more promising: a kind of
deliberate presence, as if she were practicing being alive one
hour at a time.

“Helen,” Nadia said, and smiled with care but without
effort. “You look exactly like a woman who has become impossible
to sue into silence.”

“I'm working up to unsuable.”

Harry came forward and took her hands in both of his. “You
saved us all enormous trouble by doing the work of several
failing institutions,” he said. “I have decided this obliges me
to admire you forever.”

“It also obliges you to eat occasionally,” Helen said.
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He made a face. “You see why I prefer villains. They are
less domestic.”

Brandt disappeared tactfully towards the kitchen. Helen sat
near Nadia, and for a while conversation stayed where recovering
households liked it best: on weather, on publishers, on how
absurd television analysts had become, on whether the nation
deserved to survive the phrase accountability moment. Then a
quiet opened, and Nadia looked down at her hands.

“I read all three pieces,” she said.

Helen waited.

“I nearly stopped twice. Not because they were false.
Because they were not.” Nadia rubbed her thumb over her wedding
ring. “You were merciful where you could be. I don’t know whether
to thank you for that or resent it.”

“You owe me neither.”

“No, but I owe the truth something.” She raised her eyes.
“There are women contacting the paper, aren’t there?”

“Yes.”

“Women like me.”

“Some. Not all alike. But near enough.”

Nadia nodded slowly. “Then I should speak with them. Not
publicly if that would make matters worse. But privately. If
there is a clinic, a charity, a group attached to one of the
hospitals—whatever exists now that did not exist for me when I
was lying to everyone—I would like to help.”

Harry turned towards her sharply, not with refusal but with

fear of overstrain. She saw it and touched his sleeve.
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“I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “You think I ought
to rest. That I am still made of blown glass. Perhaps I am. But
if T keep all of this sealed inside the apartment, it will own
the rooms.”

Brandt had returned with tea and heard enough to stop in the
doorway. “That is,” he said carefully, “medically sounder than
some philosophies I have heard this month.”

Harry looked from one to the other and surrendered with
dignity. “Very well,” he said. “Everyone is wiser than the
novelist again.”

“You have had difficult weeks,” Helen said. “We indulge you
by pretending surprise.”

Nadia laughed then, a brief clear sound that changed the
room more than the fire. Helen realised with a start how long it
had been since anyone present had heard her laugh.

Later, when Brandt had gone upstairs and Harry had been
persuaded to fetch the biscuits he had hidden from himself, Nadia
touched Helen’s wrist and said quietly, “Did he leave you
anything?”

Helen knew at once whom she meant. “A card.”

“I thought so.” Nadia’s gaze drifted to the dark window
where her reflection floated over the wet lights of Westminster.
“He liked to leave signs. Not because he needed to. Because he
wanted people to imagine he was larger than the room that
contained him. It made resistance feel theatrical and therefore
futile.”

“He was only a man.”
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“Yes,” Nadia said. “And that was always the worst part.”

When Helen finally left, Harry insisted on seeing her to the
landing as if she were the invalid. He leaned against the jamb,
hair falling forward, and said in a lower voice, “I’'ve started
writing again.”

She smiled. “Good.”

“I'm not certain it is fiction.”

“That may be healthier.”

“Unlikely. But interesting.” He hesitated. “I spent so long
using invention to avoid looking directly at things. I'm
beginning to suspect that was cowardice disguised as profession.”

“Be careful,” Helen said. “If you keep talking like that,
reviewers will call it maturity.”

He groaned softly. “A hideous fate.”

She left him there, human again in all the useful ways.

Three days later Inspector Hale stood in an overheated
committee room in Whitehall while a sub-minister with perfect
hair explained that the public required reassurance but not
melodrama. The blinds had been half lowered against weak
afternoon sun. Water sweated in untouched glasses. On the
polished table lay a set of summary papers from the task force,
carefully edited to remove the adjectives most justified by
evidence.

Hale had spent twenty-two years cultivating a face that
looked patient while considering structural demolition. He wore

it now.
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“So,” the sub-minister was saying, “the preferred language
in any further briefings is coordinated criminal enterprise. We
avoid feudal or cultic vocabulary. We avoid references to
compromised guests unless prosecution is imminent. We absolutely
avoid anything suggesting systemic vulnerability.”

“Because there was none,” Hale said.

The man gave a thin smile. “Because confidence in
institutions is fragile.”

“Confidence unsupported by truth has another name.”

Across the table one senior civil servant pretended to
review notes in order not to react. Another, older and cleverer,
said, “Inspector, no one here is minimizing the seriousness.”

Hale turned his head. “A woman was trafficked for two years
under cover of social privilege, journalists were surveilled,
evidence was suppressed by embarrassment, and the principal
offender likely escaped international waters with help from
parties still unidentified. I would be interested to hear what
minimizing sounds like in your department.”

Silence followed, not because he had won anything but
because the room contained people professionally committed to
absorbing insult when necessary.

The older civil servant folded his hands. “What would you
have us do?”

Hale looked at each of them in turn. “Stop treating

reputation as a victim.”
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Afterward, in the corridor, Beale caught up with him wearing
the expression of a man who admired his superior and considered
him periodically unhousebroken.

“Well,” Beale said, “if they were hoping for deference, that
should disappoint.”

“They overinvest in hope.”

Beale handed him a phone. “Message came through from the
liaison desk in Dover. Thought you’d want it immediately.”

On the screen was an encrypted forward from French customs
relayed through channels that had become unusually busy since
Helen’s series. A photograph, grainy and enlarged past comfort,
showed a man boarding a private medical transfer at Le Havre
three weeks earlier. Cap, scarf, mask, and posture hid most of
him. But behind the stretcher attendant, just visible in the
glare of harbour lights, was the profile of Voss’s missing
associate, alive and looking over his shoulder. Below the image,
the French note read: vessel origin unclear; associated shell
company dissolved yesterday; pursuing.

Hale stared at the image long enough for the corridor around
him to empty. “Send it to Morton,” he said.

“Already done.”

“And to Miss Brandt?”

Beale considered. “Through official channels?”

“No. Through the one that gets results.”

That night Helen was alone in the newsroom annex, revising a
long weekend feature about treatment deserts, offshore finance,

and the uses of private shame in public systems, when her secure
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messaging app chimed once. Only three people had the address. The
file that arrived contained the Le Havre photograph, the French
note, and beneath both a single line from an unknown number.

Courtesy, like monarchy, survives by costume.

She stared at the line, then laughed once in disbelief. Only
Jorden Morton would use a fugitive intelligence update to make a
joke about style.

She typed back: Alive, then?

The response took four minutes.

Annoyingly.

Where are you?

In motion.

That is not a location.

It is, for some of us, a profession.

She let the exchange rest a moment, fingers poised over the
keyboard, feeling the odd warmth that comes from discovering a
person one has nearly lost has returned to his natural element,
which in Morton’s case appeared to be pursuit conducted with
impeccable irritation.

Finally she wrote: If you catch him, don’t let him choose
the ending.

No reply came for several minutes. When it did, it was
shorter than she expected.

