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Dedication

For the writers, each and every one of you.

(Except for that one asshole, you know who you are.)

Whether you’re just starting your journey,
 
or well down the road, keep fighting,

and keep putting pen to paper.

The world needs your work.

(Except for the aforementioned asshole, feel free to quit anytime.)








Epigraph

He who holds the pen tells the truth.

—Arthur Fletch
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Once Upon a Time

THE AUTHOR’S PHOTO FILLS THE SCREEN.

The world-famous Arthur Fletch, sitting in an office that looks bigger than Cate’s flat. Surrounded by hundreds of his books, name flashing on every spine like a chorus. A stadium of fans.

The profile ran last year, one of dozens of articles that sprang up when the fifth and final Petrarch novel was announced.

Fiction’s holy grail.

The long-awaited finale and, according to this piece, the last book Arthur Fletch will ever write.

She scrolls through the article, past the interviewer’s praise, the talk of creative genius, the tallying of his accomplishments, beginning back with the Ashbolt books before she was even born. Then the films. The TV adaptations. The exponential growth. Fifty million book sales, which is more than the Bible in some countries.

And now—this.

The most anticipated novel of all time. Which is kind of hard to believe. But then again, maybe it’s not? Everyone she knows has read at least one of his books. Even her flatmate, which was surprising, considering Cate has never seen her lay eyes on anything longer than a listicle.

She keeps skimming the profile, past the parts she knows by heart. How Arthur Fletch came from nothing. How he built his fandom word by word, book by book. His increasing reclusiveness, broken only by the occasional salons hosted on the Scottish island of Skelbrae.

She pauses at the photos.

Arthur Fletch, gazing out over the cliffs, wind in his white hair, tipping the brim of a wide-brimmed red hat.

Sitting in a high-backed chair with a leather notebook in his lap and a pen to his lips.

Standing in the open doorway of his house—which is practically a castle—one hand extended in a gesture that could either be welcome or goodbye.

In each picture, he has that same enigmatic look. Mouth quirking to the right. Not quite a smile—no one ever tells the men to smile—but like he’s got a secret.

And then, toward the end of the article, she hits her favorite part.

Where he talks about spending half his fortune on a book made of actual gold.

The first time she read about it, she couldn’t believe it was real.

And it’s probably not.

But she wants it to be.

According to the interviewer, there’s a twinkle in the author’s eye when he mentions it. Which could mean he’s full of shit. Or that it’s totally true.

And what else is Arthur Fletch gonna spend it on?

He’s already got the mansion.

And his very own island.

Meanwhile, Cate Newhouse can barely afford new underwear.

Cate Newhouse has pulled as many shifts as they’ll give her in the café two doors down, and currently exists on a diet of day-old pastries and pilfered tea.

Cate Newhouse just got dumped by her girlfriend of two years and had to move into a shitty shared flat over a butcher shop, where a horrid smell wafts up on warm days, and the walls are too thin and her roommates are always either fucking or fighting, and they’re constantly running out of loo roll, because she’s the only one who ever buys it.

Cate Newhouse could really use a break.

And the wildest thing is—

She might have just been given one.

Cate taps out of the article, and back to her inbox. To the email at the top, the one forwarded by her literary agent—the impressive, and terrifying, Eleanor Vandenberg. Who also happens to represent the one and only Arthur Fletch. Which still blows Cate’s mind.

When her agent’s name popped up in her inbox that morning, she’d hoped it was news.

Eleanor, there to say her book was ready to go out to publishers. Or that somehow, she’d already sold it. The last time she’d asked, Eleanor had given her a light verbal pat on the shoulder and said “Soon.”

Soon—that had to be one of the most infuriating words in the English language.

But this email was something else entirely.


Cate—

You’ve so much potential.

It’s time to let others see it, too.

Do us both a favor and say yes.

—Eleanor



Attached was a message from Arthur Fletch himself.

She opens it again now, just to make sure it’s real.

And it is.

Not just a message but an invitation, summoning her to one of his exclusive and legendary literary salons.

On his private island, Skelbrae.

In Scotland.

In less than three weeks.

Cate’s knee bobs as she reads it for the hundredth time, excitement washing over her all over again. Followed quickly by terror.

The fear that Arthur Fletch—and whoever else he’s invited—will take one look at Cate Newhouse, twenty-two years old and plucked out of a slush pile by one of Eleanor Vandenberg’s assistants, and know she doesn’t belong.

She folds forward, head resting on her knees. And tries to remind herself what Eleanor said when she first signed her.

“You’ve a rare talent, Miss Newhouse. With a bit of work, I think you could be the next Arthur Fletch.”

Cate lifts her head off her knees, takes a deep breath, and opens her drafted reply, deleting a block of text about what an honor it is, and how she doesn’t feel worthy, and there must be some mistake. Instead, she types five short words.


Wouldn’t miss it!

Thanks,

Cate



She forces the air from her lungs, and hits SEND.

A fist bangs on the bathroom door, and she shouts back that she’ll be just a minute. As if her legs haven’t gone to sleep from sitting on the porcelain for nearly half an hour.

She sets the phone on the sink and goes to wipe only to realize—

Of course.

There’s no fucking loo roll.






Part One

The Players








The Thriller Writers

THE BOAT SKIPS LIKE A STONE ACROSS the choppy water.

Sienna leans her elbows on the rail, squinting into the distance.

She’s of the mind that no trip should ever require three forms of transportation, and yet, here they are, on the far side of a red-eye flight (plus a layover), a three-hour drive, and thirty minutes at sea, and thanks to the fog, the end isn’t even in sight.

The boat hits a swell, and somewhere behind her Malcolm groans and heaves his guts over the side. It is a wretched sound, as if with enough force he might successfully turn himself inside out.

Sienna lifts her chin, lets the damp air mist her tired face.

She hasn’t been on a speedboat since Spring Break her junior year. She vividly remembers standing at the bow, her arms aloft, reenacting her favorite part of Titanic with her college boyfriend, Brody, which was great until he went and ruined it by sticking his hand down her pants.

No chance of that happening today, thank goodness. Malcolm’s hands are otherwise occupied, clutching the railing as he loses what’s left of his breakfast.

To be fair to Malcolm—not that Sienna has any great desire to be fair to Malcolm right now—the North Sea is a lot rougher than the Gulf of Mexico.

