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Chapter One — The Debt
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Days One Through Seven

The letter arrived on a Tuesday.

Maya Voss read it twice at her kitchen table, with her coffee going cold and the morning traffic on the street below going about its indifferent business, and then she read it a third time because the second reading had not produced a different conclusion.

The conclusion was this: her brother Danny had borrowed two hundred and forty thousand pounds from a man named Fenn, had failed to repay it, and had signed a document — which she was now reading — that transferred the debt, in the event of default, to an entity called Moretti Holdings. Moretti Holdings had acquired the debt three days before Danny would have defaulted. The document included a resolution clause. The clause was clear.

She had thirty days to present herself at Hollowmere Manor, in the Scottish borders, to work as a live-in administrative assistant to one Cassian Moretti. The assignment would run ninety days. At its conclusion, the debt would be considered discharged.

She read the clause a fourth time. It said what it said.

She called Danny.

He answered on the fourth ring, which meant he had seen her name and had spent three rings deciding whether to pick up. This was also information.

"May," he said.

"Explain it," she said.

He explained it. The explanation took twenty minutes and contained approximately forty percent of what she would eventually learn was the full story, which was not unusual for Danny's explanations. She asked four questions. He answered three of them. The fourth — who, specifically, was Cassian Moretti — he answered with a silence that was its own answer.

She already knew. She had looked up Moretti Holdings while Danny was still talking. The name that came back was the name behind the name behind the name, but it came back nonetheless, and what it told her was that the organisation was real and the clause was real and the thirty days were real.

She packed two bags.

She left on a Friday.

* * *
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The house appeared through the trees at the end of a long gravel drive, and it was not what she had expected.

She had expected something designed to intimidate — all hard angles and deliberate grandeur, the architecture of a man who wanted the approach to the house to be part of the message. What she found instead was a house that appeared to have been built in stages, by people with different ideas, across a period of several centuries, none of whom had entirely communicated with the others. It had towers at irregular intervals. The south face was Georgian, the east wing Tudor, the north additions something that defied categorisation. The whole was large and sprawling and improbable.

She found, to her considerable annoyance, that she liked it immediately.

The man who met her at the door was not Cassian Moretti. He was large and economical in expression and introduced himself as Drago and carried one of her bags without being asked, which she registered as either courtesy or surveillance and filed under both.

She was shown to a room on the second floor. Lavender-smelling linen, a Victorian inkwell on the writing desk, a window that looked over what might once have been a formal garden and was now a committed wilderness. She stood at the window for a moment and looked at the wilderness and made a note that she was going to catalogue this house from top to bottom and know exactly what she was in the middle of.

She met Cassian Moretti at seven that evening.

He was in the library.

She had come to find the room she would be working in, not to find him. The library presented itself before any other room on the ground floor — floor-to-ceiling books on three walls, two leather chairs with visible repairs, a fire in the grate — and she had stopped in the doorway because the room had a quality she had not expected from anything associated with this situation, which was the quality of a room that had been loved.

He was at the desk in the corner. He looked up when she appeared.

He was not what she had expected either.

He was perhaps forty, or near it. Dark. The right side of his face carried significant scarring, old and settled, the kind that has been part of a face long enough to become a feature rather than a disruption. He looked at her with the focused, assessing attention of a man who was accustomed to looking at situations and determining their contents.

"Miss Voss," he said.

"Mr. Moretti," she said.

They regarded each other for a moment.

"The filing system," he said, "is not a system. It is an archive of good intentions. The office is through the second door on the left. I expect you'll want to see it before dinner."

She had been going to ask for a tour. He had pre-empted it. She revised her assessment of him — upward, slightly, with reservations.

"I would," she said.

The office was exactly as described: an archive of good intentions, every surface occupied by documents in states of partial organisation, the filing cabinet holding things that had been filed and things that had been stored and things that had apparently wandered in from elsewhere and stayed.