He never did. He only rehearsed that illusion perfectly
well.

By November the first court proceedings against Cecily Dawn

had begun, though every inch of them bore the marks of
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institutional discomfort. Counsel for the defence spoke often of
vulnerable reputations and prosecutorial overreach. Three former
guests discovered sudden spiritual convictions against
attendance. One financier claimed to have mistaken a scheduling
app for an invitation to vice. Another, under oath, developed
selective amnesia so theatrical that even the judge appeared
briefly embarrassed on behalf of civilization.

Helen covered none of it directly. Naomi had moved her from
daily reporting to the larger project because the story had grown
beyond one woman'’s byline and because threats arrived now with
sufficient regularity to require protocols. Still, she attended
when she could, sitting in the back with a notebook while Dawn
entered tailored and immaculate, giving the court the expression
of a hostess mildly disappointed by service.

On one such day Helen emerged into the grey air outside the
court to find Nadia waiting in a camel coat and knitted hat,
looking like any other London woman meeting a friend for late
lunch except for the intentness in her eyes.

“You shouldn’t be out in this weather,” Helen said.

“I was told by two men and one former addict that if I
waited for ideal conditions, I would be ninety.” Nadia linked her
arm through Helen’s. “Walk with me. I’'ve seen three women at the
clinic this week who still think recovery means becoming blank
and grateful. I am beginning to suspect anger may be medically
useful.”

“It has done wonders for me.”

“Tt shows.”
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They walked towards the Strand under a sky so low it seemed
to rest on the rooftops. Nadia told her about the clinic group
she had begun attending, then quietly assisting. Not leading,
never claiming authority she had not earned, but sitting with
women in the early weeks when time seemed made of wire. She spoke
of practical things: phones surrendered for night, medications
logged properly, emergency contacts updated, the humiliations and
mercies of modern care. She also spoke, once, of dreams in which
amber light still closed around her and she woke with the taste
of old fear at the back of her throat.

“What do you do then?” Helen asked.

“Make tea. Wake Harry if it is very bad. Open the curtains.
Name five things in the room that belong to the present. It
sounds childish.”

“It sounds effective.”

Nadia smiled faintly. “Most things that save us do.”

They reached the river and stopped at the embankment. The
Thames moved under them, broad and unreadable, carrying rain in
its skin.

“He isn’t dead, is he?” Nadia asked.

“No."”

“I thought not.” She watched the water. “I used to think men
like him could only rule in the dark. Now I think they prefer
twilight. Enough visibility to be mistaken for legitimacy.”

Helen looked sideways at her. “That ought to go in an
essay.”

“It may go in a life, first.”
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Near Christmas, Harry Carver hosted a dinner small enough to
survive honesty. Helen came late from the office; Hale arrived
later from the Yard, bringing wine he distrusted on principle;
Brandt carried pudding; Beale, to everyone’s astonishment,
appeared with flowers selected by a daughter who had declared
novelists required tulips. Nadia sat at the head of the table and
looked amused by the improbable fact of all of them under one
ceiling for reasons that no longer included catastrophe.

Conversation moved as such conversations do, by bursts and
eddies. They spoke of the trial, of the paper’s holiday issue, of
a television adaptation someone wanted from one of Harry’s books
and the certainty it would cast a man with the wrong face. Hale
refused a second glass and was shouted down. Beale told a story
about an intern at the Yard who had attempted to brief him using
a slideshow with transitions. Helen nearly choked laughing. Nadia
watched them all with an expression Helen could not immediately
name and then understood: astonishment disciplined into
gratitude.

When coffee came, Harry disappeared and returned not with
cups but with a single page.

“Oh no,” Helen said. “He has written.”

“I have written a line,” Harry corrected. “That is not yet a
public nuisance.”

He read it standing by the fire, one hand in his pocket, the
page trembling slightly only because he was vain enough to care
whether it sounded foolish. The line was not fiction after all.

It was the opening sentence of an essay he meant to publish under
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his own name about complicity, invention, and the lies polite men
tell themselves about what happens in rooms they prefer not to
picture.

When he finished, no one spoke immediately. Hale cleared his
throat with visible reluctance. “Annoyingly good,” he said.

Harry bowed. “From you, that is knighthood.”

Past midnight, after the others had gone and Helen stood on
the landing pulling on her gloves, her phone buzzed once. No
number. No metadata. Only an image: a railway platform somewhere
continental, empty except for one traveller boarding the last
carriage of a night train. The figure was blurred by distance and
motion. Male, tall, coat collar up. Impossible to identify,
except that whoever had sent the image knew exactly what
uncertainty could do.

Beneath it, one sentence.

The game, Miss Brandt, is merely international now.

She showed it first to Hale, because this once she obeyed.
He swore like a man granted fresh evidence of his least favourite
theorem. She sent it next to Morton through the secure channel,
then stood by the window looking out at the winter street while
the typing indicator appeared and vanished twice before his reply
arrived.

Then we had better travel well.

Helen slipped the phone into her coat and smiled despite
herself. Below, London glittered in wet black and gold. Somewhere
trains moved towards ports, and ports towards ferries, and beyond

the ferries a continent full of hotels, clinics, ministries,
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shell firms, old loyalties, and new ghosts. Mr. Sterling had not
ended. Neither, she understood at last, had any of them. They had
simply crossed from revelation into pursuit, from private harm
into public contest, from survival into responsibility.

She went down the stairs two at a time and out into the
cold, carrying notebooks, anger, and the peculiar exhilaration of
a fight no longer hidden. The city around her was imperfect,
compromised, alive. That would have to be enough.

For now, it was.
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Chapter Eleven

Across the Narrow Sea

Six days after the envelope arrived, Helen stood beneath the
iron and glass vault of St Pancras and watched London perform the
oldest trick in its repertory: pretending that departure was a
form of certainty.

The great station roof held winter light in a dull silver
net. Commuters in dark coats moved with the disciplined
impatience of people whose lives were measured by timetables and
battery percentage. Tourists clustered under the departure boards
taking photographs that made the building look romantic instead
of practical. Security staff monitored the queues. Somewhere
overhead, announcements arrived in precise tones and vanished
into the steelwork before the words had finished meaning
anything. Helen adjusted the strap of her satchel and checked her
phone once more, not because she expected a new instruction, but
because modern anxiety always liked to disguise itself as
diligence.

No further messages.

At her feet sat a hard-sided case containing a change of
clothes, notebooks, chargers, a digital recorder, two cameras,
and a folder of printed documents that Inspector Hale had
insisted she carry in paper form. “Servers are loyal only to
electricity,” he had said. “And electricity, in my experience, is
a fair-weather patriot.” So she had printed everything: the

shipping manifests tied to the shell corporation named in the
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envelope, the property records in Calais, the partial passenger
list from a private launch licensed under three different
companies in one week, and a thin sheaf of old clinic invoices
from Marseille, Nice, and Antwerp, all of them connected by one
recurring legal representative whose name had vanished from
British filings two months earlier and bloomed again on the
Continent like mould in a damp house.

