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      "Smile, I.V.! This way!"

      "I.V., over here!"

      "Just one more, Ms. Winters!"

      Camera flashes exploded like artillery fire, each burst searing her retinas despite the designer sunglasses. Ivy Winters—known to her millions of readers as I.V. Winters—maintained her practiced smile as she waved from the steps of the Sydney Opera House. Her hand ached from signing over three hundred books, her jaw tight from hours of forced pleasantries.

      Inside, she was screaming.

      When was the last time she'd felt genuinely herself? Not managed by publicists or her marketing team, but truly safe to be herself without performance, without judgment?

      The teenage Ivy who'd written stories in her bedroom, hopeful and dreamy, had never imagined that success could feel like such a prison.

      "That's enough, everyone," her publicist, Mariah, stepped forward with practiced authority. "Ms. Winters has a flight to catch. Thank you all for coming."

      The lie slid easily from Mariah's lips. There was no flight yet. Just another hotel room, another city, another event tomorrow. The fourteen-city tour for Ivy's latest bestseller, The Midnight Circle, had blurred into one endless promotional nightmare.

      Mariah guided her toward the waiting car, whispering in her ear. "Perfect as always. The latest sales figures just came in—we're tracking thirty percent above projections."

      Ivy nodded, not trusting herself to speak until the car door closed behind them, sealing out the noise and chaos.

      "I need a drink," she said, slumping against the leather seat. "And not one of those ridiculous book-themed cocktails from the reception."

      "There's champagne at the hotel. Marcus wants to celebrate." Mariah was already checking her phone, thumbs flying across the screen. "He's bringing the team from HarperCollins. Oh, and your Instagram post this morning hit two million likes."

      "Fabulous," Ivy muttered, closing her eyes. The post in question—an artfully arranged photo of her morning coffee and the Sydney Harbour—had been staged and shot by Mariah's assistant. Ivy hadn't even been awake.

      Her phone buzzed in her purse. She ignored it.

      It buzzed again. Then again. And again.

      "Who's blowing up your phone?" Mariah asked, still not looking up from her own device.

      Ivy fished out her phone and grimaced. "Dominic."

      "Still? I thought you blocked him."

      "I did. He's using different numbers."

      "Persistent bastard," Mariah said without much sympathy. "At least the press has moved on."

      Ivy wished she could say the same. Images of Dominic—handsome, charming, deceitful Dominic—still haunted her, especially at night when the hotel rooms felt particularly empty. Their breakup three months ago had been splashed across every tabloid and entertainment site in Australia and beyond.

      BESTSELLING AUTHOR DUMPED FOR REALITY TV STAR

      The headline had been humiliating enough. The paparazzi photos of Dominic kissing Eloise Rachels—runner-up on last season's Bachelor Australia—at the very restaurant where he'd taken Ivy for their anniversary dinner the week before, had been infinitely worse.

      "We managed the situation well," Mariah continued, as if reading her thoughts. "Your dignified silence has played beautifully against his very public antics."

      "Yes, very calculated of me," Ivy said dryly.

      The truth was, she hadn't trusted herself to speak publicly about Dominic without falling apart completely. The relationship had been her first attempt at opening up since becoming famous—the first time she'd hoped someone might see past the I.V. Winters facade to the woman underneath. A spectacular failure, as it turned out. Dominic loved her public image, not her private self.

      "Marcus thinks we should leverage the heartbreak for your next book. Add some real emotional depth to your female protagonist."

      Of course he did. Marcus Vale, her literary agent for the past six years, had an uncanny ability to transform every personal tragedy into a marketable asset.

      "We're here," Mariah announced as the car pulled up to the hotel's discreet side entrance.

      Though there shouldn’t be any press here, it was best to be prepared, and Ivy straightened her posture, adjusted her expression, and prepared to become I.V. Winters once more—the brilliant, confident author who’s dark, twisting psychological thrillers had captivated readers worldwide.

      Not Ivy, the thirty-four-year-old woman who was slowly drowning under the weight of her own success.
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      Jordan stared at the blinking cursor on his screen, the paragraph he'd just deleted still echoing in his mind. Three hours of work, gone with a keystroke.

      His stomach growled, reminding him that he'd forgotten to eat again.

      The room around him had darkened as afternoon slipped into evening, but he hadn't bothered to turn on a lamp. The blue glow of his laptop seemed appropriate for the post-apocalyptic landscape he was trying—and failing—to perfect.