She’s been in Scotland for approximately four hours, and so far her first impressions amount to gray, windy, and the kind of cold that paws at her clothes with about as much tact as Brody, all those years ago.

Malcolm, however, stepped off the plane, breathed in, and proceeded to let out a strange kind of roar, before bounding down the stairs and kissing the asphalt. Just like the pope.

“The boat skips like a stone across the choppy water.”

Sienna repeats the words to herself, pleased with the turn of phrase. Description has always been her forte. That, and plot. And pacing. Which begs the question, of course, of what Malcolm contributes. A quippy line of dialogue here and there, perhaps. The occasional twist. But she knows.

Of course she knows.

If she’s the mind behind Penn Stonely, he’s the face.

Not that Sienna has ever been considered unattractive—but Malcolm’s photo was always the one at the back of their books, satisfying the public’s expectation of a crime writer. Equal parts gravitas, mystery, and charm.

He’s always had a power over people—including her. She used to shiver when he so much as looked at her with those dark eyes tucked beneath his brow. His voice, like rucked velvet, accent smooth until it snagged on the corner of a word and the Scottish brogue peeked out. A brogue that had grown thicker over the course of the three-hour car ride north, as Malcolm crooned about being back where his bones belonged. In the old country.

As if he missed it every day.

As if he hadn’t sworn off his entire homeland fifteen years ago, after the Edinburgh Incident.

Ever since they’d met, Sienna had been trying to convince Malcolm to swallow his pride and take her to Scotland, to no avail, and yet a single email from Arthur Fletch, and here they are. The past apparently forgotten at the first sight of heather and gorse, Malcolm waxing poetic over the hills and the glens and every sighting of a Highland coo.

The cows, with their majestic horns and shaggy reddish-brown fur, were in fact disarmingly cute, but Sienna resisted the urge to snap a photo. He didn’t need any more encouragement.

“Skelbrae, ahead!” the captain barks, his voice at once low and wind-whipped, less a caw than a hiss, like cold water over hot coals.

Another good line.

Sienna tugs out her phone, swipes open the notes app to write it down (her notebook is somewhere in her bag, but that’s fine, she keeps a running file, capturing little snippets, turns of phrase to use in future scenes—though she always lets Malcolm think the lines come off the cuff), just as the weak sun chooses that exact moment to break through the clouds, illuminating the island up ahead.

A jagged chunk of moss-lined rock surging out of the white-capped water. At first glance it looks like a sinking ship, one side jutting up into a cliff, the other sloping down into the sea.

A dark stone house—no, house isn’t the right word, more a fortress, a manse, a miniature castle—perches precariously at the top, so near the cliff’s edge, it looks like a strong wind would topple the whole thing into the churning water.

“Is that not the most beautiful sight you’ve ever seen?”

The stench of vomit wafts toward her with her husband. Sienna grimaces.

“It’s certainly dramatic,” she says. “But who would want to live there?”

The answer, of course, is Arthur Fletch.

Arthur Fletch, who went and bought not just the house but the entire island on which it sits, christening it the House That Petrarch Built after his most famous series and proving once again that few things are as bottomless as the male ego. Especially considering the house itself has clearly been here for centuries.

Malcolm wraps an arm around her shoulders.

“Oh come on, admit it,” he says, flashing her a cheeky smirk. “You’re a wee bit excited.”

Sienna is feeling many things right now, but excitement isn’t at the top of the list.

She’s tired from the flight, and the car, and the boat, and the fact that she didn’t sleep for two nights before they left.

She’s nervous about this whole weekend, though she’d never admit it to Malcolm.

She’s worried about her dog—Edgar has really always been hers, not theirs, even if Malcolm insisted on naming him—a geriatric Chihuahua who’s been at death’s door no less than four times in the last year and will probably will give up the mortal coil out of spite while she’s away.

And somewhere beneath those three pervasive feelings, as well as hunger, and thirst, and a nausea that clearly pales compared to Malcolm’s, sure, she’s just a little excited.

“Sisi,” he murmurs, that pet name she’s always hated. “We are on the same page, aren’t we?”

Sienna turns in his arms and looks up, studying her husband of thirteen years.

The way his gray hair curls across his temples, in desperate need of a cut. He refuses, insisting it makes him look ten years younger like this. And the infuriating thing is that he’s right. No one ever seems to notice the wrinkles around his eyes, the slight sag under his chin. They don’t even seem to care that his teeth are crooked and several shades off white.

He’s a notorious flirt, always has been. Sienna has watched women, and even a few men, proposition him at writing conventions and conferences—when she’s standing right next to him. His co-author. His wife. She never minded much—in truth, at times, she even took some pleasure in it, knowing that for all that flirting, he was hers.

When she doesn’t answer the question, his voice goes gravel-low. “You promised me.”

Which is true. She did promise. Or at least, she agreed.

And she’s already beginning to regret it.

“Mm-hm,” she says, forcing herself to smile, a thin, tight-lipped thing, as she runs down one of her many mental lists, this one titled Ways to Dispose of a Body.

It soothes her more than meditation ever could.

And as the boat slices toward the island, and Malcolm squeezes her close and begins to hum a Scottish tune, Sienna wonders, not for the first time, whether she’s capable of murder.

* * *

SIENNA TURNS HER BACK ON HIM.

Annoyance flickers through Malcolm—she knows how much he hates that—but then she points to a figure on the cliff.

“Is that him?”

Malcolm squints, trying to make out the shape. He knows he needs glasses, now that fifty’s in the rearview mirror, but it seems like such an acquiescence, a surrendering to age, and he’s not about to go gently into that good night. To trade words like handsome for distinguished.

He can make out the man’s long coat, the wide-brimmed red hat on his head, one hand raised to keep it from being torn away by the wind.

Hard to tell for sure at this distance, but who else would it be?

“Yep,” he says, “that’ll be Arty.”

Malcolm waves up at the figure as the captain guides the speedboat toward the jetty, but the man on the cliff doesn’t wave back; he simply turns and trudges back in the direction of the house.

“Hmm, must not have seen us.” As Malcolm’s hand falls, he feels a fresh swell of nerves, rising like bile, an anxiety that’s been slowly mounting since they took off from JFK.

He’s vaguely terrified of being back. Not that he’d tell Sienna.

