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The Dedication Page




Lily Beaumont had chosen the cream silk dress herself.

At thirty-six, Lily had finally learned that choosing a dress could feel like choosing a life.

That should not have felt like war.

It should have been a small thing. A normal thing. A woman standing in her bedroom, pulling one dress from a rail, holding it against her body, asking herself if she liked it.

But for nine years, liking something had not been enough.

Sebastian had always had a better eye.

That was what he called it.

A better eye for dresses. A better ear for words. A better sense of which friends were useful, which charities were serious, which shoes made her look elegant instead of trying too hard. He never dragged clothes from her hands. He never shouted from the doorway. He only looked at her with that calm, patient face and said, “Are you sure, Lily?”

And somehow, after that, she was never sure.

Tonight, she was sure.

The cream dress was simple. Soft at the neck. Long at the wrist. It did not beg for attention. It did not hide her either. It rested on her body like peace.

Her shoes were gold. Not because Sebastian would have liked them. Not because they matched some old rule from the world he had built around her. She chose them because she saw them in the shop window and smiled before she remembered to ask permission from a man who was no longer there.

Her lipstick was red.

That was the part that made Gemma Lockwood pause when she entered the small dressing room at the back of the Kensington townhouse.

Gemma stopped near the door, one hand still on the brass handle. Her dark blue suit was sharp enough to cut glass. Her hair was pulled back so tight it made her cheekbones look dangerous.

“Well,” Gemma said. “There she is.”

Lily turned from the mirror. “Is it too much?”

Gemma’s eyes narrowed.

Lily hated herself for asking. The words had left her mouth before she could catch them.

Too much.

Too bright.

Too bold.

Too loud.

Too emotional.

Too sensitive.

Too Lily.

Gemma crossed the room and took both of Lily’s hands. “No. It is not too much. It is your mouth. You may paint it any color you please.”

Lily let out a small laugh. It shook on the way out.

“I know that.”

“No, darling.” Gemma squeezed her hands. “You are learning that.”

Outside the dressing room, the launch had already begun. Lily could hear low voices through the wall. Polite laughter. Glasses touching. Camera shutters. The soft music Bell & Flint Press had chosen because it sounded rich but not too happy.

The townhouse was old, pale, and beautiful, sitting on a quiet Kensington street where even the trees looked expensive. Bell & Flint used it for private launches, award dinners, and parties where people pretended they had come for books when they had really come for secrets.

Tonight, they had come for Lily’s.

Her memoir stood in neat piles on every table.

The Quiet Room.

By L. Beaumont.

Not Lily Mercer.

Never again Lily Mercer.

She walked to the nearest table and touched the cover with two fingers. It was white, with one small gold key printed at the center. Clean. Quiet. Almost innocent.

Nothing inside it was innocent.

Gemma watched her. “You do not have to read the dinner scene.”

Lily’s fingers went still on the book.

“Yes, I do.”

“You could read the opening. Or the chapter about leaving New York. That one is strong.”

Lily looked down at the cover. “They came for the part that hurts.”

“They came for scandal.”

“Then I will give them truth instead.”

Gemma’s mouth softened, but her eyes stayed sharp. “And if he sends a letter tonight?”

Lily lifted her gaze.

They both knew who he was.

Neither of them said his name yet.

“If his lawyers send one threat,” Gemma said, “one demand, one soft little note wrapped in expensive language, I release the final chapter.”

“No.”

“Lily.”

“No.” Lily stepped back from the table. “That chapter is not for them.”

“It may need to be.”

“It is not for them,” Lily said again, but her voice was lower now.

Gemma studied her for a long moment. “It is addressed to him.”

Lily’s throat tightened.

“Yes.”

“And he knows there is something missing.”

“He knows many things.”

“No,” Gemma said. “He knows less than he thinks.”

That almost made Lily smile.

For a moment, she saw Sebastian as he used to stand at the head of a dining table in New York. Black suit. Clean hands. Calm smile. He never had to raise his voice. The room always gave him silence before he asked for it.

He had made silence look like power.