      His inbox was open behind it, listing five rejections from literary agents he'd queried last month. The latest one at least offered feedback instead of a form letter:

      While your concept is intriguing, the execution remains deliberately opaque. The manuscript shows considerable talent but lacks the emotional resonance that would make it marketable in today's publishing landscape. We wish you the best in finding representation elsewhere.

      Jordan reached for his coffee, found it cold, and drank it anyway. Five years he'd been working on this novel. Five years of early mornings and late nights, of declining social invitations and placing strain on his relationships. The book club members had seen snippets of every iteration, offering their usual mix of praise, criticism, and (loving) mockery, but none of them understood what he was trying to achieve.

      None except Clara.

      The thought of her sent a wave of grief through his chest, surprising him with its intensity. Six months since she'd passed, and he still caught himself mentally composing things to tell her. He'd stop by the beach and think, Clara would love this light today, or read a passage in a book and instinctively mark it to share with her. The book club still felt hollow without her presence. Mini tried her best to fill the void with her boundless enthusiasm, but it wasn't the same as Clara's quiet wisdom and perfectly timed insights.

      Jordan stood and stretched; his back cracking after hours hunched over his laptop. He walked to the window and pushed it further open, letting in more of the salt-tinged evening air. A family was packing up their beach day on the shore below, a father helping his small daughter shake sand from her towel while she giggled. Jordan smiled at the sound. But then he frowned.

      When was the last time he'd shared such easy joy with anyone? His relationships had always floundered on the rocks of his literary ambitions—girlfriends who'd grown tired of competing with fictional characters for his attention, friends who'd stopped inviting him to gatherings they knew he'd skip anyway. Even his family saw his writing as an indulgence rather than a calling. Only Clara had understood that stories weren't just his work—they were his oxygen.

      He returned to his desk and scrolled through his emails, skipping past the rejections to find the message from the developmental editor he'd hired with money he'd been saving for roof repairs:

      Your revisions are moving in the right direction, but I still think the work needs significant restructuring to appeal to publishers. The post-apocalyptic market is saturated, which means your literary approach needs to offer something truly distinctive while still providing readers an accessible entry point. I've attached detailed notes on chapters 15-24.

      He closed the email without opening the attachment. He'd read it later, when he could approach it with fresh eyes. Instead, he opened the document containing his submission plan and made a few adjustments.

      The success of Clara's posthumously published memoir had inspired him. Ana had somehow managed to coordinate the publication of Clara's fragmentary writings into a cohesive, well-received book. Maybe there was a different path forward for his novel too. Self-publishing was increasingly looking like his best option, though the thought of joining the masses of self-published authors made him wince a little. He wanted the book tours and signings and interviews, discussing his work in front of an audience who'd truly connected with it. Even more than the credibility that a deal with a publishing house offered (that stamp of authority saying: Good writing resides here), he wanted someone to read his work and think: This person sees the world the way I do. This person understands something essential about being human. He'd never found that reader—that connection where understanding flowed both ways.

      His phone buzzed, interrupting his thoughts. A text from his father:

      Need to talk to you about something important. Can you meet tomorrow at 4pm? I'll come to yours.

      Jordan frowned. His father wasn't one for ‘important talks’. In the past, those conversations had usually been his mother's domain, particularly the ones about ‘getting a real job’ and ‘practical considerations’. His father had eventually come around to his writing, even if he didn't quite understand it.

      He was about to type a reply when his phone rang. The developmental editor.

      "Jacqueline," he answered, moving to the small kitchen to fill a glass of water.

      "Jordan. Tell me you're considering those revisions I suggested." She didn't bother with pleasantries. After working together for a (laborious) month, they were well past that.

      "I'm working on it." He took a sip of water, looking at the dishes he'd been meaning to wash all day.

      "The agents aren't saying the book isn't good," Jacqueline continued. "They're saying it's not accessible. There's a difference."

      "Accessible is code for commercial." He leaned against the counter. "I understand the marketplace realities, but I don't want to lose what makes the story unique. I’d rather publish something I’m proud of, and not have any sales, than publish something I think is mediocre at best.”

      Jacqueline sighed. He could picture her at her desk in Sydney, pinching the bridge of her nose the way she did during their video calls.