She looked up as the crowd shifted and saw Jorden Morton
approaching through it with no visible luggage and an expression
so neutral it almost passed for fatigue. He wore a charcoal coat,
black gloves, and the kind of scarf that suggested indifference
while having been chosen with care. To anyone else he might have
been a diplomat or a banker or a man meeting an unimportant
train. To Helen, who had watched him become waiter, addict,
rescuer, and half-drowned ghost by turns, he looked most
dangerous when he most resembled no one in particular.

“You came,” she said.

“You sound surprised.”

“I sound disapproving. There is a difference.”

“One I respect greatly.” He stopped in front of her and
glanced up at the departure board. “Our train is still showing on
time, which means the gods are either mocking us or elsewhere
occupied.”

Helen searched his face. “Hale said you were in Brussels.”

“I was. Then I was in The Hague. Then I was instructed to

become, for forty-eight hours, an administrative inconvenience to
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a gentleman in Rotterdam who launders money through medical
charities. It has been a rich week.”

“And yet here you are.”

“And yet here I am.”

That was as close as he came to acknowledging that he had
chosen to join her rather than merely accept a useful errand.
With Morton, one learned to take admissions in the tense and
quantity offered.

They boarded with the morning business travellers and the
tired glamour of people who had once believed continental trains
implied adventure rather than customs declarations and laptop
sleeves. Helen settled into her seat opposite Morton as London
began to slide backward in layers of graffiti, warehouses, wet
brick terraces, and the final ragged fringe of the city. For a
time neither of them spoke. She reviewed documents on her tablet,
cross-checking dates and names against the notes she had made at
two in the morning the night before. Morton read nothing. He
watched the reflection in the window and the carriage behind them
through the darkened glass, the habit so ingrained that he did
not seem to know he was doing it.

At last Helen said, “Do you believe he is alive?”

Morton did not pretend to misunderstand the pronoun. “Belief
is too theatrical a word. I think it is more useful to ask which
explanation best fits the evidence.”

“Very well. Which does?”

“That he intended to survive. That he prepared routes,

accounts, and loyal personnel in more than one country. That the
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body in the river, if one is ever found, will belong to somebody
less important than the man our newspapers would like to have
ended neatly.”

Helen looked down at the envelope Hale had shown her in the
Home Office briefing room. The card inside had borne only a
stamped falcon crown and a single typed line: SAN CELESTE STILL
RECEIVES HIS GUESTS. No signature. No threat. No plea. Merely
information, or something dressed convincingly as information.

“Who sent it?”

“Someone frightened,” Morton said. “Or someone ambitious.
Possibly both.”

“Petra?”

He tilted one shoulder. “Too direct, perhaps. Too elegant,
perhaps. She has a talent for violence, not anonymous
bureaucracy.”

“Voss?”

“More plausible. Men like Voss often survive by arranging a
future in which they are indispensable to whoever wins.”

Helen thought of the mirrored room, the scarred hand in the
artificial light, the taste of sedative on her tongue. “And if
this is a trap?”

Morton smiled slightly. “Then we will enjoy the rare
experience of being expected.”

The train entered the tunnel and the windows filled with
their own reflections. For twenty minutes they travelled through
an engineered darkness in which everyone became spectral:

executives lit by spreadsheets, children 1lit by cartoons, one old
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woman lit by a devoutly played card game on her phone. Helen
watched herself and Morton float against blackness, two more
versions of the same pursuit carried under the sea.

When they emerged into France, the landscape arrived all at
once—flat fields silvered by cold, low farm buildings, rows of
bare trees, a church tower in the distance like the remnant of an
older arithmetic. By Calais the sky had lifted into a pale weak
blue, and the first gulls were already cutting across the station
approaches like torn paper.

The property named in the shell filings stood less than a
mile from the port, near a disused warehousing district that
developers kept announcing and postponing. On paper it belonged
to a logistics consultancy specializing in pharmaceutical cold
transport. In reality it presented as a narrow three-story
building with a security gate, mirrored ground-floor glass, and
the faint airless respectability of places designed to deny that
anything human happens inside them. SAN CELESTE CLINICAL RECOVERY
was written on the brass plate beside the entrance in discreet
capitals. Beneath it, in smaller lettering: PRIVATE ADMISSIONS
ONLY.

“Recovery,” Helen said softly. “They do enjoy a euphemism.”

Morton stood across the street pretending to study a map on
his phone. “Every empire requires one. Vice is too expensive to
manage if you insist on calling it by its name.”

A delivery van backed into the side lane. Two men in navy
uniforms unloaded sealed grey crates onto a trolley while a woman

with a clipboard checked a manifest on a tablet and never once
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looked up. There was nothing dramatic in it. That, Helen thought,
was part of the point. The modern criminal world had learned the
efficiency of supply-chain aesthetics. If a thing resembled
regulated medicine long enough, many people would help it pass
through customs.

They did not approach the front door. Morton had arranged,
through means he did not spell out and Helen preferred not to
know in detail, to meet a local reporter named Amélie Serrat at a
café facing the basin. Serrat arrived ten minutes late and five
seconds before apologizing would have become a habit. She was in
her late thirties, compact, dark-haired, and dressed in the
practical navy coat of a woman who expected to climb stairs on
short notice. She kissed Helen on both cheeks, nodded once to
Morton as though confirming he was indeed the famous
inconvenience she had been promised, and sat down with an
espresso she had somehow acquired before reaching the table.

“You have caused trouble,” she said to Helen in excellent
English. “I admire that in foreigners.”

“We try to export our better qualities.”

“Then perhaps send fewer bankers and more journalists.”

She tapped the photograph Helen had spread between the
coffee cups. It showed a launch at night, grainy and cropped from
port security footage. Three figures stood under the canopy. One
might have been Voss. Another, wrapped in a dark coat and scarf,
could have been Petra. The third was no more than height and

posture.
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“This vessel refueled in Boulogne under a flag of
convenience,” Serrat said. “From there it moved north without
filing the usual hospitality declarations. Two days later, one of
the companies you gave me rented medical equipment to San
Celeste: monitors, locked refrigeration, and something described
as ‘specialized therapeutic restraint.’ Very civilized language.”

“Can you get us inside?” Helen asked.

Serrat gave her a look of professional pity. “I am a
reporter, not a magician. Inside is private medicine, private
security, private embarrassment. Those three make a stubborn
alliance.”

Morton stirred his coffee once and left the spoon untouched
in the saucer. “What about staff?”

“I have two names. Both from Belgium, both recently hired,
both too frightened to meet me in person. One says the clinic
receives patients after midnight through the service entrance. No
public records. Cash or coded transfer only. One says the top
floor was renovated at unusual expense for a guest who never
signs documents and is never photographed.”

Helen felt the quick hardening in her chest that meant
instinct had outrun proof. “A guest.”

Serrat nodded. “A man with burns or scars on one hand.
Sometimes gloved indoors. Sometimes not. The staff call him
Monsieur Argent when they speak at all.”

Silver.
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Morton’s gaze did not change, but Helen had learned to
recognise the stillness that meant his thoughts had become very
fast. “And the second source?”