Lily had lived inside that silence until she could no longer hear herself think.

A knock came at the door.

Harriet Lyle, Lily’s editor, leaned in. She wore green velvet and the worried face of a woman who wanted a launch to be both safe and unforgettable.

“They are ready for you,” Harriet said. “The room is full.”

Gemma murmured, “Of course it is.”

Harriet gave Lily a careful smile. “You look beautiful.”

Lily waited for the old voice in her head.

Beautiful, but the lipstick is a little bold.

Beautiful, but do not speak too fast.

Beautiful, but do not make this ugly.

Beautiful, but remember whose wife you are.

The voice came.

Then it passed.

Lily picked up one copy of The Quiet Room and held it against her chest.

“I am ready.”

The room turned when she entered.

It did not happen all at once. It moved in small waves. First the guests near the door. Then the journalists by the windows. Then the women holding champagne near the fireplace. Then the older men in dark suits who had come with careful faces, ready to judge a story they had not survived.

Phones lifted.

A camera flashed.

Someone whispered, “That is her.”

Another voice said, “She looks much smaller in person.”

Lily heard it.

For once, she did not shrink.

Gemma walked a few steps behind her. Not too close. Not leading. Not guarding in a way that made Lily look weak. Just there. A blade in human form.

Harriet moved to the small podium near the front of the room. Behind it, on a white wall, the book cover had been projected in gold and shadow.

The Quiet Room.

Lily stared at the title.

For years, every room had been quiet because Sebastian wanted it that way.

Tonight, the quiet belonged to her.

Harriet tapped the microphone. “Good evening, everyone. Thank you for coming to Bell & Flint’s private launch of The Quiet Room, by L. Beaumont.”

Soft clapping filled the room.

Lily felt each clap like a hand against her skin.

Harriet spoke about courage. About voice. About the women who would find themselves in the book. Lily heard only pieces. Her eyes moved over the room.

Journalists in the second row.

Two literary critics by the mantel.

A famous actress near the tall window, face serious, book held to her chest.

Three women Lily knew from old New York charity circles stood near the back. Their pearls were still perfect. Their smiles were not.

They knew.

Of course they knew.

The book did not name Sebastian Mercer. It did not name Mercer Crown Holdings. It did not name their penthouse on Fifth Avenue, or the Plaza dinner, or the London hotel suite where Lily cried into a towel so nobody would hear.

But the people who had sat at their table knew.

The people who had laughed when Sebastian called her “sweetly ambitious” knew.

The people who watched him introduce her as “just my wife” knew.

And if they did not know, they suspected.

That was enough for them to come.

Harriet turned. “Lily.”

The name moved through the room.

Not Mrs. Mercer.

Not Sebastian’s Lily.

Just Lily.

She stepped behind the podium. The book felt heavy in her hands. Her fingers wanted to shake, so she pressed them flat against the cover.

“Thank you for being here,” she said.

Her voice sounded strange in the microphone. Larger than she felt.

“I wrote this book because for a long time, I did not have the words for what happened to me. I had a beautiful home. I had beautiful clothes. I had a husband people respected. I had everything a woman was told to be grateful for.”

She paused.

The room was still.

“And still, I disappeared.”

No one moved.

A man near the bar lowered his glass.

Lily opened the book. She did not look at Gemma. She did not look at Harriet. She looked down at the page and found the passage she had marked that morning with a thin red ribbon.

Her heart began to pound.

Not fear, she told herself.

Proof.

It was only proof that she was still alive.

She read.

“At dinner that night, he corrected me three times in six minutes. First, the name of the artist. Then the year the painting had been sold. Then the way I held my fork when I paused too long before answering a question. He did it kindly. That was the part no one understood. He smiled when he corrected me. He touched my wrist like a man in love. The table thought he was charming.”

Someone in the room drew in a sharp breath.

Lily kept reading.

“When I tried to tell a story about the first thing I ever wanted to build, he laughed softly and said, ‘My wife has always had a sweet little mind for pretty things.’ The table laughed too. Not loudly. Not cruelly. Just enough to tell me where I stood. Just enough to make me sit down inside my own body.”