      "Jordan, I get that you're trying to create something meaningful. But your readers need a way in. You're really so afraid of being ordinary that you'd really rather be unread than risk someone finding your work too straightforward? Besides," Jacqueline continued, her voice softening, "wouldn't it be nice to eventually quit bagging groceries and actually make a living from writing? To have the time to write even more books?"

      "The supermarket isn't so bad," Jordan said, though they both knew he was lying. Three shifts a week of mind-numbing tedium, made worse by his mother's friends who always asked how the ‘little book’ was coming along, as though writing was his hobby rather than his vocation.

      "Of course not. But you want more than that, Jordan. I know you do. Ana managed to get Clara's memoir published without compromising its artistic integrity. It’s possible. It really is."

      Jordan glanced across the room at his bookshelf, where Clara's memoir was prominently displayed. A Life Seen by the Sea had received positive reviews, selling well beyond the Warinyah Bay residents who knew her. Ana had apparently outsourced someone to run ads, and sales kept trickling in. They weren’t going to buy anyone a house, but they were paying some bills.

      "Clara had a compelling life story. Real experiences that resonated with people."

      "And you don't have real experiences to draw from?" Jacqueline challenged. "The way you write about isolation, about language as identity? That comes from somewhere authentic, Jordan. If you'd let some of that vulnerability breathe on the page instead of keeping readers at arm's length..."

      After they hung up—Jacqueline awkwardly reminding him her last invoice was overdue—Jordan returned to his manuscript. The protagonist—a linguist preserving language in a world where words were literally disappearing—stood at the edge of a ruined city, contemplating whether knowledge was worth saving if no one was left to share it with.

      He'd thought the metaphor elegant, but according to Jacqueline's notes, it was delivered in a way that was ‘difficult to connect with emotionally.’

      Jordan began to type, then deleted the sentence. Typed again, deleted again. With a frustrated sigh, he got up and put the kettle on. Maybe fresh tea would help. As the water boiled, he noticed the small potted succulent on his windowsill—a gift from Mini after Clara's funeral—was dropping leaves. He'd forgotten to water it, again.

      "Sorry, little guy," he murmured, giving it a generous splash from his water glass. "I'm not very good at taking care of things these days."

      His phone buzzed with another text from his father: Please confirm you’ll be there. Important.

      Jordan typed a quick I'll be here back and set his phone aside. Whatever his father wanted to discuss, it was a welcome distraction from the void of his creative process. His father wasn't one for drama, so it had to be legitimate.

      The kettle whistled, and Jordan prepared his tea, adding honey the way Clara had always done when they worked together, ‘to help creative thinking’. He smiled at the memory.

      Outside, the ocean whispered against the shore of Warinyah Bay, the sound drifting through his open windows along with the salt air. Jordan had inherited his small cottage from his grandparents five years ago. They’d bought it as an investment, but had rarely rented it out, usually leaving it for friends and family to stay in when they visited. His mother had barely concealed her disapproval when her father—just months after her mother passed—left it to Jordan specifically, with a letter expressing both of their belief in his ‘artistic pursuits’.

      Jordan’s parents, of course, had inherited their main house, up near Clara’s.

      Ana’s now.

      Jordan sighed, and looked around at the worn furniture, the water stain on the ceiling that had grown during last month's rain, the pile of books that kept multiplying despite his limited budget. The place needed work he couldn't afford, but it was his sanctuary. Every creaky floorboard and weathered window frame told a story, much like the town itself.

      Not that he would ever admit financial struggle to his parents. He would not admit defeat about his career choices to them, ever. Even if his mother didn’t say the words, the ‘I told you so’ would be all over her face. She'd been sceptical enough when he'd turned down a teaching position to focus on his novel. Never mind that it would have required moving a couple of hours away and finding a new house.

      He usually found reasons to always visit them, so they wouldn’t see how much disrepair the cottage had fallen into. But he felt so deflated by the idea of revisions that he couldn’t be bothered heading his father off and arranging to meet somewhere else.

      He closed his laptop with a decisive snap. Tomorrow he would meet his father, deal with whatever family matter required attention, then return to the intractable problem of his manuscript. He had dedicated too many years to it to give up now.

      Jordan reached for a book on his nightstand—a dog-eared copy of McCarthy's The Road that Clara had given him for his thirtieth birthday. Inside the front cover, she'd written: For Jordan, who understands that the darkest stories can contain the most light. With love and admiration, Clara.