As the familiar greens and grays of the Scottish countryside slid by the car window, and Sisi oohed and ahhed over the long-haired coos, he kept replaying the incident that had precipitated his departure all those years before. One that had started with a bottle of Macallan smuggled into the author yurt at the Edinburgh International Book Festival, and somehow progressed to trading drunken insults with a Booker Prize winner, swinging a punch at said Booker Prize winner, then being manhandled out of the tent by a poet laureate before being permanently and unceremoniously banned from the festival. For life.

It had been a mortifying end to a terrible week—a poorly attended talk, a derisive comment about the state of Scottish fiction, his pride grievously wounded and his reputation in tatters.

But it’s time to put the whole affair to rest.

To move on. To move forward.

And he can’t think of a better way to close that old chapter, and start this new one, than in the company of Arthur Fletch.

A man famous for several things.

The first, of course, is his books, a mix of thriller and crime with his signature twists.

But the second, at least in bookish circles, is his salons.

Not for their frequency—he sometimes goes months, or years, between—but for the list of names that have come out of them.

“Who else do you think he’s invited?” asks Malcolm. “My money’s on that Pulitzer woman.” Sienna stares at him blankly. “You know . . . the one with the hair? Probably a National Book Award winner or two . . . maybe he’s thrown in a poet just for kicks.” He shakes his head. “Bloody poets . . . always thinking they’re better. Simply for using fewer words.”

“Hmm . . . And when was the last time you met a poet?” chides Sienna as the boat docks. For a moment he assumes she’s trying to taunt him, before remembering he never actually told her about the laureate’s involvement in the Edinburgh Incident.

The captain doesn’t kill the engine, only idles long enough for Malcolm to hoist their luggage onto the dock, which he insists on doing himself—Sienna’s always found him unfailingly chivalrous. His back twinges with the effort, but he doesn’t let on. Nothing a hot bath and a wee dram won’t fix, he thinks as the boat pulls away, having deposited the two of them on Skelbrae.

“All those fancy famous writers,” murmurs Sienna. “None of them are going to have the first clue who we are.”

“Hey now, we deserve to be here,” says Malcolm. “Penn Stonely has won awards!”

“No, we haven’t.”

“Of course we did. The Black Road Home won Stack Attack’s Thriller of the Year.”

Fine, it wasn’t the Edgars, or the Daggers, but it was something to be chosen. And by readers, no less. Sienna wouldn’t shut up about the fact it was only a blog, with 327 subscribers, especially when they asked for a video acceptance speech. He’d stepped up to the plate while she sat seething at his side like a feral cat, not even attempting to muster a smile for the fans.

Last time he checked—which he doesn’t do often—the video had twenty-nine views. And four comments. Only three of which were positive.

Sienna nods. “Right,” she says dryly. “How could I forget?”

Malcolm hoists up their bags and sets off down the jetty, shouldering the burden the way he did that day, the way he so often does, as Penn Stonely, when Sienna refuses to do her bit.

There’s one other boat moored at the jetty. Though it’s about as fitting to call the vessel in question a boat as the castle overhead a house.

“Ha!” says Malcolm. “Classic Fletch.”

The yacht’s name is inscribed on the side in a font he recognizes as American Typewriter: The Royalty Check.

Sienna rolls her eyes. “Wow, classy,” she says, and Malcolm catches the sarcasm—he always does—but he refuses to take the bait.

Then they reach the edge of the dock, and the real work starts.

He can’t tell if the path ahead used to be a set of stone stairs and has since decayed into a rocky slope, or a rocky hill from which someone has chiseled out steps. Either way, it’s treacherous. As they make their way up the slope, bits of rock and shale crumble under their feet, skittering back down the hill.

“Not exactly safe, is it?” says Sienna, but Malcolm doesn’t answer. It’s taking all his focus to keep his balance, and not let on that he’s already feeling winded. In fact, his chest is getting tight, and his left arm is tingling, and oh god, he cannot have a heart attack. Not here, not now, on the cusp of everything he’s worked so hard for, the doors to the inner sanctum of publishing in sight if not in reach.

“Are you okay?” asks Sienna, looking genuinely worried, and he musters a brave smile, as sweat runs down his neck.

“Peachy!” he says, as they trek upward toward the waiting house.

At last the hellish ascent is over, giving way to a flat pebbled drive.

He stops, mostly to catch his breath, and looks up, basking in the view.

Some great hand has swept the fog away, exposing a blue expanse of sea, the Scottish mainland in the distance. From here he can see not only the castle but a quaint little cottage across the drive, and a path—not a proper road but a swath of dirt wide enough for a cart, or two bodies walking side by side—unspooling like a ribbon down the gentler slope before curving out of sight.

The surrounding grass is overgrown, throwing runners across the path, and he catches a flash of movement, a small animal darting through the tangled green—a rabbit, or maybe a stoat?—there and then gone, swallowed again by the grass.

Before Malcolm thinks to mention it—Sienna has a fondness for small creatures, hence the bloody Chihuahua, which as far as he’s concerned doesn’t deserve to be called a dog—his eye is drawn up to the castle.

My god, the castle.

It looked so impressive at a distance, Malcolm honestly feared it might lose some of its grandeur up close and be revealed as a modest if oversize house, locked in a battle with age and elements, sinking and, like a body, slowly losing.

But he needn’t have worried.

Up close it is even grander, all turrets and peaked roofs, two wings and a dozen windows and a stained-glass transom over the doorway, one of those ornate thresholds where the door parts in the middle, swinging open like a pair of gates.

Malcolm shakes his head in wonder. “So this is what fifty million copies sold will buy you.”

“Not how I’d spend the money,” says Sienna as they cross the drive.

“Speak for yourself,” says Malcolm, lifting the bags and trailing in her wake.

“I was,” she mutters, climbing the steps.

Fletch’s initials are carved into the wooden door, along with the same words that appear at the front of every book.

He who holds the pen tells the truth.

Magnificent, thinks Malcolm as he rings the bell, the sound echoing through the cavernous house. He shifts the luggage to one hand and clasps Sienna’s with the other, a silent reminder that they’re in this together.

“This is going to change everything,” he says.

Sienna’s hand tenses in his. She glances over, clearly about to speak, but to Malcolm’s relief, the door swings open first.

* * *

“WELCOME TO SKELBRAE!”