Her voice shook.

She stopped.

A camera clicked.

Gemma took one step forward, then stopped herself.

Lily swallowed and continued.

“Later, when the guests had turned away, he placed his hand on my back and bent his mouth to my ear. From the outside, it must have looked tender. It was not. He whispered, ‘You are prettier when you stop trying so hard.’”

The room went dead silent.

Not polite silent.

Not rich people silent.

Real silent.

Lily lifted her head.

She saw a woman near the fireplace close her eyes. Another woman pressed her lips together so tightly they turned white. A younger journalist stared down at her notebook, but her pen had stopped moving.

Some men looked at the floor.

Good, Lily thought.

Look there.

Look anywhere but at what you helped build.

She closed the book.

“That is all I will read tonight.”

The applause came slowly. First from the actress by the window. Then from a woman in the second row. Then from more hands, more people, more noise, until the room filled with it.

Lily stood still.

She did not smile right away.

She let them clap for the woman who had once sat at dinner tables and said nothing.

Then she smiled.

The questions began after Harriet returned to the podium.

A journalist from a London paper asked if the husband in the book knew it was about him.

Lily said, “I think men often know themselves in private before the world names them in public.”

A low sound moved through the room.

Another journalist asked if she was afraid of legal action.

Gemma’s eyes sharpened from the side.

Lily held the edge of the podium. “I told the truth. I also protected names that the truth could have exposed.”

A third voice asked, “Do you still love him?”

The question hit the room like a dropped knife.

Harriet moved fast. “We are not taking questions about—”

“It is fine,” Lily said.

Her own calm surprised her.

She looked at the woman who had asked. Young. Hungry. Not cruel, maybe. Just trained by a world that wanted pain to end in romance or punishment.

“Love was never the proof that I was safe,” Lily said. “That is one of the reasons I wrote the book.”

The woman lowered her phone.

No one clapped that time.

They were listening too hard.

Then the room changed.

It was small at first.

A turn of one head near the door.

A break in a whisper.

A sudden stillness that moved through the crowd faster than sound.

Lily felt it before she saw him.

Her hand tightened on the closed book.

No.

She did not turn.

She did not need to.

She knew that silence.

She had lived inside it for nine years.

Gemma moved first. Lily saw her from the corner of her eye. One step. Then another. Her body angled toward the entrance like she would throw herself between Lily and a bullet if needed.

The guests near the door parted.

Phones rose again.

This time, no one pretended not to enjoy the scandal.

Sebastian Mercer walked into the room.

He wore a black coat over a dark suit. His hair was still perfect. Dark blond, touched with faint silver at the sides now. His face was sharper than she remembered. Or maybe she had only learned how sharp it always was.

He looked like money that had never been refused.

He looked like every room had been waiting for him.

For one weak second, Lily’s body remembered him before her mind could stop it.

The scent of cedar and rain.

His hand at her waist.

His mouth near her ear.

His voice saying her name in bed, low and rough, before his love became a cage.

Her stomach turned.

No.

Not here.

Not tonight.

Sebastian did not rush forward. He did not call out. He did not perform anger for the room.

That was worse.

He only walked toward her with that calm, controlled grace that had once made her feel protected and later made her feel trapped.

Every camera followed him.

Gemma stepped in front of him before he reached the podium.

“Mr. Mercer,” she said, voice cold enough to frost glass. “This is a private event.”

His eyes flicked to Gemma. “I know.”

“You need to leave.”

“I will.”

“Now.”

“In a moment.”

Gemma’s jaw hardened. “You do not get a moment with her.”

Sebastian looked past her.

At Lily.

The room held its breath.

Lily wanted to hate him cleanly.

She had planned for anger. For legal threats. For his smooth public denial. For the way he could tilt his head and make her sound confused without calling her a liar.

She had not planned for his face.

There was no smirk.

No cold amusement.

No quiet warning.

He looked at the book in her hands like it had cut him open.

Lily stepped down from the podium.

Gemma whispered, “Lily, no.”