      He ran his fingers over the inscription, tracing the elegant loops of her handwriting. Clara had believed in his writing from the beginning, even when it was at its most experimental. She'd seen something in him that others missed, had encouraged him when he was just an angry teenager with a notebook full of half-formed ideas.

      He missed her enthusiasm and encouragement.

      "I just want to get this right," he said quietly, as if she might hear him. "To make something that matters."

      He imagined her response—not coddling him, but challenging him the way she always had. Then stop hiding behind cleverness and write something true.

      The thought surprises him.

      That is exactly what Clara would say.

      And he would have grouched and grumped at her, but he would have gone away and put her advice to good use.

      Tonight, though, he doesn’t even know what ‘something true’ is.

      And cleverness is where he always hides when things get tough.
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      Jordan was halfway through a new paragraph the following day, when he heard his father's car pull up outside the cottage. He glanced at the clock—3:59 p.m. Punctual as always. He'd almost forgotten about their meeting, lost in his manuscript revisions.

      He saved his work before closing the laptop, actually a little disappointed he couldn’t continue, despite yesterday’s longing for distractions. Thinking about Clara had actually helped, eventually.

      His father knocked, three precise raps. Jordan opened the door to find Ed standing awkwardly on the porch, a manila folder clutched in one hand.

      "Come in," Jordan said, stepping aside. "Want coffee?"

      Ed shook his head. "No. Thanks."

      Jordan led him into the tiny living room, gesturing vaguely toward the worn sofa while he took the armchair opposite. The water stain on the ceiling looked especially dark, and Jordan noticed his father's eyes track upward to it.

      "I've got someone coming to look at that," Jordan lied.

      Ed nodded, not calling him on it. He seemed distracted, unusually tense. The folder sat on his lap, his fingers tapping against it rhythmically.

      "So?" Jordan prompted. "What's this important thing?"

      Ed looked around the cottage, taking in the bookshelves that lined every available wall space, the stack of literary magazines on the coffee table, the framed photo of a much younger Jordan with Clara at one of the book club's annual Christmas parties.

      "I should have told you years ago," Ed said, his voice rough. “Both of you. But at first it seemed—well, it doesn't matter how it seemed. You have a right to know."

      "Know what?" Jordan was intrigued. This was very, very unlike Ed.

      Ed placed the folder on the coffee table between them and opened it, revealing a small stack of photographs and documents.

      "Ana was looking into it. I told her the truth. She would have found it herself, eventually. But now that she knows…well, she wants you to know. And your mother.”

      Jordan waited, confused.

      "Clara was Mary's biological mother."

      Jordan stared at his father, not comprehending.

      "What?"

      "Your mother was adopted, Jordan. Clara gave her up for adoption in 1959. Mary was raised by the Hargraves’—your grandparents. But Clara was her birth mother."

      Jordan kept staring at Ed, wondering if this was some bizarre joke.

      "That's impossible," he said finally.

      "It's true." Ed sighed, shifting uncomfortably. “I noticed…things. Just how Clara watched Mary, I suppose. How many photos she took. She was close to so many people in town, but there was something about how avidly she attended to Mary. How she’d bring us casseroles if Mary was sick, even though Mary wanted nothing to do with her, especially after you started spending time with her. It was…weird. Mary is not a creative person, as you know. And you know how she felt about writing as a career. So, she wasn’t open to Clara’s gestures. But Clara persisted. Year in, year out. And one year…I can’t remember how it happened. I found Clara looking at a scrap book. And all the photos were of Mary. She looked so guilty when she saw me looking.”

      "Wait." Jordan shook his head, his mind struggling to catch up. "Mum knew about this? That Clara was her biological mother?"

      Ed hesitated. "Not until last night."

      "Last night?" Jordan stared at his father. He was struggling to form words.

      Ed, on the other hand, was uncharacteristically full of them.

      "Ana persuaded me it was time for the truth to come out. She felt the secret had done enough damage." Ed looked stressed and exhausted. And kind of resigned. "I agreed with her. And also, once a few people know a secret…Well, I felt it was better that you heard it from me.”

      “Okay. I want to hear about how Mum took it. But first, how did seeing a scrapbook tell you anything?”

      Ed shifted in his seat, clearly uncomfortable with the memory. "It wasn't just the scrapbook. It was her reaction when she saw me—guilt, panic. And then a few days later I asked to meet with her. And when I came by, I found her crying on her porch. I sat with her, and...she told me everything."