Sienna takes an involuntary step back, stunned by the pure force of the enthusiasm coming off the young woman who opens the door. American, obviously, like her, tan skin marked by a smattering of freckles and a mane of blond curls piled on her head. She’s pretty in that Girl Scout sort of way. And she really does seem closer to a girl, with that thousand-watt smile and boundless energy.

Sienna realizes she’s frowning, like the young woman is a plot hole, something to be solved. She quickly rearranges her face.

“Hello!” she says brightly. “You must be . . .”

“I’m Millie!” says the young woman, as if that explains everything. She’s bouncing lightly on her toes, as if she can’t contain her energy, and as she turns that high-beam smile on Malcolm, Sienna waits to see which way he’ll go: flirty or fatherly?

“Well hello, Miss Millie!” he says. Fatherly, then. “I believe you’re expecting us. We’re Penn Stonely.”

Sienna grits her teeth. Malcolm knows full well that she doesn’t like to be introduced like that—as if she’s one half of a person.

“I’m Sienna,” she amends, freeing herself from his grip. “This is Malcolm.”

He winks. Maybe not so fatherly, then. “Sorry we’re late. We missed our connecting flight . . . terrible fog. You couldn’t see a bloody thing. Not. A. Thing! Anyway, we’re here now! Better late than never and all that. You must be Arty’s assistant.”

Arty, as if they’re old friends, when the truth is, Malcolm’s met Arthur Fletch exactly twice in his life, the first time when Malcolm went to a book signing and the second time with her, five years ago, in a hotel bar where Fletch was holding court mid-conference. The third Petrarch novel had spent a month on the NYT list by then, the first was being filmed. He was surrounded by a dozen sycophantic writers, all hoping some measure of his talent or success would rub off on them.

Fame by osmosis.

Success through sheer proximity.

Malcolm had dragged a stool across the bar, and the sound of those metal feet on the tiles made Sienna want to disappear.

Fletch had patted Malcolm’s arm in an indulgent way, but his eyes had lingered on Sienna as he spoke.

No, Arthur Fletch probably wouldn’t know Malcolm Buchanan from a sack of sand.

And yet, he did invite them here. So maybe, she thinks with a little thrill, maybe he remembered her.

“Assistant?!” The girl blinks slowly, then suddenly laughs. “Ha! No! I’m Millie Mitchell!”

Malcolm’s brow furrows. “Right . . .”

“The Queendom of Solace trilogy? It’s YA?”

Malcolm nods, but Sienna can tell he’s not following. Millie stops bouncing. Her smile flickers, just a little. “Young adult?” she adds helpfully, pulling the tie from her hair, shaking it loose, and then immediately putting it up again, leaving it exactly as it was before—a gesture Sienna instantly decides to pocket for a future character.

“Oh, you write for children?” she says. “How delightful!”

Millie’s head bobbles on her shoulders. “Well, teens . . . but a lot of my readers are actually in their twenties and thirties, so it’s really more of a marketing category than a qualifier . . .” She smiles conspiratorially at Sienna. “Young is totally just a mindset, right?”

“Totally,” Sienna says coolly.

Malcolm’s still frowning, and she can practically see the gears turning in his head as he tries to work out how Millie Mitchell has scored an invite to this salon. Not that Sienna isn’t wondering the same thing, but she has the tact to keep it off her face. For all they know, Millie Mitchell has sold ten times the number of books as Penn Stonely.

The thought sparks a tiny, bitter flicker in her chest, but she douses it.

“Come on in,” Millie’s saying, swinging the door wide, gesturing to the hall beyond as if it’s hers. Sienna gets a single, fleeting glance of the massive staircase at her back before Millie snags her hand and pulls her through, linking their arms like old friends.

Malcolm puts the bags down, adding to a pile of mismatched luggage against the wall. A black duffle slumps between a designer weekend bag and a fuchsia hard-case she’s already decided belongs to Millie, until she spots the sky-blue roller bag covered in stickers with things like He’s a 10 but he’s fictional! and #BookBoss.

“I’d give you a tour,” declares Millie, “but I haven’t had one yet. Apparently Fletch’s office is this way, and there’s a library with a super creepy dollhouse through that door—”

Sienna glimpses the room in question, the shelves full of books and the dollhouse, which actually looks like a small model of the castle, perched on a stand in the center of the room.

Sienna tries to veer toward it, but Millie doesn’t let go.

“Oh,” she continues, not even stopping to draw breath, “and I listened to a podcast about famous authors with haunted houses and Skelbrae was on there, but I think places like this just look haunted, you know?”

She stops long enough to take a breath before plunging on.

“You’re not that late. I was just about to suggest a little icebreaker, guessing what genres everyone writes . . . Oh! But I’ve already told you mine! Oops . . . You won’t tell the others, will you?”

Sienna says, “No, of course not,” but she isn’t really listening. She’s still taking in the large foyer, the ceiling vaulted like a church, the walls to either side covered in trophies and studded with doors leading to various corners of the house.

Straight in front of them sits a polished table with a centerpiece made entirely of interlocking antlers. A giant bone bouquet.

“Gross, isn’t it?” chirps Millie, reaching out to tap a sharpened point with a painted nail. Sienna looks past it to the grand stone staircase sweeping upward, the steps worn smooth by centuries of feet. Halfway to the top it branches like a tree into two smaller staircases that twist out of sight. On the landing before the split sits an antique bronze gong, as tall as Malcolm.

Sienna represses the childish urge to dash up the steps and strike it.

But then her attention goes past it, to the window over the landing.

A massive roundel of stained glass, like a cathedral rose. There’s an image in it, slivers of yellow and green and blue light coalescing not into a saint or a biblical scene but a portrait of Julia Petrarch herself, with her famous red bob and her black jacket, hands cupping a golden book and head cocked the way it always is in the books, right before she solves a murder.

The House that Petrarch Built indeed.

Millie leads them toward an open door in the far corner of the foyer, next to a display of medieval-looking weapons.

“We’re all through here . . . the drawing room, I guess? Priscilla said we should wait in there.”

“And who, may I ask, is Priscilla?” says Malcolm, hurrying to catch up to Millie. “Don’t tell me Fletch has finally settled down after all these years? Good for him!” He squeezes Sienna’s shoulder. “There’s nothing like the love of a good woman.”

Sienna’s smile is weaker than the Scottish sun.

“No, no,” says Millie with a laugh. “Priscilla Renée Fox. With a name like that, she’s got to be a romance writer!”