“It is all right.”

It was not.

But the room needed to see her stand.

She stopped beside Gemma, not behind her. Her pulse was wild. Her palm was damp against the book cover.

“Sebastian,” she said.

His name tasted like old blood.

His throat moved.

“Lily.”

For nine years, he had said her name like something he owned.

Tonight, he said it like something he had lost.

Camera shutters snapped.

A journalist whispered, “Is that him?”

Someone else answered, “Of course it is.”

Sebastian heard. He did not look away from Lily.

She lifted her chin. “If you came with lawyers, send them to my publisher.”

“I did not.”

“If you came to deny it, choose your words carefully. The room is recording.”

“I know.”

“If you came to shame me—”

“I read it,” he said.

The words cut across hers. Not loud. Not rude. Just broken enough to stop her.

Lily went still.

Sebastian’s hand opened at his side, then closed again. As if he had reached for something and remembered he had no right.

“I read it,” he said again. “All of it.”

Her mouth felt dry.

A thousand things moved behind her ribs. Fear. Rage. Pride. A small, stupid ache that had no right to still be alive.

“Good,” she said. “Then you know how it ends.”

His eyes dropped for one second.

“I read it eleven times.”

The room heard him.

A soft gasp moved near the windows.

Gemma stared at him like she wanted to slap him.

Lily could not breathe.

Eleven times.

She saw him in some quiet hotel suite, turning pages with those long, clean fingers. Reading the dinner scene. The vows. The leaving. The quiet rooms. The woman he had trained to smile while she vanished.

Had he paused?

Had he denied it the first time?

Had he thrown the book across the room?

Had he reached the dedication page and understood that it was not a love note?

To the man who broke me — thank you for the material.

His eyes lifted again.

“I know,” he said.

Lily’s fingers tightened around the book. “You know what?”

His voice was low. “That it was me.”

More gasps.

More phones.

More hunger in the room.

Lily hated them all for being there.

She hated him most for making this real in public.

Her voice came out flat. “You should leave.”

“I will.”

But he did not move.

Gemma stepped closer. “You heard her.”

Sebastian nodded once. Still, his eyes stayed on Lily.

“I am not here to stop the book.”

Lily almost laughed. It would have sounded ugly. “No?”

“No.”

“Then why are you here?”

For the first time, Sebastian Mercer seemed to have no answer ready.

That frightened her more than his control.

He looked at her face like he was seeing it after a long illness. Like he had been blind and the first thing the light gave him was the woman he had hurt.

“I wanted…” He stopped.

The whole room leaned in.

Lily’s heart slammed hard.

Say it, she thought.

Say something cruel.

Say something proud.

Make this easy.

Sebastian took one breath.

“I wanted to know if you are okay.”

The question entered her body like a blade.

Not because it was cruel.

Because it was not.

Are you okay?

Nine years of marriage, and he had asked what she wore, where she was, who she spoke to, why she was quiet, why she was upset, why she could not let small things go.

He had asked if she understood.

He had asked if she was ready.

He had asked if she trusted him.

He had asked if she was finished making a scene.

He had not asked if she was okay.

Not like this.

Not with the answer belonging to her.

Lily felt the room blur.

No.

No, she would not cry.

Not for him.

Not in front of them.

Not in the dress she chose herself.

She looked down at the book in her hands. The gold key on the cover shone beneath the lights.

A key.

Not a wound.

A key.

She closed the book slowly.

Then she looked at the cameras, the journalists, the women with pearls, the men with lowered eyes, the editor who had believed her, the publicist who was ready to burn the world for her, and the man who had broken her without ever raising his voice.

Lily smiled.

It was small.

It was hers.

“Thank you all for coming,” she said.

The room erupted.

Questions flew at once.

“Mr. Mercer, is the book about you?”

“Lily, will you respond?”

“Sebastian, are you admitting—”

“Did you abuse your wife?”

Gemma moved fast, taking Lily’s arm. Harriet rushed toward the press, trying to restore order. Sebastian stepped back, his face pale but calm, letting the questions hit him like stones.