She spent the hour before dinner making a preliminary inventory.

When she went down to the kitchen — he had not mentioned a dining room; she would find it eventually — she had the beginning of a list. The list was long. The work was real, which she had not been entirely certain of.

She ate. He was not at the table. She ate alone in the kitchen with the housekeeper Mrs. Holt moving quietly around the range, and she thought about ninety days, which was a finite and manageable number, and she thought about Danny, and she thought about the document and its clause, and she thought: all right. I can do this.

She would be wrong about several things before the ninety days were finished.

She was right about being able to do it.
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Chapter Two — The Concordance
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Days Eight Through Twenty-One

The land dispute was messier than it had first appeared.

Maya spent the second week working through three years of correspondence between Cassian's property solicitors and a firm representing a developer named Gerald Croft who wanted access to a strip of land — no more than forty metres wide — that ran along the eastern boundary of one of the Moretti holdings north of the city. The strip gave access to a road. Without it, Croft's development site was landlocked. With it, Croft stood to make somewhere in the region of twelve million pounds from a housing project that had already secured planning permission and financing.

The legal history was a masterpiece of obstruction by both parties. Reading through it chronologically was like watching two people conduct an argument by post over thirty-seven months, each letter slightly more formally hostile than the last. She sorted the correspondence into eight piles on the floor of the small office — she had run out of desk space on the second day and had requisitioned the floor — and sat cross-legged among them with a notepad and the considered expression of a woman who enjoyed this kind of problem more than was strictly rational.

She found the issue on the ninth morning. A clause in the original conveyance, buried in standard boilerplate on page fourteen of a seventeen-page document from 1987, that gave access rights to the adjacent landowner for agricultural purposes. Croft was not an agricultural landowner. His development company had purchased the adjacent parcel eight months ago specifically to invoke the access rights.

She read it twice to be sure. Then she read the surrounding pages, because good clauses had context and she had learned at Calloway and Pierce that a clause without its context was a weapon without its barrel — the mechanism might be there but the aim could be entirely wrong.

The context confirmed it.

She typed up a memo. She left it on Cassian's desk in the library. She went back to her office and waited to see what happened, which was, she had decided, the most efficient way to understand a person: create a clear and significant piece of work and observe how they respond to it. Some people minimised. Some people took credit. Some people asked questions. The questions were what she was interested in.

He appeared in her office doorway at half past eleven, holding the memo in one hand with the focused attention of someone who had read it rather than skimmed it.

"The 1987 conveyance," he said, without preamble.

"Agricultural access only," she said. "Croft isn't agricultural."

"He'll argue that the restriction is unenforceable on equitable grounds. The access has been used for forty years."

She had been prepared for this. It was the obvious counterargument, the kind that more experienced solicitors would raise immediately. The fact that he'd gone there first told her something. "Equitable grounds require reliance to the detriment of the claiming party. Croft's company didn't exist eight months ago. There's no reliance — they purchased with full knowledge of the restriction."

A pause. He came a step further into the doorway, not quite into the room, and she thought this was also a habit — the threshold, the maintained option of departure, which told her something too. "The previous owner used it," he said.

"The previous owner was an agricultural business. Croft acquired the land knowing its access history." She kept her voice level and precise — not the register of someone who wanted to win an argument, but the register of someone who had prepared one. "I can build the argument. I'd need the full conveyancing chain for the adjacent parcel back to at least 1950, but if that's clean, the case is solid."

"Who represented the previous owner in the purchase?"

She had already looked. She had looked because she had been cataloguing every document she could find, building a picture of the organisation's legal relationships the way she'd been taught to build any complex picture: comprehensively, without assuming in advance what would be relevant. "Calloway and Pierce."

Something shifted in his expression — subtle, almost imperceptible, but she was watching. "That's your firm."

"It was my firm. Past tense."

Another pause, longer. She had the distinct impression he was recalibrating again — re-examining whatever assumption had been operating and finding it needed adjustment. "How long ago?"