Serrat slid a keycard across the table. Plain white plastic,
no logo. “Night cleaning contractor. It opens the service
corridor and the lift to level two. No guarantee beyond that. He
says cameras were upgraded last month. He also says one patient
disappeared after asking for a newspaper and a phone charger.”

Helen looked from the keycard to Serrat. “You’re giving this
to us?”

“I am lending it to the story. There is a distinction.”

“Why help?”

Serrat took a sip of espresso and set the cup down with
care. “Because twenty years ago my brother entered a ‘recovery
facility’ outside Marseille for cocaine and left owing three men
enough money to lose the rest of his life. Because respectable
addiction markets and criminal hospitality are cousins, and
everyone powerful insists they are strangers. Because if your
falcon has crossed the water, I prefer to know which port he
favours.” She looked at Morton. “And because I have seen your
name in places where ministers lower their voices. That usually
means the problem is real.”

By dusk the harbour had become a geometry of sodium light,
cranes, and slow truck queues edging towards ferries. Helen and
Morton rented a room on the third floor of a business hotel whose
corridor smelled faintly of carpet cleaner and old decisions.

From the window they could see San Celeste beyond the basin, its
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upper windows glowing with the calm expensive anonymity of
private institutions everywhere.

Hale called at seven. The video connection was poor and made
him appear carved out of weathered paper.

“You are not, I hope, about to do something that would
require me to deny advance knowledge.”

Helen looked at Morton, who had the decency to appear
interested in the kettle. “Of course not.”

“I note that you answered too quickly.”

“That is because you have raised me in suspicion.”

“I did no such thing. I simply exposed you to newspapers
early.”

The line crackled. Hale rubbed at one eye. “Home Office
wants patience. Which, translated into our dialect, means they
want someone else to be wrong first. I have requested French
cooperation through proper channels.”

“And how long will ‘proper’ take?” Morton asked, leaning
into the frame.

“In this case? Long enough for your man to become a rumour
again.”

“Then we agree.”

Hale exhaled through his nose, the sound halfway between
resignation and contempt. “If you go in, you go in for
observation. Nothing heroic. Nothing that produces diplomatic
paperwork with your names attached.”

“Define heroic,” Helen said.

IINO . 144
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When the call ended, the room became briefly too small for
all the caution it had contained. Helen opened her satchel and
laid out what they had: the keycard, two burner phones, camera
bodies with the sound disabled, a compact directional microphone,
nitrile gloves, a folded map of the district, and her old press
card, which had become less useful for access than for reminding
herself who she was supposed to remain.

Morton checked the service revolver he had not officially
brought into France, then wrapped it in a towel and returned it
to his case. “Observation,” he said mildly. “We shall be saints.”

At half past eleven they crossed the basin on foot in a
freezing wind that carried salt and diesel together like a single
species of fatigue. Trucks idled at customs barriers. Ferry
lights moved in the channel. San Celeste’s service lane lay on
the blind side of the building between a generator enclosure and
a narrow strip of ornamental shrubs already dying from neglect. A
camera panned once over the gate. Morton counted its rhythm under
his breath. On the third sweep he stepped forward, keycard in
hand, and opened the outer gate just wide enough for them to slip
through.

Inside, the service corridor smelled of bleach, warmed
plastic, and over-filtered air. It could have belonged to any
clinic except for the locked cabinets on the wall, each requiring
two forms of authentication, and the absence of the ordinary
clutter that proves a place truly serves patients rather than

processes them. Helen took photographs while Morton moved ahead
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to the junction and listened. Somewhere above them an elevator
arrived with a softened chime.

They reached level two without meeting anyone. There, the
corridor changed character. The fluorescent panels had been
replaced by indirect wall lighting. Carpet dampened footsteps.
The doors were paneled wood, the art expensive and deliberately
abstract, the silence curated. Helen could imagine what the
brochure would promise: discretion, holistic recovery,
individualized pathways back to function. She could also imagine
Nadia Carver waking in such a place, drugged into politeness, and
being told that gratitude was part of treatment.

A nurse rounded the corner before either of them heard her.
She was young, carrying a tablet, and for one astonished second
all three simply looked at one another in the clean pale light.

Morton spoke first, in French quick enough to pass for
irritation. “Delivery from lower stores. Refrigeration unit on
three was signed for under the wrong code. We were sent to
confirm the transfer.”

He sounded, Helen thought absurdly, like a man offended by
administrative sloppiness. The nurse blinked, glanced at the
keycard clipped to his hand, then at Helen’s camera bag.

“Maintenance is after midnight,” she said.

“It is after midnight,” Morton replied.

She frowned at her tablet. “No, it is eleven fifty-three.”

Morton smiled with professional sorrow. “Then the fault is

temporal as well as clerical.”
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Helen added, in her most impatient newsroom French, “Do you
want the night supervisor to discover this before or after he
reviews your shift report?”

It was not a beautiful bluff, but beauty has never been the
essential quality of hierarchy. The nurse made the face of
someone rapidly calculating which mistake would be blamed on her.
At last she pointed towards the lift.

“Third floor. West wing. If Monsieur Argent is sleeping, you
were never here.”

When she had gone, Helen let out the breath she had been
storing painfully under her ribs.

“Your accent,” Morton murmured as they moved, “suggests you
were educated by pirates.”

“It worked.”

“Against the administrative classes, almost anything works.”

The third floor was warmer. Someone had thought about scent
there, because beneath the antiseptic floated a controlled note
of roses.

Helen stopped walking.

Morton turned his head, saw the recognition in her face, and
nodded once.

At the end of the west corridor a single door stood apart
from the others. Outside it sat a chair occupied by a man in
civilian clothes reading something on his phone with the boredom
of paid vigilance. Down the hall another camera watched the
intersection.

Observation, Helen reminded herself. Evidence.
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She raised the camera bag, just enough to angle the lens
through the half-open zipper. Three silent shots. Then another as
the guard looked up briefly, alerted perhaps by some instinct old
enough to ignore architecture.

Morton touched her elbow. He had seen movement reflected in
the lacquered cabinet opposite them: a second guard approaching
from the service stair.

They moved at once, not running, only walking with an
urgency meant to impersonate purpose. The service stair door
closed behind them on the sound of a male voice asking a question
too late to matter. They descended one flight. Another. On level
one, they stepped out into a linen storage room smelling of
starch and overheated pipes.

Helen’s heart beat high in her throat. “We have enough to
interest Hale.”

“We have enough to irritate him into speed. It is not the
same thing.”

But before they could retreat, voices sounded in the
corridor beyond the storage room. One belonged to the guard. The
other, lower and carrying authority without effort, reached
through the door and laid a cold hand around Helen’s spine.

She knew that voice.

Cultured. Soft. Touched by no country she could safely name.

“.1if they are journalists, they will imagine they are
hidden,” it was saying in English. “If they are police, they will
imagine they are patient. In either case, they will dislike being

hurried. Search the lower floors once more.”
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Helen met Morton’s eyes in the dim room. For the first time
that night even he looked not alarmed but offended, as though the
world had departed from certain agreed rules of pursuit.