Lily did not answer him.

She did not answer any of them.

Gemma led her through a side door and into the narrow hallway beyond the launch room. The sound followed them. Voices. Cameras. Sebastian’s name. Her name. The book’s name.

The door shut behind them.

The quiet came back.

Lily leaned against the wall.

For three seconds, she could not stand straight.

Gemma gripped her shoulders. “Breathe.”

“I am.”

“You are not.”

Lily dragged air into her lungs. Once. Twice.

Her hands began to shake. The book slipped, but Gemma caught it before it hit the floor.

“Did you know?” Gemma asked.

Lily shook her head. “No.”

“Did he contact you?”

“No.”

“Did you want him to come?”

Lily closed her eyes.

That was the cruel question.

Not because the answer was yes.

Because the answer was not simple.

“I wanted him to read it,” she whispered. “That is not the same thing.”

Gemma’s face softened for half a breath. Then her phone buzzed.

She looked down.

Her body changed.

Lily saw it at once. “What?”

Gemma did not answer.

“Gemma.”

Another buzz.

Gemma turned the screen away, but Lily had already seen enough.

Unknown number.

No name.

Only one message.

Gemma looked at Lily, and all the color had gone from her face.

“What does it say?” Lily asked.

Gemma swallowed.

Then she read it aloud.

“Release the final chapter now, before he controls the story again.”

Lily stared at the phone.

The hallway seemed to tilt.

Behind the closed door, the room roared with questions.

In front of her, the hidden chapter waited like a match near dry paper.

And somewhere inside the townhouse, Sebastian Mercer had finally asked if she was okay.

Too late.

Too soft.

Too dangerous.

Lily took the phone from Gemma’s hand and read the message herself.

Once.

Twice.

Then she looked up.

“Only four people know about that chapter.”

Gemma’s voice was quiet now.

“I know.”

Lily’s hand closed around the phone.

For the first time that night, fear did not make her small.

It made her sharp.

“Find out who sent it,” she said.

And behind the door, someone shouted Sebastian’s name like the war had already begun.
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The Man Who Never Shouted


Lily did not cry in the townhouse.

She refused.

Not in the hallway with gold-framed portraits watching her. Not beside the narrow table filled with white roses and untouched champagne. Not while voices still roared behind the closed door, calling her name and Sebastian’s name like they belonged in the same mouth.

They did not.

Not anymore.

Gemma Lockwood kept one hand on Lily’s elbow as they moved down the back hallway. Her grip was firm, but not hard. Gemma had learned that Lily hated being dragged. She hated being moved like furniture. She hated when people touched her as if her body had no vote.

“This way,” Gemma said.

“I know how to walk,” Lily whispered.

Gemma let go at once. “Sorry.”

That one word almost broke her.

Sorry.

So simple. So small. So rare.

Lily pressed The Quiet Room against her stomach and kept walking.

Behind them, Harriet Lyle hurried after them in her green velvet dress, her heels striking the floor too fast. “The press are trying to follow. I told security to keep them in the main room.”

“Good,” Gemma said without turning. “And Sebastian?”

“Still inside.”

Lily’s steps faltered.

Harriet caught the movement. “He is not speaking to the press. Not yet. He is just standing there.”

“Of course he is,” Gemma said. “Men like that know silence photographs well.”

Lily wanted to agree. She wanted to hate him cleanly. She wanted to say yes, Sebastian Mercer had come to her launch because he knew exactly how to turn stillness into power.

But then she heard his voice again.

Are you okay?

Her chest tightened.

She hated that question.

She hated it because it was late. She hated it because it was gentle. She hated it because some small, foolish part of her had waited nine years to hear it.

No.

She stopped near the service stairs and turned to Gemma. “Show me the message again.”

Gemma’s face hardened. “Not here.”

“Show me.”

Harriet glanced toward the main room. “Lily, maybe we should leave first.”

“I said show me.”

The words came out sharp.

Both women went still.

Lily swallowed. “Please.”

Gemma took out her phone. She unlocked it and turned the screen.

Unknown number.