"Three weeks."

He looked at her with a sharpness that was not hostile and not warm but was entirely present. "You left to come here."

"I gave notice when Danny told me what was happening," she said, keeping her voice steady. "It seemed unlikely that Calloway and Pierce would welcome an employee whose brother's debt had been purchased by a client of — " she paused, and chose the word deliberately, " — of the sort of organisation yours is."

She had not said that before. Named it directly. The room absorbed it.

"That was a significant sacrifice," he said. He said it without pity, which she appreciated, and without apology, which she also appreciated in a different way.

"Yes," she said. "It was. Which is why ninety days has a real meaning for me, Mr. Moretti, and I would appreciate you letting me do my job well."

She held his gaze. The silence stretched between them for a moment with the specific quality of a silence that is actually a question being asked and a question being asked back.

"Pursue the equitable argument," he said. "The 1987 clause. Draft a letter to Croft's solicitors."

"I'll have it done by this afternoon."

He nodded once and left the doorway. She turned back to her screen and felt the tension in her shoulders slowly release, and recognised the release as the evidence of how tightly she'd been holding herself, and told herself to remember that. Not to forget what the tension meant. Not to let the normalisation of this place make her stop noting when she was afraid.

* * *
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She called Danny on Wednesday evening.

She was sitting on the bed with the window dark beside her and the fire she had finally started to light in the evenings going gold in the grate, and she dialled and listened to his phone ring twice and then his voice, careful in the way his voice got careful when he was trying to sound less worried than he was.

"How is it?" he said, immediately.

"Managed," she said.

"Maya — "

"The house is strange but it's clean. The work is legitimate — I've read everything I can find, and there's nothing in the filing that I'd be unwilling to put my name to. Mrs. Holt is a competent woman who brings biscuits on Tuesdays and performs a very convincing impression of not noticing things she has clearly noticed."

"And — him."

She considered the question. She had been considering it, in various forms, for most of the day. "He's not what I expected."

"Is that good or bad?"

"I genuinely don't know yet." She looked at the old books on the shelf. "It's neither, I think. He's more complicated than either category accounts for."

"Maya." Danny's voice had shifted; this was his other register, the one he used when he stopped performing and started being. "Are you safe?"

"Yes," she said. "I am. I'm not naive about where I am or what I'm doing, but yes. I'm safe." She let that settle. "Are you?"

"Drago checked in on Friday. He was — yeah. He was almost polite about it."

"I'm glad."

"When this is over — "

"When this is over," she said, "you and I are going to have a conversation about decisions. Not a conversation about your decisions, though that will be part of it, but a broader conversation about the category of decisions that treat other people's stability as a resource you're entitled to draw from without their knowledge." She kept her voice even. She had composed this sentence in her head at some point on Tuesday and it had become more precise with every iteration. "I want you to know that conversation is coming so that you have time to prepare yourself for it."

A pause. Danny was quiet with it in the way he got quiet when something had landed precisely. "Right," he said. "Okay."

"Good night, Danny."

"Night, May. I — I'm sorry. I know I keep saying it."

"I know," she said. "It'll mean more after the conversation."

She ended the call and sat in the dark with the fire for a while and let herself feel, without the practical face, the weight of being here. Not the fear — that had settled into something more manageable than fear, more like vigilance, the constant monitoring of the environment that she had practised in various forms her entire adult life. The weight of the specific unfairness of it. She was good at her job. She had spent six years building something at Calloway and Pierce that mattered to her — a reputation for precision and reliability and the kind of discretion that comes from actually caring about confidentiality rather than just understanding its legal requirements. She had been trusted with things that required trust to be given correctly, and she had never abused it, not once, and it was gone now because Danny couldn't walk away from a card table, and she was in a house that smelled of other people's histories, sleeping in a bed with a fireplace she had taken two weeks to light, and there was a man downstairs who was not what she'd expected and she did not entirely know what to do with that.