The footsteps receded.

Very carefully Helen edged to the crack beside the hinge and
looked out. The corridor was empty except for a service cart and
the drifting after-scent of roses. At the far junction, just
before the turn erased him, she saw a man’s profile for less than
a second.

Not enough for certainty. Enough for structure.

Tall. Spare. Dark suit. One hand gloved.

The other bare and scarred in the softened light.

When she turned back, Morton was already taking the revolver
from the towel in his case.

“Observation,” Helen whispered.

“Yes,” he said. “But one must observe the correct exit.”

They left through the service gate five minutes later to the
sound of sirens beginning somewhere beyond the basin—too far away
yet to belong to police, close enough soon to become somebody’s
problem. In the hotel room Helen transferred the photographs to
three devices, encrypted the audio notes, and typed until her
fingers cramped. Morton stood by the window calling contacts in
Brussels, Paris, and Marseille in a voice so calm that no one
listening would have guessed he had just come within one corridor
of the man he had hunted across three jurisdictions.

At three in the morning he ended the last call and looked

over at her.
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“Well?”

Helen kept typing. “He’s alive.”

“Yes.”

“He knows we're here.”

“Yes.”

“And he let us leave.”

“Also yes.”

She stopped and sat back. “Why?”

Morton considered the dark clinic across the water. “Because
men who build themselves into legends begin, in time, to require
an audience. Because fear alone becomes monotonous. Because he
may believe movement favours him. Or because tonight was not the
moment he had prepared for.”

Helen thought of the card, the envelope, the typed courtesy
of the invitation. “Then he invited us.”

“It appears so.”

Outside, a ferry gave a low horn and pushed into the
channel. Dawn remained several hours away, but the dark had
altered; it now contained direction. Helen opened a new document,
typed a title, deleted it, typed another. Not the story yet. The
map of the story. Names. Places. Routes. Questions. The
architecture of the next hunt.

Behind her Morton said, almost lightly, “You realise this
means you cannot retire into moral satisfaction.”

“I had not planned on it.”

“Good. It is a poor climate for retirement.”

She looked up at him. “Will you stay on the story?”
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He seemed to find the wording amusing. “Mademoiselle Brandt,
at this point I am not sure the story intends to let me go.”

That was not a promise. It was better. Promises belonged to
finished things. This was still becoming itself.

By the time the first grey of morning entered the sky over
Calais, Helen had assembled a timeline that stretched from
Limehouse to Marseille, from private club rooms in Westminster to
discreet clinics along the coast, all connected by couriers,
shell firms, pharmaceutical laundering, and human need converted
into revenue. In one column she wrote the names of the vanished.
In another, the names of the still-influential. Between them she
left a space for the man with the gloved hand and the scarred
one, because titles have a way of mutating under pressure. Mr.
Sterling. Monsieur Argent. Benefactor. Patient. Host. Fugitive.

Monster, if simplicity were allowed.

At last she closed the laptop and stood by the window.
Across the basin San Celeste had resumed its morning appearance
of institutional calm. Delivery vans came and went. A nurse in
pale blue stepped out for a cigarette under the side awning.
Somewhere on the third floor, if he had not already moved again,
a courteous predator was calculating the cost of having been
seen.

Helen rested her fingers on the glass.

“Let him calculate,” she said.

Morton, who had not slept, answered from behind her. “He
will.”

“And so will we.”
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This time, when she turned, there was no need for either of
them to pretend that Calais was an ending. It was only the first
continental chapter in a war that had begun in hidden rooms and
now intended to pass through ports, ministries, clinics,
headlines, and all the polished places where vice preferred to
call itself care.

Helen picked up her notes, her anger, and the keycard that
had opened one corridor into the falcon’s new house.

Then she began the day'’s work.
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Chapter Twelve

No Kingdom Left

The mistral had stripped Marseille clean of softness. It
came down off the hills all night and kept coming after dawn,
worrying the harbour water into scales of pewter and driving
wrappers, cigarette cartons, and bitter newsprint along the quay
until they plastered themselves against bollards and stair rails.
Helen Brandt stood in the shelter of a loading crane and watched
the old port come awake in fragments—delivery vans reversing
towards market doors, fishermen shouting over the wind, a gull
balanced on one leg atop a lamp standard like some patient
magistrate of the air. The city looked bright from a distance. Up
close, it had the exhausted clarity of a face that had spent too
many years learning not to confess.

Beside her, Jorden Morton folded the collar of his coat a
fraction higher and surveyed the basin through field glasses that
had once belonged, he claimed, to a customs officer who lacked
appreciation for useful improvisation. The lenses made his
expression seem colder than it was. He had slept perhaps two
hours in the previous thirty-six and appeared to have converted
fatigue into another kind of attention. That trick, Helen had
learned, was one of his gifts. Another was the ability to behave
as though an operation balanced on catastrophe were simply a
social appointment that must not be kept waiting.

Below them, tied up against the eastern wall of the inner

harbour, rode the vessel that had brought them across half a
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continent and three ministries of polite obstruction. On its
stern, picked out in dark blue letters, was the name Saint
Rosalie. It was registered as a charitable medical transport
under a foundation headquartered in Geneva, audited in
Luxembourg, insured through Malta, and controlled-by means of
companies that existed mostly on paper and in the imaginations of
discreet lawyers—by the same widening enterprise that had begun
in London with hidden rooms, opium vapor, frightened women, and
an address passed in confidence at the edge of a dance floor.

Now the enterprise wore a cleaner face. Recovery clinics.
Executive treatment retreats. Private pharmaceutical trials.
Wellness partnerships for people too rich to endure ordinary
shame. The vocabulary altered with each border crossing, but the
architecture beneath it remained identical. Need was identified,
flattered, supplied, recorded, and sold back as leverage.
Somewhere inside that architecture moved the man they still
called Mr. Sterling because every other name dissolved on
contact.

Helen lowered the hood of her parka and checked the time on
her phone. Seven twenty-one. In thirty-nine minutes, unless
someone in London lost nerve, Naomi Grierson would publish the
first long Sunday investigation under the title A Courtesy
Industry. The piece named no ministers and accused no government
directly. It did something more dangerous. It described
mechanisms. It listed clinics, shipping companies, charitable
intermediaries, freight routes, shell directors, and the

unglamorous machinery by which one secret hand washed another. It
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was not, on its own, enough to topple a kingdom. It was more
efficient than that. It made concealment expensive.

Hale had wanted the publication delayed until after the
raid. A magistrate in Paris had wanted it delayed until after the
warrants. A man in Whitehall, speaking from behind layers of
civility and static, had suggested that publication in the midst
of a multinational operation might create avoidable diplomatic
weather. Helen had listened to all three and then set the release
time for eight. Mr. Sterling survived on asymmetry—on knowing
first, moving first, defining the pace of alarm. She meant to
take that privilege away.

Morton lowered the field glasses. “Movement on the aft
deck.”