Malcolm cocks a brow. “Romance, eh? How . . . interesting.”

They trail Millie down a short hall, the walls of which are lined with framed reference maps of various cities—Venice, Rio, Madrid—all settings from Fletch’s backlist, small handwritten notes tacked to rivers and roads, his penmanship almost as illegible as hers.

When they reach the door to the drawing room, Sienna recoils. Even from here she can see the trophies mounted on the walls, though she’s fairly sure there’s nothing to hunt on the little island, which means these were all brought in for show: Arthur Fletch playing dress-up as a Scottish lord, when he’s as American as she is.

Sienna meets the glassy stare of a mounted stag’s head before Millie pushes the door wide, revealing three writers (all very much alive) scattered across the furniture, and flings out her hands in a grand gesture that’s meant to either introduce them to the room or introduce the room to them.

“Guys,” she says, “This is Penn Stonely!”






The Romance Writer

SHE’S HEARD IT SAID THAT IN LIFE, as in love, chemistry is everything.

And chemistry begins with first impressions.

The average person takes approximately ten seconds to form an opinion, which is why the meet-cute holds so much power. A moment of eye contact, a disarming smile, an aura of welcome, can set the tone for everything that follows.

Unfortunately, the moment Penn Stonely enters the drawing room, Priscilla’s mind is somewhere else.

Specifically, it’s on the collar of her dress, and the bit of paper tickling her neck. She can’t believe she forgot to take the tag off. It’s new. Save for the gold flower pin, everything she’s wearing is new, from the fuchsia dress to the matching heels to the polish on her nails.

Pink seemed rosy.

Pink seemed bright.

Pink seemed confident and approachable and all the things she wants to be.

Or at least, wants them to think she is.

Now, the outfit strikes her as a bit much, but it’s too late—too late to do anything about the color, or the tag, so she tries to ignore it, lacing her hands in her lap to keep from fidgeting as Millie’s chipper voice leads the final author into the drawing room.

Well, authors.

“A writing team,” says Millie. “How neat is that?”

She offers the two with a flourish to the three already in the drawing room, as if they’re a piece of show-and-tell.

Priscilla only half listens as Millie makes the introductions. She’s already sized the other two up. There’s Jaxon, a jockish white guy with a faint Texas twang. He’s in his mid-thirties—though the sweatpants, cropped brown hair, and hipster glasses say he’s trying to pass for younger.

And Kenzo, an Asian guy—Japanese, if she had to guess—around the same age, and the only non-white person aside from herself in attendance. Dressed in black jeans and an AC/DC shirt, he’s currently losing a battle with the hungry sofa he made the mistake of sitting on.

As for Millie’s show-and-tell, the woman is trim in a Pilates-twice-a-week way, flashing a nervous smile. The man beside her is easily a decade older, with salt-and-pepper hair, radiating the smugness that seems to surround most white men in publishing. The assumption that you already know who he is.

Priscilla does, but she allows herself a private smile when Kenzo says, “So which of you is Penn and which is Stonely?”

The man’s face falls in a satisfying way. But the woman chuckles good-naturedly.

“Neither, I’m afraid,” she says. “I’m Sienna. This is my husband, Malcolm.”

“We’re partners in crime, in more ways than one,” adds Malcolm, delivering the line with a curious accent—something between English, Scottish, and mid-Atlantic—and a well-practiced air that earns an eye-roll from Sienna and a polite chuckle from everyone else. Well, everyone but Millie, who puts her hands on her hips and says, “Don’t spoil the game!”

Priscilla sighs, wishing she could disappear into her chair, that it might swallow her up, the way the couch seems intent on consuming Kenzo.

The room is full of furniture, none of it matching. Since she entered the room first, she had her pick, and opted for the high-backed chair. It seemed like a good idea at the time, compared to the sagging sofa and the stiff little ottoman, but now makes her feel like she’s somehow in charge, presiding over this strange assembly instead of simply part of it.

The whole drawing room is . . . aggressive. Hunting trophies decorate the walls, though she doubts anyone would be able to find a moose on Skelbrae, let alone kill and dress it. But atmosphere clearly trumps authenticity. At least in here.

Priscilla was actually the first one to arrive at Fletch’s house.

Her voice echoed through the halls, but no one answered, and she spent the next twenty minutes wandering from room to room, savoring the quiet and Arthur Fletch’s other, less morbid trophies: the relics from his work. It was a thrill, to see the gun at the heart of Ashbolt’s first case. The infamous hatchet used by the killer in the Bellamy books.

People are always surprised to find out she’s a fan. But that’s what she loves about novels. They’re not like prescriptions. A good story is a good story, regardless of who it was written by, or for.

Millie’s high voice pulls her back.

“Okay, so the game!” she says, sinking cross-legged onto the ottoman with the casual limberness that ends at thirty. “I thought we could guess what kind of books everyone writes!” She talks in a way that adds exclamation points, excitement brightening the end of every sentence.

Malcolm and Sienna settle on a loveseat that would be big enough for both of them, if Malcolm didn’t sit himself squarely in the middle. Sienna ends up squeezing herself into the corner. “Ah,” he says, “tipped the cards on that one, then. Penn Stonely is a thriller writer. But can you guess what kind?”

Jaxon looks over from inspecting one of the dead animals on the walls and clears his throat.

“I’ll go with police procedural,” he says, leveling a finger gun at the loveseat. “I’m thinking a rogue FBI agent. A woman. Doesn’t play by the rules, but man, she gets results.”

Malcolm shakes his head, laughing. “Always a pleasure to meet a fan!”

The guy guffaws. “Oh shit, was I right?”

Malcolm’s face falls, just a little. Sienna pats his back.

“Who’s next?” asks Millie, looking around.

Kenzo wrests himself free of the sofa and stands, cracking his neck.

“Let’s see,” he says, pointing at the jock. “Jackson, was it?”

The gym bro bobs his head. “Yeah,” he says, crossing his forearms. “With an X.”

A small bark of a laugh cuts through the room, and Sienna’s hand flies to her mouth. Priscilla smiles, stifling her own amusement.

“Sorry,” says one half of Penn Stonely, clearing her throat as if it was a cough.

“Jaxon, with an X,” repeats Kenzo, “is clearly sci-fi.”