Release the final chapter now, before he controls the story again.

Lily stared until the letters blurred.

Final chapter.

Not extra pages. Not the missing piece. Not the private letter.

Final chapter.

Whoever sent this knew what it was called.

Her hand tightened around the book. “Only four people know.”

Gemma nodded. “You. Me. Harriet. Pippa.”

Pippa Hartwell. Lily’s lawyer. Calm voice. Neat gray suits. A woman who kept every secret locked behind legal language and tired eyes.

Harriet looked offended, then afraid. “It did not come from me.”

“No one said it did,” Lily said.

But the sentence sat between them anyway.

Gemma put her phone away. “I will trace it.”

“How?”

“With money, favors, and bad manners.”

Lily almost smiled.

Almost.

A burst of sound came from the main room. A man shouted, “Mr. Mercer, is the book about you?”

Lily closed her eyes.

For nine years, every room had turned when Sebastian entered.

Now every room would turn because of what he had done.

Gemma moved closer. “The car is at the back.”

“I need air.”

“You need distance.”

“I need air, Gemma.”

Gemma looked at her for a long moment, then nodded once. “Two minutes. Courtyard. Then we go.”

They pushed through the service door into the small back courtyard. London night wrapped around Lily like a cold cloth. The sky was low and dark. Rain had fallen earlier, leaving the stone ground wet and shining under the wall lamps.

Lily stepped away from the door.

One breath.

Then another.

Her body shook now that no one could see.

She hated that too.

She had stood before cameras. She had read from the book. She had faced Sebastian in a room full of hungry people. But the moment she reached the dark, her knees wanted to fold.

Gemma stood near the door, giving her space.

Harriet spoke softly. “Did he contact you before tonight?”

“No.”

“Not through anyone?”

“No.”

“Not with flowers? A note? A call?”

Lily looked at her. “If Sebastian Mercer wanted me warned, I would have felt the warning before I saw it.”

Harriet’s mouth closed.

Lily turned back to the wet courtyard.

She could still see his face.

Not angry.

That was the worst part.

If he had come in with rage, she could have used it. If he had called her a liar, she could have burned him with the truth. If he had threatened her, Gemma would have released the chapter, and Lily would have watched the world tear open.

But he had read the book eleven times.

He had admitted he knew.

Then he had asked if she was okay.

Lily pressed her palm against her stomach.

No, she thought.

No, Sebastian. I was not okay then. I am not okay now. But I am mine now. That will have to be enough.

Gemma’s voice cut softly through the cold. “Time.”

Lily nodded.

She followed them to the black car waiting beyond the back gate. As she slid into the seat, camera flashes exploded at the far end of the lane. Someone had found them.

Gemma shut the door fast.

The driver pulled away.

Lily did not look back.

Not at the townhouse.

Not at the windows.

Not at the man still inside.

She watched Kensington slide past the glass. Pale houses. Closed shops. Street lamps. A couple walking under one umbrella. A woman on a bicycle with flowers in her front basket.

Normal life.

She had once thought normal life was too small.

Now it looked like heaven.

Gemma sat beside her, typing fast on her phone. Harriet had taken the front seat and was speaking quietly to security.

Lily opened the book on her lap.

The first page stared up at her.

To the man who broke me — thank you for the material.

People had called it cruel. Brave. Bitter. Brilliant. Vicious. Funny.

No one knew how long she had cried after writing it.

Because it was not only revenge.

It was proof.

He broke me.

I lived.

I made something.

The car stopped outside Lily’s flat twenty minutes later. It was on a quiet Kensington street, above a small antique shop that closed at five. Sebastian would have hated the building. No private lift. No marble lobby. No doorman trained to lower his eyes.

Lily loved it.

She loved the old stairs that complained under her feet. She loved the narrow landing with the crooked mirror. She loved that the lock sometimes needed to be lifted before it turned. She loved that everything inside the flat was hers, even the things that did not match.

Gemma walked her to the door.

“I am staying,” Gemma said.

“No.”

“Lily.”

“No. Go handle the press. Find out who sent the message.”