      "Just like that?" Jordan frowned. "After keeping it secret for decades?"

      "Not exactly 'just like that.'" Ed's voice softened. "She'd been carrying this burden alone for so long. I think she was relieved to finally tell someone. She swore me to secrecy—made me promise I'd never tell Mary or you or Mary’s parents.” He looked down at his hands. "She said she didn't want to disrupt Mary's life or her relationship with her parents. Clara didn't want to complicate that with her presence."

      Jordan leaned forward. "But she was already in our lives. The book club, my writing..."

      "That was her compromise, I suppose. Being near you both without revealing the truth." Ed looked up at Jordan. "She loved you, Jordan. Genuinely. I could see it. Not just because you were her grandson, but because of who you are."

      Jordan shook his head, trying to process it all. "So you've known this whole time? All those years I spent with Clara, and you never said anything?"

      "I've wrestled with it," Ed admitted. "But I'd made a promise. And it wasn't my secret to tell. It’s a small town. These things can hurt people, hurt communities.”

      "Then why now? What changed?"

      "Ana." Ed sighed. "She was finding pieces of the puzzle. She knew Clara gave a baby girl up for adoption in 1959. She was asking around, wanting to find her—“ Ed stopped abruptly, staring at Jordan, looking alarmed. But he gathered himself and went on: “And then…that day you needed to keep her away from her house to do the big clean…well. That was how I kept her away.”

      “You told her?” Jordan’s voice was incredulous. “You haven’t told me or Mum for twenty years but you told Ana?”

      “She was going to figure it out eventually, and I thought it was better coming from me."

      Jordan stared at his father, a realisation dawning. "Mum doesn't know you're telling me this, does she?"

      Ed's expression confirmed it. "I told her last night that I thought you should know. That you had a right to the truth. That we should end all the secrets. She...didn't agree."

      The weight of that statement hung in the air. Jordan's mind raced with implications.

      "How did she take it? When you told her about Clara?"

      "It was...difficult." Ed looked away, toward the window. "At first, she didn't believe me. Then came anger—at me for keeping it from her, at Clara for...everything. She felt betrayed. Manipulated."

      "And her parents?"

      "That's been the hardest part for her. That they never told her she was adopted. That everyone around her was keeping this secret. She thought at some point they should have told her. There are medical implications, aside from emotional ones.” Ed ran a hand over his face. "She isn’t in a good place.”

      Jordan tried to imagine his mother—practical, no-nonsense Mary—confronting such an emotional revelation. She'd always been reserved, controlled, especially when it came to difficult feelings.

      "Where is she now?"

      "At home. She didn't want to see anyone today. Said she needed to think." Ed's voice cracked slightly. "She's angry with me. Especially because you spent so much time with Clara. While she dismissed her…” Ed trailed off. Jordan knew how his mother felt about writing and Clara’s book club. Ed didn’t need to elaborate on the complexity there.

      Silence stretched between them.

      “There’s something else,” Ed said. He looked almost frightened.

      Jordan remained silent.

      “Ana…she was so invested in finding Mary because...the father of the baby…of Mum…was Ana’s father. So Ana is actually…your aunt.”

      “Oh my god.” Jordan’s voice was laced with anger.

      “I didn’t know that part until this month,” Ed said hurriedly. “That was part of what Ana had found. She wasn’t just looking for a cousin, but a sibling.”

      Jordan’s head was spinning. He felt slightly sick, as all this information started to sink in.

      “A Life Seen by the Sea…it’s about Mum?”

      Ed nodded slowly, watching Jordan closely. He looked incredibly sad.

      "I need you to leave," Jordan said finally. "I need to think."

      Ed nodded, standing. "Jordan, this doesn't change who you are. You’re exactly the same person as you were before.”

      But Jordan wasn’t so sure.

      Twenty years of book club evenings rearranged themselves in his memory, taking on new meanings, new shadings.

      Was that why Clara took such an interest in his writing? Not because she saw his talent, but because he was family? Because she wanted to get to know her grandson?

      Ed watched his son carefully, and something must have shown on Jordan’s face, or else Ed had already thought these thoughts, because he said, gently: "The book club existed long before you were born. Clara started it when she first came to Warinyah Bay. Even before Nan and Paps moved here with Mary. Her passion for literature, for nurturing writers and encouraging talent—that was real."