Jaxon lets the theory hang a moment before he smirks. “What gave me away?” he asks, and if Priscilla felt like wading in, she might say he looks like someone who invests in crypto and reads articles on biohacking, and says things like “Science fiction is the precursor to science fact.”

But she doesn’t. And apparently neither does Kenzo, since he only shrugs and says, “Just a hunch.”

Jaxon nods, clearly taking it as a compliment, before swiveling his blue-eyed gaze on her.

“And what about Priscilla here?”

She resists the urge to rearrange herself in the high-backed chair.

She’s always been a fidgeter, much to her parents’ chagrin. They could sit still for hours, reading books or grading papers, but she has the kind of energy that bubbles up like steam. A pen tapping restlessly against a notebook. A knee bobbing beneath a desk. Her fingers inch toward the flower-shaped pin above her heart before she forces them back into her lap, trying to exude a calm she doesn’t feel as the other writers study her. Their collective gaze, plucking at her pink edges, skating over her brown skin.

Kenzo meets her eyes and smiles, almost gently, as he says, “Romance.”

It’s not a question, but at least there’s no disdain in it either.

“That obvious?” she asks, trying to keep her voice light, even as she spots Malcolm’s brows go up, and Jaxon cocks his head, and she can practically hear the room of writers wondering what she is doing here.

Kenzo breezes on, like an unnervingly sedate Poirot.

“Millie’s young adult. Which she’s already told each of us by accident.” Millie blushes, and buries her face in her hands. “And Cate . . .”

He looks around, noticing the youngest writer’s absence for the first time. It’s terrible, but Priscilla nearly forgot about her, too.

“Well, Cate’s not here, but she writes crime, like Fletch,” he says, before putting his hand to his own chest. “And I’m Kenzo.” He gives a small bow, like a magician’s flourish. “Horror. In case it wasn’t obvious.”

“You cheated!” declares Millie, even as she applauds. “You’ve been googling us.”

Kenzo drags the phone from his back pocket with an apologetic smile. “No signal,” he says. “And I don’t have the Wi-Fi yet.”

“There’s no way you just guessed,” says Jaxon.

Kenzo shrugs. “I’ve got a good eye. Horror, like thriller, comes down to the details. A killer, tucked into the cast, a weapon, planted and forgotten. Danger hidden in plain sight.”

Jaxon snorts. “Maybe that’s why I always guess the bad guy in the first chapter.”

Kenzo cocks his head. “Maybe you need to read better books.”

“Nah, man.” Jaxon stretches, lacing his hands behind his head in a way designed to strain the too-small shirt. “You can keep your masked slashers and jump scares. You want a real puzzle? Try planning a war between societies in space.”

Priscilla watches the two bicker as if it were a tennis match, the conversational ball being swatted back and forth.

“You know that the vast majority of science fiction is actually science fantasy,” says Kenzo, and Jaxon recoils as if slapped.

Millie’s brow scrunches up. “Hey! What’s wrong with fantasy?” she asks.

“Nothing,” says Kenzo with a one-shouldered shrug. “I’ve never understood the hostility between genres. They have more in common than people think. Fantasy. Horror. Thriller. Crime. They’re all just different versions of the same game, varying backdrops for the characters and the conflict, constructs for the fear and the need and the suspense.”

Millie nods brightly. “Totally,” she says. “Young adult is all about the suspense.”

Jaxon rolls his eyes. “I’m not sure will-they, won’t-they qualifies.”

Millie crinkles her nose. “Excuse you. More like, the stakes are super high.”

“Oh, are they now?” he teases, twisting his voice to mimic hers in a way that makes Priscilla’s hackles rise, but Millie only sticks out her tongue. They arrived together, shortly after she did, their voices crashing through the quiet house, her high squeal and his belly laugh, their arms already linked, even though they just met on the boat. Oh to be young and have low standards.

“Yeah, they are,” Millie says with faux outrage. “And the urgency reflects the way everything feels life-or-death when you’re sixteen. And okay, so what if there’s romance in there, too. Romance is all about tension! Right, Priscilla?”

She blinks, and for a horrible second, her mind goes blank. Her fingers twitch toward the flower-pin, desperate to hold on to something. But then the moment passes, and she bobs her head.

“Absolutely,” she says. “Kenzo’s right. Every genre uses the same deck of metaphorical cards, even if they use those cards to play a different game.”

“Ha!” barks Malcolm. “I like that.”

“Careful,” says Sienna. “He’ll steal it.”

“Art is theft,” says Jaxon, clearly expecting a “Hear, hear” and getting only looks. In the short but heady silence, he adds, “You know, in the truest sense. We’re always walking in someone else’s footsteps.”

Priscilla clears her throat, eyes drifting to the shallow stack of paper on the coffee table. She and the others have already filled theirs out, but now she offers the last blank form to Sienna and Malcolm.

“You’ll need to sign one of these.”

Sienna takes the sheet, frowning when she sees the words printed across the top.

NON-DISCLOSURE AGREEMENT

“An NDA? Seriously?” She looks around. “Isn’t that a little much?”

“Everything about this place is a little much,” says Kenzo blandly.

Malcolm plucks the paper from her hand and gives it a cursory look. “Arty’s always been notoriously private,” he says.

“Arty?” says Jaxon, but Malcolm presses on.

“Besides, these salons of his are sacred. A chance to talk through ideas, past, present, and future. Wouldn’t want those secrets getting out.”

“I guess,” says Sienna, obviously looking around for something to sign with. Priscilla finally lets herself reach for the golden flower pinned to her dress, revealing it for what it is: the decorative cap of a pen.

A gift from her mom, and a nod to the fact that even when she was supposed to be off the clock, on a date, or home for Christmas, some part of her was always working.

Sienna uncaps the pen, and frowns. She obviously expected it to be black, but the tip, where the ink shows, is beaded crimson.

“What kind of serial killer writes in red?” asks Jaxon with a nervous chuckle, repeating the same line he gave her when he borrowed it to sign his own paper.

Priscilla shrugs. She knows it’s a common superstition among writers—had a friend who claimed it was the ink equivalent of a scythe, slashing through his work, that he would only accept edits done in a friendly shade of green or blue—but personally, she’s never understood the repulsion. Surely what’s being written is more important than what color it’s being written in.

Sienna and Malcolm sign, neither writing their own name. Instead, he makes two grand flourishes—a P and an S—and then Sienna does the rest, scribbling in enn and tonely, their two styles locking together like hands to form the name.