“You should not be alone.”

“I was alone for years in rooms full of people.”

Gemma flinched.

Lily touched her arm. “I am safe here.”

Gemma did not look convinced. “Call me if he contacts you.”

“He will not.”

“You do not know that.”

Lily looked past her, down the stairwell. “I know Sebastian.”

Gemma’s face tightened. “You knew the man he wanted you to know.”

That stayed with Lily after she closed the door.

Her flat was dark. She did not turn on the main light. She switched on the lamp beside the yellow chair near the window. The soft glow spread across the room.

There were books on the floor because the shelf was too full. A blue mug sat in the sink. A bunch of cheap pink tulips leaned in a glass jar on the table. Her writing desk was old, scratched, and too small. She had bought it from a man in Notting Hill who said it had belonged to his aunt.

Sebastian would have called it charming in the voice that meant poor.

Lily touched the back of the yellow chair.

Hers.

The mug. Hers.

The flowers. Hers.

The mess. Hers.

She took off the gold shoes and left them in the middle of the floor because no one would sigh at her for it.

Then she sat at the desk and opened her journal.

Her hand hovered over the page.

For a long time, she wrote nothing.

Then she wrote his question.

Are you okay?

She stared at it.

The words looked innocent.

They were not.

They carried nine years behind them.

The first time Sebastian ordered for her, she had thought it was romance.

They were in New York, in a restaurant with white tablecloths and candles set low in silver holders. She had been twenty-four, wearing a blue dress and trying not to look amazed by the prices on the menu.

“What would you like?” Sebastian had asked.

“I think the sea bass.”

He smiled. “No. You will like the lamb better.”

“I do not usually eat lamb.”

“You have not had it here.”

The waiter came. Sebastian ordered for both of them.

Lily had laughed because she was nervous. “What if I hate it?”

“You will not.”

She had not hated it.

That made it worse.

He had been right. The lamb was perfect. Soft, rich, warm. He watched her take the first bite and smiled like he had given her a gift.

“See?” he said. “Trust me.”

So she did.

The next time, it was wine.

They were at a weekend party in the Hamptons. Someone asked Lily if she liked the Burgundy. She tried to repeat the name from the bottle. She said it wrong.

Sebastian touched her waist and corrected her softly.

The group laughed, but kindly.

Her face heated.

Later, she pulled away from him on the terrace. “You did not have to correct me in front of them.”

“I was helping you.”

“It felt embarrassing.”

“It would have been worse if I let you keep saying it wrong.”

She looked at his face in the moonlight. So calm. So sure.

“I did not know.”

“I know,” he said, brushing his thumb over her cheek. “That is why you have me.”

At the time, her heart had melted.

Now, at thirty-six, sitting in her small flat with red lipstick still on her mouth, Lily wanted to reach back through time and take that young woman’s hand.

Run, she wanted to tell her.

But the young woman would not have listened.

Because Sebastian Mercer did not look like danger.

He looked like rescue.

The journal page blurred.

Lily blinked hard.

“No crying,” she whispered.

Her voice sounded small in the flat.

She wrote one more line beneath his question.

Why does it matter that he asked?

She did not know the answer.

Across London, Sebastian Mercer stood in the lift at Claridge’s and watched the numbers climb.

He had not spoken to the press.

That alone felt strange.

All his adult life, words had been weapons he kept polished. He knew when to deny, when to smile, when to give one perfect line and let others build a wall around it.

Tonight, he had no wall.

Only Lily’s book.

It was in his left hand, the hardback copy from the launch. He had bought it like a stranger. Harriet Lyle had watched him take it from the sales table. No one had charged him. No one had dared.

He had placed a fifty-pound note beside the stack anyway.

A stupid act.

A useless one.

The lift doors opened.

Dominic Greer waited inside the suite.

Of course he did.

Dominic was in his late forties, silver-haired, clean-shaven, and dressed like a man who slept in a suit. Documents covered the glass table in the sitting room. A laptop was open. Two phones lay beside it.

Sebastian walked in and









































































































































