      Jordan laughed bitterly. "How would you know? You've never even read my work. You thought my writing was a waste of time. 'Get a real job,' that's what you always said."

      Ed had the grace to look ashamed. "I was wrong. I didn't understand—still don't, really. But you know I support you now, don’t you?”

      Jordan stood, agitated, not even really hearing Ed. "Everything I believed about my writing—about Clara's support—it might all have been a lie. Familial obligation rather than literary merit."

      “Mary’s folks believed in your writing too," Ed said softly. "That's why they left you this cottage. They always said you’d be published one day, and they wanted to be around to see it happen. Lots of people believe in you, Jordan. Not just Clara.”

      Jordan remained silent, but inside, something fierce sparked to life. He would prove them all right—not because they were family, not out of obligation or pity, but because his work deserved to be recognised on its own merits. Clara's faith would be vindicated by talent, not blood.

      He barely noticed Ed making his way to the door. He was staring vacantly out the window, his thoughts swirling.

      "Your mother's going to need time," Ed said at the door. "This is a lot for her to process. Finding out she had another mother, one who was part of the community her whole life without her knowing…that she never got to know.” He shook his head. “It’s a lot, for both of you. If you need to talk more, I'm here."

      After the door closed behind his father, Jordan remained perfectly still, the silence of the cottage pressing in around him. Outside, the late afternoon sun cast long shadows across his small yard. Beyond that, the waves continued their eternal rhythm against the shore.

      What would he have done in Clara’s position? If he'd discovered a grandchild, would he have used any pretext to be near them?

      The thought made his whole body tense.

      What if everything—his entire identity as a writer—was built on nothing more than a grandmother's love?

      His phone buzzed with a text from Jacqueline: "Review those notes? I think we're close to something publishers will respond to."

      Jordan set the phone down, his jaw tightening. No. He refused to accept that his work had no merit beyond family connection. He needed to prove his talent stood on its own—that Clara's encouragement had been genuinely deserved.

      That meant making his novel unimpeachable. No more concessions to accessibility or commercial appeal. His vision, pure and uncompromising. Something that would force even the most sceptical critic to acknowledge his talent.

      Still, without conscious thought, he moved to his bookshelf and pulled out a thriller he'd hidden behind his collection of McCarthy and DeLillo.

      He'd never admit it to anyone in the book club, especially not after his frequent diatribes about literary merit versus commercial appeal, but he occasionally indulged in psychological thrillers, when the buzz around them was such that he simply couldn’t ignore it. This particular one had kept him up for two nights straight.

      Jordan ran his fingers over the glossy cover, studying the author photo on the back. The writer gazed confidently at the camera, a tasteful Sydney skyline behind them. Polished, poised, completely in control. He frowned, comparing his cluttered, water-stained cottage to what he imagined was their life: sleek penthouse apartment, equally sleek life. Waking up refreshed in expensive sheets, probably with some equally successful partner bringing them coffee in bed. They'd sit at pristine desks with harbour views, words flowing effortlessly for exactly four hours, before meeting their agent for lunch at exclusive, over-priced restaurants.

      No rejections for bestselling commercial fiction authors. No struggling to pay bills between shifts at the supermarket. No wrestling with every sentence, deleting more than they kept.

      And now I find out even Clara's interest in my writing was just...what? Familial obligation? Jordan tossed the book onto his couch. He stared at it for a moment, then picked it back up and tossed it in the bin.

      Real talent doesn't need family connections.

      Real talent gets recognised.

      Those commercial authors probably never doubted themselves, never spent weeks staring at a blinking cursor. They probably never had to compromise their artistic vision either—when you sold millions of copies, publishers presumably let you write whatever you wanted.

      He moved to his desk and stared at his laptop. If Clara's support hadn't been genuine literary appreciation but merely a grandmother's love, then who was he kidding? Maybe he should just give Jacqueline what she wanted—something more accessible, more commercial.

      He opened the laptop. The revisions he'd been making now seemed timid, insufficiently ambitious. He highlighted all the text he'd written that afternoon and pressed delete.

      He would start again. Make it more complex, more challenging. If his talent was real—if Clara had been honest with him all along—then the work would stand on its own merits.

      And if it didn't?