Helen looked down. Two men in dark quilted jackets emerged
from the vessel’s rear hatch carrying hard cases the size of
vanity trunks. They moved with deliberate care and handed the
cases across the gangway to another pair waiting on the quay
beside an unmarked refrigerated van. Nothing theatrical. Nothing
that invited curiosity. The performance of normal logistics had
become, in Mr. Sterling’s world, the most useful disguise of all.

“Medical coolers?” Helen said.

“Not with that grip,” Morton answered. “People protect
samples one way and archives another.”

A voice behind them said, “You’ll forgive us if we prefer
both.”

Commandant Luc Marchand stepped out of the shadow of the

warehouse wall, collar unbuttoned, tie skewed, face composed into
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the kind of severity that usually signals either moral solidity
or insufficient sleep. In his case it was both. Marchand had
spent twenty years in financial crime, eight of them discovering
that money travelled more easily than warrants. He disliked grand
men, picturesque criminals, and journalists in almost equal
measure, but he had come to regard Helen as a negotiable
difficulty and Morton as an old professional infection that never
fully left the bloodstream.

“Our teams are in place,” he said. “The customs launch is
waiting outside the south breakwater. The dock police have the
truck route. My people are in the fish market, the terminal
office, and the pharmacy depot across the street.” He looked at
Helen. “Your article is still scheduled?”

“For eight.”

Marchand gave one curt nod that might have meant approval or
resignation. “Then let us hope your editor is punctual.”

They did not move immediately. That was the misery of good
operations: one prepared like a fanatic in order to spend long
minutes doing nothing visible at all. Helen tucked her hands into
her pockets and let her eyes roam across the harbour frontage. A
man washing down a restaurant threshold. A woman unlocking a
florist’s side door. Scooter traffic beginning to prickle along
the boulevard. A pair of tourists consulting a map with the grave
anxiety of the underprepared. Everything ordinary enough to hide
murder, shipment, bribery, and flight inside it. She thought of

Nadia in the amber half-light beneath Limehouse, of Mrs. Frayne
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in her ruined fur, of Cecily Dawn with her social smile and
practiced assessments. One network. Many accents.

“If he’s on board,” Helen said quietly, *“he’ll know
something is wrong before eight. Men like him smell pressure.”

Morton slipped the glasses into his coat. “Which is why we
have already given him something else to smell.”

Across the basin, on the upper promenade, a municipal truck
stalled in the lane as if by accident, its hazard lights
blinking. Behind it a delivery van attempted to edge around and
found the road pinched by a second lorry unloading crates of
oranges. Horns began, not yet angry, merely aggrieved. The minor
congestion was enough. One of the men on the quay turned to look.
Another checked his phone. A third disappeared up the Saint
Rosalie’s gangway at a speed just slightly too quick for routine.

Marchand glanced at his watch. “Now.”

The harbour changed character in an instant. Men in work
jackets straightened and revealed earpieces. Two municipal
laborers stepped away from a pallet jack and produced sidearms.
The florist’s delivery driver left his cab and became a
plainclothes officer moving hard towards the gangway. At the
mouth of the basin, where pleasure craft usually idled waiting
for fuel, a customs launch swung broadside and blocked the
fairway. Sirens did not sound; this was not a film. Instead the
operation announced itself by the sudden collapse of every
convenient direction.

On board the Saint Rosalie, one of the dockside handlers

dropped his case and ran. Another reached under his jacket and



GAEL / The Courtesy of Monsters /204

thought better of whatever he touched there when he saw three
guns rise at once from three different points on the quay. Morton
was already moving. He crossed the distance with the compact
speed of a man who understood that hesitation is mostly vanity.
Helen followed as far as the gangway before Marchand’s hand
barred her with bureaucratic firmness.

“Not one step farther,” he said.

“If he gets off the vessel-”

“Then men with badges and deplorable pensions will concern
themselves with it.”

The refrigerated van lurched backward, clipping a bollard
and shearing off a side mirror. Dock police converged from both
ends of the lane. Somewhere below decks a woman screamed. The
sound carried over the water with a clarity that canceled the
harbour’s picturesque qualities at once.

Helen’s phone vibrated in her coat. Naomi’s name flashed on
the screen. She answered without taking her eyes from the vessel.

“Tell me it’'s live.”

“It went up thirty seconds ago,” Naomi said over newsroom
clatter. “We mirrored it on four servers because legal finally
developed a survival instinct. Traffic’s spiking. Also, and I say
this with professional admiration, you have managed to irritate
three governments before breakfast.”

“Only three?”

“Give it ten minutes.” Naomi’s voice sharpened. “Helen—there
are men downstairs asking questions in the tone usually

associated with warrants. Are you safe?”



GAEL / The Courtesy of Monsters /205

Helen watched armed officers swarm the aft deck. “I'm
working.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

A crack like splitting timber sounded from somewhere inside
the ship. Then another. Gunfire, muffled by bulkheads.

Naomi heard it through the line. “Helen.”

“Call Hale if Whitehall tries to bury the servers. Publish
the second piece if I miss check-in by noon.”

“Helen—"

But she had already ended the call and shoved the phone back
into her pocket, because Morton had vanished through the hatch
and Marchand, after one concise French oath, had done the same.

The next minute stretched beyond proportion. Officers
dragged two men from the gangway and pinned them to the stones. A
medic team rushed aboard with hard packs. The refrigerated van
driver surrendered flat on his face, hands spread on the
pavement, while a customs dog tore ecstatically through burlap
sacks that turned out to contain exactly what their labels
claimed and therefore meant nothing. The scream had ceased. That
was worse.

Helen looked for some opening, some lapse in authority, and
found one in the form of a stretcher team lifting a sedated woman
down the companionway. She was young, expensively dressed, and so
thoroughly absent from herself that her face appeared not blank
but erased. Another followed. Then a man in hospital scrubs with
restraints marks on both wrists. Whatever Saint Rosalie had

carried, it was not only paperwork.
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Marchand had told her not to step aboard. Hale, from London,
would have used stronger verbs. Helen went up the gangway anyway.

Inside, the ship smelled of antiseptic, coffee left too long
on a warming plate, and the sweet medicinal undertone she had
come to associate with Mr. Sterling’s corrective notion of care.
The passageway was narrow enough that two men with rifles made it
feel like a sealed instrument. She moved past them before either
could decide whether stopping an English journalist was worth
delaying whatever else was happening below.

The aft lounge had once been designed for charitable donors:
cream upholstery, marine paintings, discreet brass lamps screwed
to paneled walls. Someone had transformed it into an intake ward.
Privacy screens divided the room. Portable monitors blinked on
rolling stands. On a table beside a silver fruit bowl stood six
sealed phones, a ledger book, and a compact server array no
bigger than a carry-on case, its indicator lights pulsing green.
Helen stared at the equipment. Here it was—the new falcon'’s
heart—not mystical at all, merely efficient.

A shot sounded farther forward. Then a man’s voice raised in
fury, then in pain.