Priscilla doesn’t know if it counts as legally binding, but it’s rather charming. She’s just fastening the filigreed pen back to her dress when Cate appears in the doorway, clutching a tray with a teapot and half a dozen mismatched cups.

“I found the tea!”

Priscilla’s first thought, when she met Cate, was that she didn’t look old enough to drive, let alone write crime novels. At least ones good enough to publish.

She’s small and waifish, her dark hair chopped bluntly just above her shoulders. She’s dressed in an oversize green cardigan, the sleeves so long that they keep swallowing her hands—and part of the tray—as she beelines for the table, cups and saucers rattling with every step.

Kenzo and Malcolm both twitch toward her to help, but she shakes her head.

“I’ve got it. I worked in a coffee shop. Never so much as broken a cup.” She puts the tray down on the table, careful to avoid the pile of NDAs. “I just thought—I didn’t know how long we’d be waiting . . . hopefully Mr. Fletch won’t mind. I raided the biscuits, too.”

She backs away from the tray of tea and contraband cookies and looks around, as if trying to decide where to perch. She ends up on the very edge of Kenzo’s sofa.

Priscilla notices that none of the men are pouring tea for themselves. She wonders how long they’ll wait for one of the women to do it—it’s not about to be her, and she’s hoping the others will hold the line—but then Sienna makes a show of playing hostess, asking everyone how they take it.

Cate takes hers with a splash of milk and a flustered thanks.

Millie starts with three cubes of sugar, then surreptitiously adds a fourth.

She doesn’t need to ask Malcolm, just passes him a cup.

Priscilla takes hers black—personally, she prefers coffee, but she’s tired enough from the flight that any form of caffeine will do.

To her surprise, both Kenzo and Jaxon pass, though for very different reasons.

“I’ll stick to espresso,” says Kenzo, while Jaxon insists that “the body’s a temple, gotta worship it.”

“Most temples appreciate offerings,” quips Kenzo.

Priscilla smiles into her cup.

Malcolm, meanwhile, has sidled over to Cate. “A fellow Brit, if I’m not mistaken?”

She bobs her head, tucks a chunk of hair behind her ear. “Yorkshire. You?”

“Why, Bonnie Scotland, of course!” he says in a heavy brogue, feigning offense well enough that Cate blushes, clearly embarrassed.

Sienna cuts in. “He’s lived in New York for more than a decade. At this point, no one can tell where he’s from.”

Malcolm shoots her a look, but Sienna seems immune.

“You must be Cate,” she says. “I’m Sienna. The lapsed Scot is Malcolm.”

“Just you wait,” he mutters. “A few days in Skelbrae, Scottish air in my lungs, and Fletch by my side, the old brogue will come right back.”

No one points out that Arthur Fletch is in fact American. Born in the Midwest—Nebraska, she thinks—he’s one of those men who always points out that they have a grandfather on their mother’s side from somewhere more interesting, who dreams of being from older, wilder places and has the money to make it happen.

Priscilla hears the faint rattle of porcelain, and frowns when she realizes it’s coming from the cup and saucer in Cate’s hands. She’s actually trembling.

“Sorry,” she whispers. “I suppose I’m a bit nervous.”

Sienna gives her a comforting smile. “Kenzo tells us you write crime?”

Cate’s hands disappear into her sleeves. “Not really. I mean. Yeah, kind of, but . . .” She trails off, and Jaxon huffs out a breath, clearly impatient.

“Is this all of us then?”

“All but Arty, I’d wager,” says Malcolm. “Given that Sisi and I were late.” He glances around. “Dropping the ball on the hosting gig, isn’t he? Has he made an appearance yet?”

Everyone shakes their head.

“Pretty rude, if you ask me,” says Jaxon, “not even being here to greet us.”

“Maybe he’s writing,” says Millie. “It was in one of those profiles, wasn’t it?”

“Oh yeah,” Cate adds, brightening. “The New Yorker one from last year? I was just rereading it.” She flushes as the words come out.

“You totally have it bookmarked,” says Jaxon.

Cate’s flush deepens. “I mean, it’s kind of inspiring, isn’t it? Coming from nothing. Building all of this. It’s nice to know it can be done.”

“Totally,” says Millie with an encouraging nod. “I loved the part about his discipline. How he writes every single morning, rain or shine, from ten to noon.”

Half a dozen heads turn toward the clock on the wall. It’s almost noon.

“He does it religiously,” says Cate. “Even at Christmas.”

“Not that religious, then.” Jaxon laughs at his own joke.

“But he totally is,” counters Millie. “He’s like a monk! Even locks his phone away, to avoid any distractions.” Even though she sounds awestruck, she’s also clutching her own phone against her chest in sympathetic horror.

The minute hand on the clock twitches, hitting twelve. It chimes softly, and everyone holds their breath. But nothing happens.

“Hmm,” says Priscilla, breaking the silence. “Maybe he’s planning to make a dramatic entrance?”

Sienna offers up a nervous laugh. “The trip here was dramatic enough.”

“But that would be just like Arty, wouldn’t it?” says Malcolm.

Jaxon shrugs. “Wouldn’t know.”

“But surely you’ve met him before?” He looks around, expecting everyone to join in. Cate shakes her head. Kenzo looks nonplussed. Millie chews her lip. Priscilla resists the urge to fidget.

Malcolm chuckles. “Hmm . . . interesting. I wonder what he’s playing at.”

The clock tick-tocks, the seconds passing, each more awkward than the last.

At some point, Malcolm and Jaxon and Kenzo gather next to the cold fireplace, as if drawn to it by some primal urge. Sienna, Priscilla, Cate, and Millie have settled in the mismatched furniture.

Priscilla tips her cup toward Cate. “Thanks for the tea.”

The girl smiles shyly, clutching her own cup. “This is all kind of . . .” She shakes her head, then lowers her voice. “The way Fletch talked about these salons, I got the sense they were for a certain—tier?—of writers. But then, I don’t know what I’m doing here. In fact, I feel like a bit of an impostor.”

Priscilla leans in. “If it makes you feel any better, so do I.”

Cate’s expression softens. “Really?”