She let herself feel all of this.

Then she reached for her notebook and made her nightly list — the things she'd accomplished, the things she needed to do tomorrow, the questions still open — and the act of making it, as it always did, converted the weight of the day into something manageable. She had learned this from her mother, oddly: that the written list was not an attempt to control the future but a negotiation with it, an acknowledgment that the future existed and had requirements, which was more comforting than the alternative.

* * *
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On Friday she found the room.

She had been following a corridor on the second floor of the main section — not the sealed east wing, but the central building — looking for a bathroom she'd been told existed near the back staircase. She had taken a wrong turn. She was aware that in a house of this age and this complexity, wrong turns were not always accidental — that buildings sometimes directed you, shaped your passage through them by the placement of light and the angle of corridors and the way a slightly-open door catches the eye differently than a closed one.

The door was slightly open.

It was not locked. She pushed it and found herself in front of something she was not prepared for.

A music room.

Or had been. A grand piano stood at its centre, its lid closed, its surface covered with a fine layer of dust that the light from the corridor caught at a slant and turned momentarily beautiful. Around the walls: music stands, folded and stacked with the neatness of things that have not been moved in a long time but that someone has — once — arranged with intention. A cabinet of sheet music, its glass clouded, the titles visible but faded. Two music stands more elaborate than the rest — concert quality, or so she thought, she didn't actually know much about music stands. A velvet bench beside the piano, faded from dark red to something closer to rust, its surface unmarked by recent use.

The room smelled of old wood and dust and something faintly floral that she couldn't identify — a ghost of scent, something that had been pressed into the fabric of the space and was still slowly releasing itself years after the source was gone.

And on the piano: a framed photograph.

She crossed the room to look at it. She told herself afterward that she had not exactly decided to cross the room, that it had happened between the moment of seeing and the moment of acting, which was not entirely honest but was not entirely dishonest either. She stood in front of the photograph and looked.

A woman, young — late twenties, perhaps — with dark hair and eyes that she recognised immediately. Cassian's eyes, exactly, the same depth, the same attention even in a static image. The woman was standing in the garden in summer — high summer, the apple trees behind her green and full, the light the gold of a late July afternoon or early August — and her expression was caught mid-laugh in the particular way photographs catch expressions that were not meant to be held still, that had been in motion and were surprised into permanence. She was not posed. She was in the middle of something — a conversation, a moment, a life being lived very fully in what turned out to be the last summer before she left.

On her left, a small dark-haired boy of perhaps five or six who was not laughing but looking at something outside the frame with an expression of complete, absorbed attention that Maya recognised immediately.

She set the photograph back exactly as she'd found it. She took a moment to confirm that she had replaced it at exactly the same angle, in exactly the same position, because this felt important.

She returned to the corridor and found the bathroom and did not mention the music room to anyone.

But she thought about it for the rest of the day, and the day after that, and what she thought was this: the woman had planted the apple trees. The photograph proved it — they were young trees in the background, new growth, planted recently, perhaps two years before the photograph was taken. And if the woman was the mother who had left, then she had planted them before she left and they had continued to grow in her absence, which was either the cruelest thing or the most ordinary, depending on whether you believed the future was the sort of thing a person could give as a gift.

And someone — perhaps Cassian, perhaps not Cassian, though she thought she knew — had put her photograph in the room she had presumably loved most and closed the door and left it there.

Not covered it over. Not removed it. Left it, precisely, in a closed room, as though setting something down carefully and stepping back.

She thought about that for a long time. She thought about it while she drafted the Croft letter, and while she made herself tea at midnight, and while she lay in the dark with the fire burning down, listening to the silence of the house settle around her.

* * *
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She started pushing back on the fourteenth day, and was surprised to discover that the pushing back made her feel better rather than worse.

Not because she enjoyed conflict — she didn't, not precisely. She had spent most of her adult life
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