Helen followed the sound through a service corridor and down
three metal steps into the lower treatment deck. The first thing
she saw was Voss, or the man once known by that name, collapsed
against a cabinet with blood soaking the front of his immaculate
dark sweater. His spectacles lay broken on the floor beside him.
He looked up at her with surprise rather than recognition, as if

he had not expected the story to admit her this far.
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“You,” he said, and smiled bloodlessly. “Always the wrong
people survive.”

She stopped two paces away, breathing hard. “Where is he?”

Voss'’s eyes shifted towards the watertight door at the end
of the corridor. “Busy preserving his freedom.”

She might have asked more. She never did later know why she
didn’t. Perhaps because she understood, suddenly and without
pity, that he had organized too many cages to deserve the
intimacy of confession. She stepped past him and shoved through
the door.

The compartment beyond had been fitted as a private cabin.
It contained a desk bolted to the floor, a narrow berth, a
wardrobe, two leather cases laid open on the bed, and near the
porthole a man in a dark overcoat holding a suppressed pistol
pointed not at Morton, who stood three yards away with his own
gun trained steadily centre mass, but at Petra.

For one absurd second the arrangement refused meaning. Then
Helen understood. Petra’s bandaged arm was pinned against her
side. Her face had the strained pallor of someone who had already
calculated the margin by which loyalty had ceased to pay. She was
angled half towards the cabin door, half towards the man by the
porthole, as though indecision had become a physical stance.

He turned his head at Helen’s entrance. He was not
physically remarkable. That, more than anything, unsettled her.
Medium height. Spare build. Black hair threaded with grey at the
temples. An expensive face rendered forgettable by design. Only

the hands contradicted the whole disguise. One gloved in pale kid
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leather. The other bare, the skin stained and ridged by some old
chemical burn, a deep, mottled discoloration. The scarred hand
rested very lightly on the pistol grip.

“Miss Brandt,” he said. The voice was exactly as courtesy
had taught it to be: cultivated, amused, tired by the excesses of
other people. “You are consistently difficult to schedule
around.”

Morton did not lower his weapon. “Enough of the theatre.”

Mr. Sterling’s glance touched him and moved back to Helen.
“On the contrary. Theatre is what allows societies to confuse
appetite with innocence. My operations were never particularly
original. I merely observed what people wanted hidden and offered
them a cleaner mirror.”

“You trafficked addicts and blackmail,” Helen said.

“I trafficked leverage. Addiction was already present.
Blackmail is such a vulgar word. Insurance, Miss Brandt.
Continuity planning for the morally exposed.”

Petra gave a low laugh that broke in the middle. “He means
he kept enough of everyone’s sins to survive any one betrayal.”

“Including yours?” Helen asked.

This time Petra did not laugh. “Especially mine.”

Mr. Sterling’s smile hardly altered. “We are all, in our
different ways, archivists.” He tipped the pistol a fraction
towards the open cases on the berth. Inside lay passports,
currency bundles, hard drives in foam slots, and a packet of

printed photographs held together with a banker’s clip. “The
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difference between us is that I admit the world’s true medium is
not morality but information.”

Morton said, “Step away from her and put down the weapon.”

“And be delivered into the custody of men who will trade my
silence in private while denouncing me in public? No, thank you.”
Mr. Sterling’s eyes returned to Helen. “You, however, remain
interesting. You understand timing, escalation, and the
profitable uses of indignation. In another life we might have
worked perfectly well together.”

Helen took one step farther into the cabin. “In this life I
prefer daylight.”

“No one prefers daylight for long,” he said softly. “It
shows too much of the machinery.”

From above came the heavy thud of boots, shouted French,
metal slamming metal. The ship gave a faint shiver as another
team boarded. Time, Helen realised, had narrowed to a sliver. Mr.
Sterling knew it too. His gaze flicked once towards the porthole,
measuring distance and ridiculous possibilities. Then towards
Petra. Then back to Helen.

“You published this morning,” he said. Not a question.

“Yes.”

He nodded almost appreciatively. “Then you’ve done what most
reformers do at the threshold of success. You have forced the
network to molt before you understand the next skin.”

“We’'ll learn.”

“Perhaps. But not quickly enough to save everyone.” His

scarred hand tightened imperceptibly. “There are clinics you do
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not know. Accounts you have not found. Patrons who fund virtue by
day and require anesthesia by night. Tear down one house and ten
safer ones appear. That is the genius of appetite—it
decentralizes itself.”

Helen heard herself answer with more calm than she felt.
“Then we keep counting houses until the city runs out of doors.”

Something in that pleased him. Or angered him. With men like
this the expressions were cousins. “Excellent,” he said. “You may
yet become serious.”

The shot came not from his pistol but from Petra’s left
hand. She had drawn a small revolver from inside her coat while
all eyes rested on the larger weapon. The bullet struck the cabin
lamp above the berth and blew the compartment into darkness and
sparks. Morton fired once. Mr. Sterling fired once. Helen dropped
instinctively to the deck as shattered glass rained across her
neck and sleeves.

When she looked up, the porthole was a burst ring of cold
light and wind. Petra was on the floor clutching her side, the
little revolver skittering under the berth. Morton was at the
opening, swearing in a language that made French sound carved
from granite.

Mr. Sterling was gone.

For several seconds the world reduced itself to procedures.
Secure the wounded. Clear the adjoining compartments. Check the
waterline. Signal the dock teams. Helen helped press a towel
against Petra’s bleeding flank while Marchand’s officers swept

the vessel from engine room to bridge. They found three more
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sedated patients, two compliant clerks, a locked medicine cabinet
full of restricted compounds, and, hidden behind false panels in
the owner’s cabin, the remains of an archive broad enough to ruin
reputations across three capitals. But the man himself had chosen
the oldest escape route in history. He had departed through a
hole and trusted chaos to finish the sentence.

The harbour police launched immediately. Divers went in
despite the current. Cameras from the promenade began to swing
towards the commotion now that sirens, at last, had entered the
story. By nine fifteen every network in France had a helicopter
over the old port and every official in London was claiming to
have supported international cooperation from the beginning. It
was almost enough to make Helen laugh.

Instead she stood on the quay wrapped in a thermal blanket
she did not need, gave Marchand her statement, gave a second by
encrypted call to Hale, and then watched forensic technicians
unload the server array from the Saint Rosalie like priests
removing a relic from a disgraced chapel.

“He had a secondary route,” Hale said through the phone,
sounding less angry than vindicated. “They always do when enough
money has protected them from the inconvenience of geography.”

“Marchand’s people are checking the storm drains and service
tunnels. Morton thinks there may have been a pickup boat hugging
the southern wall.”

“What does Morton think about anything else?”

Helen looked up the quay. Morton stood twenty yards away,

wet to the thighs, coat torn at one sleeve, speaking to a diver
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captain with the air of a dissatisfied shareholder. “He thinks
appetite decentralizes.”

There was a pause. “Did Mr. Sterling say that?”

“In essence.”

Hale grunted. “Then for once the bastard was honest.” His
voice softened by a degree almost too small to measure. “You all
right?”

Helen considered the harbour, the blanket, the blood drying
on her cuff. “Ask me when I've slept.”

“Fair enough. Marchand will want the data triaged before
your friends in government invent reasons to misplace it. Stay
attached to the evidence stream. Don’t let any one service claim
custody alone.”