Millie jumps in. “Hey, come on!” she says. “We’ve all worked hard to get where we are. To finish stories and get published and see the actual books that we’ve actually written in actual bookshops. And sure, I was confused for a minute when I got the invite for this weekend, but then I said to myself, ‘Millie Mitchell, you are worthy.’ ”

Even though she’s still sitting, cross-legged, she might as well have struck a power pose. Priscilla smiles, lowering her cup. “I like that attitude,” she says, but at the same time Cate mutters something inaudible.

“What was that?” asks Sienna.

Cate blushes fiercely. Swallows, fingers fluttering around her mug. “I said, I haven’t done those things. I haven’t seen my book on shelves. I haven’t even got a book deal yet. I just signed with my literary agent a couple of months ago . . .”

“You’re not even published?” yelps Millie, her cheerful demeanor slipping for just a second before she recovers. “I mean, not that there’s anything wrong with that. Obviously. We all start somewhere.”

“Cate’s right,” says Sienna, glancing around. “No disrespect, but none of us seem to be the usual suspects for this sort of thing.”

Priscilla clears her throat. “Perhaps he’s decided to branch out . . . encourage more diverse voices? Or maybe he—”

GOOOONGGGGG!

A single deep, rich sound rolls through the room like a tide, and as it retreats, Priscilla mentally follows it, back through the door and down the hall to the foyer, and the grand stairs, and the copper disk on the landing.

Everyone falls silent, and in the absence of sound, all she can hear is her own heart hammering inside her chest. She wants to stop time, take a moment to collect herself. Instead, she rises with the rest of them, clutching the high-backed chair for balance as she gets to her feet.

“Whatever Arthur Fletch is up to,” she says, willing her voice smooth, “I think we’re about to find out.”

And then the room is bubbling over with excitement, bodies surging toward the door. Priscilla lets them pass, stalling for a moment to steady herself. She catches her reflection in the coffee table, awash in pink, eyes wide behind her rosy frames.

Well, she thinks, molding a smile onto her face.

No going back now.






The Young Adult Writer

MILLIE MITCHELL IS GOING TO DIE.

At least, that’s how it feels. Her heart is a cloud of bees in her chest, so loud she almost can’t hear the voice coming from the stairs.

“Welcome, everyone. I do hope you’ve been making yourselves comfortable.”

The voice comes rolling down the steps, where they’ve all gathered, staring up at the two figures on the landing. Jaxon elbows her in the side, but she doesn’t look at him, because she can’t tear her gaze from the woman in the spiked red heels. The moment Millie saw her, her whole world slammed to a stop.

Because it’s Eleanor Vandenberg.

Not just an agent, but the agent.

The most successful literary agent in the world, according to an article in Forbes last month, though Millie has obviously been following her career for ages, back when she was getting ready to query her first novel. It’s standard practice, researching agents before you send them your book, and then after, when you’re waiting for them to reply—a little light stalking on social media, everybody does it—but Eleanor would never deign to have an Instagram, so Millie had to do her homework—which, incidentally, is something she’s always been good at. That’s how she knows Eleanor was the head of her class at Brown, and chief editor of the school’s Daily Herald. That’s how she knows that at twenty-five, Eleanor worked for the oldest and most esteemed literary agency in the States. By thirty, her authors made up half the bestsellers list, and by thirty-five, she’d opened her own agency, taking every single client with her.

Okay, so in case it’s not totally obvious, Millie has always had an agent crush on Eleanor. She queried her back in the beginning, along with everyone else trying to break in, and even though Eleanor passed, she took the time to add a handwritten note to the form rejection letter.

This shows promise. Keep trying.

Which may not seem like much, but it meant a lot to Millie back then. Still does. Even though it all worked out, and she ended up signing with Dan, who’s a totally decent agent (well, technically he was still an agent’s assistant back then, but he was starting to build his own list). She actually submitted a literary novel, a bittersweet portrait of sisters in the vein of Ann Patchett, but he told her she should consider switching to young adult. Not that her writing wasn’t good—whew—but given her age (and her appearance), there was a risk she wouldn’t be taken seriously in the literary world.

But YA, he explained, was different. Success relied on the whole package—the story, sure, but also the person selling it. It meant shelving that first book and starting over, but Millie was willing to do the work. And she’s done fine, aside from the bullying and the constant competition, and the fact that last year there was an actual internet award for Most Popular YA Author (which might as well have been called Hottest Author), and she wasn’t even on the longlist. Afterward, Dan sent her a text with a sad-face emoji and told her to hang in there.

But she can’t help but think that those things wouldn’t happen to one of Eleanor Vandenberg’s authors.

Dan is a nice guy, but Millie’s got plenty of nice on her own. What she wants—what she needs, if she’s going to truly break out—is a shark.

“Welcome,” Eleanor says again, her gaze sliding over them. “For those of you who don’t know, my name is Eleanor Vandenberg.”

Millie scoffs. How can anyone not know who she is? But judging by the ripple of surprise running through the room, maybe the others didn’t recognize her. Now that they do, the air gets a little tighter.

“It’s so nice to put faces to names.” Eleanor looks around, making brief but pointed eye contact with each of them. “I’ve been Arthur Fletch’s agent for more than thirty years.”

She runs a hand over her hair, an updo of glossy silver that, paired with her smooth skin, makes her look elegant and ageless (even though Millie knows, thanks to her research, that Eleanor is fifty-seven).

“Arthur was one of my very first clients,” she says. “And Miss Newhouse here is one of my most recent. Hello, dear.”

Millie glances at Cate, who’s looking equal parts flattered and embarrassed. She manages an awkward wave, and Millie remembers what she said.

I just signed with my agent.

Jealousy sparks in Millie’s chest, but she tamps it down before it can catch fire. Just because Cate is so young—younger even than she was when she was starting out. And just because she somehow managed to sign with Vandenberg, that doesn’t mean they can’t get along as colleagues, equals. Well, not equals; after all, Millie is several steps ahead but she could be a mentor, a publishing big sister. The kind she always wanted, and never had.

Let’s be honest, this isn’t a business for the faint of heart, not when you have to market yourself as much as your work, and judging by the fact that she’s barely said ten words since they arrived, and the way she’s making eye contact with the marble floor, publishing will probably eat Cate whole. And not even bother to spit out the bones.

Besides, it would be good to have a writer friend. Not the fake kind who is nice to your face at festivals and says you should hang out sometime but never invites you to their retreat, or the kind who insists on taking selfies and then spreads rumors about you having deformed toes just because you don’t like to
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