      Well, at least he would know the truth.
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      “But that's the beauty of it!" Marcus exclaimed, waving his champagne flute extravagantly, and somewhat dangerously, Ivy thought, given how full it was with expensive champagne.

      Champagne bought with my damn royalties, she couldn’t help but think, crossly.

      "We position The Forgotten Room as your most personal work yet. The protagonist—damaged by betrayal, questioning her own judgment—follows a dark path to reclaim her power."

      Ivy sat stiffly on the hotel suite's sofa, surrounded by publishing executives whose names she'd already forgotten. She’d just completed her final signing for the tour, and her third glass of champagne had done nothing to dull the anxiety thrumming through her veins.

      "I haven't even started writing it yet," she reminded him.

      "The outline you sent was brilliant," Marcus continued, undeterred. "We just need to amp up the emotional stakes. After what you've been through with Dominic⁠—"

      "I'd rather not use my personal life as marketing fodder," Ivy cut in, her voice sharper than intended.

      A momentary silence fell over the room.

      I.V. Winters was usually accommodating, not snappy.

      "Of course, of course," Marcus backpedalled smoothly. "Just thinking aloud. The most important thing is that you deliver another knockout. The kind of psychological suspense only I.V. Winters can create. The buzz for it is surpassing anything we’ve seen before for a book that’s not even started yet. Just the hint of it is sending fans into a frenzy, and they’ve barely had a chance to recover from The Midnight Circle."

      Beth Franklin, her editor at HarperCollins, leaned forward. "Speaking of which, are we still on track for the September deadline?"

      Six pairs of eyes turned to Ivy expectantly.

      "Absolutely," she lied, ignoring the cold knot of panic in her stomach. The truth was, she hadn't written a word in weeks. Her usual discipline of two thousand words a day, rain, hail or shine—or book tour, even—had abandoned her entirely after the breakup.

      "Excellent," Beth said, not bothering to hide her relief. "We've already locked in the cover shoot for late August, and marketing wants to really exploit this natural buzz to try to extend your reach even further."

      "We're thinking of a more atmospheric direction for this one," another executive chimed in. "Moodier, more introspective. To match the deeper themes."

      Ivy nodded mechanically, wondering if any of them had actually read her outline or if they were just slotting her next book into their predetermined marketing strategy. Not that it mattered. The outline she'd sent—dashed off in a desperate all-nighter the day before it was due—felt hollow even to her. But they’d approved it.

      "And we'll need you for a special event in New York in September," Mariah added. "Exclusive reading for your superfans. We're thinking of live-streaming it globally."

      Ivy's heart sank. Another performance. Another room full of strangers who thought they knew her because they'd read her books.

      "Excuse me," she murmured, rising abruptly. "I need some air."

      No one tried to stop her as she walked to the suite's balcony and stepped outside, sliding the glass door shut behind her. Thirty floors below, Sydney glittered in the darkness, indifferent to her and her personal and professional crises.

      She gulped the night air, trying to slow her racing heart. When had this happened? When had her dream—writing stories that thrilled and moved people—transformed into a gilded cage?

      Five books in six years. Each one a bestseller. Each one pushing her further into the spotlight, further away from the quiet, introspective life that had nurtured her creativity in the first place.

      And now they wanted a sixth. A ‘deeper, more personal’ book she wasn't sure she could write. Not in her current state. Not with the well of her imagination running dry.

      Behind her, she didn’t even have to look to imagine them through the glass—laughing, planning, building the machine that would market and sell a book that didn't yet exist. A book she was increasingly afraid would never exist.

      Her phone vibrated in her pocket. Another text from a new number:

      I miss you. We need to talk. Please, Ivy. D

      It buzzed again: a social media alert. Someone had tagged I.V. Winters in a post: a photo of her from earlier that day, signing books at a packed bookstore. The fan had written a gushing caption: I.V. Winters is exactly how I imagined—poised, brilliant, sophisticated! Living the writer's dream life! #BookGoals #WriterGoals

      Ivy stared at the image of herself. The woman in the photo was immaculate—designer outfit carefully selected by her stylist, hair and makeup professionally done, signature smile perfectly calibrated to appear both approachable and mysterious.

      A complete stranger.

      She zoomed in on her eyes in the photo. Could anyone see the exhaustion there? The emptiness? The desperate wish to be anywhere but there?

      The real Ivy—the one who used to write because she had something to say, not because she had deadlines to meet—felt like a character from someone else's story. When had she stopped writing from her heart and started writing from a marketing brief?