“You sound as if you’ve met institutions before.”

“Once or twice.” He exhaled. “Helen—good work.”

Praise from Hale always seemed dragged out of him by
machinery, but that made it weigh more. She ended the call and
crossed to where Morton stood watching divers work the waterline
beneath the eastern wall.

“Do you believe he survived?” she asked.

Morton did not answer immediately. “Belief again. We should
cure you of that word.”

“Very well. Do you judge it probable?”

“Unfortunately.” He glanced at her. “Men like him do not
confuse escape with victory, but they do practice it very hard.”

A gurney rattled past carrying Voss under guard, alive

despite his own astonishment. Another followed with Petra, who
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turned her head once towards Helen and gave the smallest visible
shrug—as if to say that betrayal, too, had simply been a matter
of timing. Then she was gone into the ambulance and the doors
shut her from the morning.

The rest of the day passed in fragments of procedure,
caffeine, password extractions, legal cautions, and the grim
administrative ecstasy that seizes serious investigators when
hard evidence at last exceeds rumour. By afternoon Marchand’s
analysts had mirrored the ship’s drives to secure servers in
Paris and Brussels. By evening Naomi’s article had been
translated into three languages, attacked by six columnists,
praised by nine, and denounced by one charitable consortium whose
board included two names Helen had already ringed in red. Nadia,
calling from London, cried once and then apologised for crying,
which made Helen cry in turn out of pure fatigue and irritation.

At dusk she and Morton sat on a seawall facing the open
water beyond the breakwater. The harbour behind them had resumed
its public life, though now with extra cameras. Someone had
handed them paper cups of bitter coffee and a bag of sugared
fritters that neither touched.

“You realise,” Morton said, “that if he is alive, he will
regard today not as defeat but as instruction.”

“So will I.”

He smiled faintly. “That is why I continue to find you
professionally inconvenient.”

For a while they watched ferries go out and pilot boats come

in. The mistral had eased. In the gentler air Helen could smell



GAEL / The Courtesy of Monsters /214

salt, diesel, frying garlic from a restaurant lane, and the hot
electrical tang rising from television lights. Civilization, she
thought, was always most itself at the edge of scandal.

“When this began,” she said, “I thought in terms of one
villain and one hidden city under another. Then I thought in
terms of a network. Now I'm not sure what scale to use.”

“Use the human one,” Morton said. “It is the only scale that
keeps resentment from becoming abstraction.” He tilted his cup
towards the harbour. “A room. A ledger. A woman too sedated to
tell you her name. A clerk who decides obedience is cheaper than
conscience. A minister who signs nothing and benefits from
everything. One proceeds unit by unit.”

Helen let that settle. “And when does it end?”

Morton’s expression turned almost kind. “When people stop
paying to be hidden. So probably not soon.”

That answer should have depressed her. Instead it clarified.
No ending worth the name was waiting intact at the far side of
one arrest. What existed instead were interruptions, exposures,
rescues, records preserved before fire could take them, and the
stubborn accumulation of days in which the machinery failed to
run smoothly. Perhaps that was all justice had ever been—sand in
the elegant gears.

Three weeks later, back in London, the first resignations
began. Not the grand ones. Grand men rarely moved first. These
were deputy directors, foundation trustees, advisory solicitors,
clinical partners, a shipping executive who had mistaken

deniability for invisibility, and a peer’s discreet fixer who
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took ill so suddenly that three newspapers ran near-identical
profiles praising his lifelong devotion to civic moderation.
Marchand sent updates in clipped paragraphs. Hale sent requests.
Naomi sent page proofs and legal anxieties at all hours. Helen
worked through them all from the long newsroom table, where
scandal had become not an event but weather.

Some afternoons she visited Nadia and Harry Carver in
Westminster. Nadia was stronger each week, though strength had
not restored simplicity. Recovery had given her back appetite for
colour and music and argument, but it had also returned memory in
sharper edges. Harry had stopped trying to forgive the whole past
in a single noble gesture and had instead learned the more
difficult discipline of remaining present for one honest day at a
time. Their marriage, Helen thought, no longer resembled
innocence. It resembled work. This made it, in some ways, more
convincing.

One evening near the end of October, Helen left the office
long after dark and found Morton waiting under the awning with no
umbrella and a small waterproof envelope in his hand. Rain
polished Fleet Street to black glass. Cabs sighed through it.

“You have developed unfortunate habits,” she said.
“Appearing unannounced, for example.”

“I am leaving tomorrow,” he said. “Brussels first. Then
perhaps Geneva. There are names on your article that would like
translating into consequences.” He handed her the envelope. *“For

continuity.”



GAEL / The Courtesy of Monsters 216

Inside was a memory card sealed in plastic and, folded once,
a sheet of hotel stationery bearing three handwritten addresses.
Nice. Tangier. Trieste.

Helen looked up. “More houses?”

“Possibly. Possibly old smoke. But men deprived of one
theatre often seek another.” He studied the rain as if appraising
a difficult witness. “I thought you would prefer not to wait for
an invitation.”

The traffic light changed. Red became green. No one moved
with much conviction.

“Will I see you in Geneva?” she asked.

“Almost certainly at an inconvenient hour.”

“That isn’t quite an answer.”

“It is the only kind I trust.”

He stepped back from the awning into rain thin as wire. For
a moment she thought he would say something more personal and was
relieved when he didn’t. Their alliance had never depended on
sentimentality. It had depended on shared appetite of a better
sort: the hunger to keep the hidden world visible long enough for
daylight to do some work.

“Morton,” she said as he turned away.

He paused.

“Thank you.”

He inclined his head. “Miss Brandt—do keep counting houses.”

Then he crossed the street and was absorbed by cabs,

umbrellas, and the city’s talent for reusing silhouettes.
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Helen stood a moment longer beneath the awning with the
memory card warm in her palm. Across London lights burned in
private clubs, ministries, rehab suites, riverside flats,
newsroom windows, police offices, and the small anonymous rooms
where people made arrangements they hoped would never be
described accurately in print. Somewhere beyond all that, whether
in Europe or farther still, a man with one scarred hand might be
building another courtesy, another sanctuary, another instrument
for turning weakness into income. Let him build. Building was
exposure slowed down.

She put the envelope in her bag and stepped into the rain.
Tomorrow there would be more documents, more denials, more
frightened sources, more names to corroborate and routes to map.
There would be fatigue, legal threats, bureaucratic cowardice,
accidental bravery, and the steady difficult labour by which
hidden systems are forced into language. It was not a triumphant
future. It was better. It was one in which the kingdom had lost
the right to remain invisible.

By the time Helen reached Ludgate Circus the rain had
strengthened and the city had become a field of reflections. She
went on through them without hurrying, carrying notes, evidence,
and the stubborn knowledge that monsters were rarely singular and
never final. But neither, she had learned, was resistance. That,
too, reproduced itself—through witness, through record, through
people who had once been afraid and then, by increments, ceased
consenting to the dark.

And because that was true, the work continued.
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