      Behind her, Marcus was gesturing animatedly, no doubt spinning even grander marketing plans than usual for a book she didn’t even want to write. Beth was nodding enthusiastically, while Mariah tapped notes into her tablet.

      Ivy's finger hovered over the comment button on the photo of her. For one wild moment, she imagined typing: That woman is a fiction. The real Ivy hasn't written a word in weeks. She cries in hotel bathrooms between events. She has no idea who she is anymore.

      Her hand trembled slightly as she closed the app.

      She'd learned to perform I.V. Winters so convincingly that even she sometimes forgot where that persona ended and the real Ivy began.

      When she started writing, saw the meteoric success, she had no idea how hard it would be to maintain that facade so regularly.

      What would it be like, she wondered, to meet someone who had no idea who I.V. Winters was? Someone who would see just Ivy—messy, uncertain, struggling Ivy—without all the expectations and projections? Someone who might value her thoughts over her sales figures, her authenticity over her brand?

      The fantasy felt impossible and necessary in equal measure.

      And something inside her snapped.

      She couldn't do this anymore. Not the book tour. Not the empty hotel rooms. Not the pressure to excavate her still-raw pain for commercial gain. Not Dominic's manipulative texts. Not any of it.

      She needed space. Solitude. A place to hide and heal and maybe, just maybe, rediscover the voice that had once flowed so naturally.

      An idea took root—impulsive, reckless, absolutely essential.

      She would disappear.

      Not forever, but long enough. She had money. She had completed her tour. She had months before the manuscript was truly due.

      What she didn't have was a life.

      Ivy stepped back inside, her decision made. She would sit through the rest of this celebration, smile and nod in all the right places.

      And tomorrow, while they all expected her to be resting before her flight to Melbourne, she would vanish.
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      Jordan hadn't left his cottage in three days.

      His refrigerator contained half a jar of olives, something that might once have been cheese, and a carton of milk. Not that it mattered—his appetite had vanished along with his ability to sleep. The only sustenance he needed was coffee, which he brewed strong enough to strip paint, cup after cup fuelling his manic productivity.

      He sat at his desk now, the laptop's blue glow illuminating his unshaven face in the pre-dawn darkness. Six empty mugs formed a half-circle around him. The kitchen sink was full of their predecessors.

      "This is good," he muttered to himself, rereading the paragraph he'd just written. "This is objectively good."

      He'd rewritten the opening of his manuscript seventeen times since Ed's revelation. Each iteration grew more intricate, more layered with metaphor and structural complexity. What had once been a relatively straightforward post-apocalyptic narrative—albeit with literary aspirations—was transforming into something almost deliberately impenetrable.

      His email notification pinged. Jacqueline again.

      Jordan, I'm concerned about your lack of response. Your revisions were due yesterday. If you need more time, please let me know so I can rework my schedule.

      Irritated, he typed out a one-line response—I need another week. Then felt bad, because they had agreed on timelines for submissions, and he knew he was messing with her schedule, which wasn’t fair. But he couldn’t even bring himself to acknowledge that in his reply. He needed to focus on his manuscript and avoid thinking about everything else.

      Especially things that made him feel bad.

      The light outside had shifted barely perceptibly from black to deep blue. But Jordan had lost all track of time anyway. He’d spent another sleepless night questioning everything he thought he knew about himself, his writing, and his place in this town.

      His phone buzzed from somewhere beneath a stack of books. He ignored it. Who would text at 6 a.m?

      It buzzed again. And again. He realised his sleep mode must have switched off at six, and dug it out with a frustrated sigh.

      Eight missed calls from Ana. Three from his father. Twelve text messages.

      The latest from Ana: Jordan, please respond. We're worried about you. The book club isn't the same without you.

      He snorted. The book club. The sacred Aspiring Authors Book Club, Clara's pride and joy. All those years he'd cherished his special status, her chosen protégé, the youngest member and the one Clara spent the most time with.

      Was any of it real?

      He set his phone down without responding and turned back to his manuscript, but the words blurred before his eyes. Exhaustion was finally catching up to him, and he stood up wearily and walked to the window. The first hints of dawn streaked the faintest peach along the horizon. A lone figure walked along the shoreline—one of the local fishermen, probably headed to his favourite spot on the rocks at the end of the bay.

      Jordan watched
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