

    
        
          Margins & Malice

        

        
        
          Blackwater Quay Mysteries, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Simon Rudd

        

        
          Published by Simon Rudd, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MARGINS & MALICE

    

    
      First edition. May 13, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Simon Rudd.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235175914

    

    
    
      Written by Simon Rudd.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Simon Rudd

	    

      
	    
          
	      Blackwater Quay Mysteries

          
        
          
	          Hexes & Hardcovers

          
        
          
	          Margins & Malice

          
        
          
	          Folios & Felonies

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The OZ protocol

          
        
          
	          The Gray Mass

          
        
          
	          The Archived Lands

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Sathenvale Records

          
        
          
	          A Narrow Frequency

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Antique Mourning Shop

          
        
          
	          The Night Gardener of St. Edda

          
        
          
	          The Sea Glass Girls

          
        
          
	          The Arch In The Mountain

          
        
          
	          The Archivist of the Abyss

          
        
          
	          The Flower That Reached the Moon

          
        
          
	          Return Policy

          
        
          
	          The Winter Light

          
        
          
	          The House That Looked Back

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Simon Rudd

Dedication

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

Sign up for Simon Rudd's Mailing List

Further Reading: Hexes & Hardcovers

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Claire xx See you in heaven 

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1

[image: ]


The Wrong Weight of Ink

The brass key had grown warm against Elowen's collarbone during the walk to the shop. Three months she'd been wearing it, since finding it in the cigar box in Marigold's restoration room — one more question her great-aunt had left without an answer. Some mornings it felt heavier than others.

This was one of those mornings.

Tuesday had come in clear and bright over Blackwater Quay, the harbour sparkling, gulls already at it. The town had spent three months recovering from the property fraud revelations and the return to ordinary life had felt hard-won, worth being careful with. Elowen had grown grateful for unremarkable mornings.

She should have known better.

The back door to the restoration room stood ajar.

She stopped on the narrow path between Finch & Fable and the tea shop next door, hand halfway to the doorknob. The brass handle caught the sun. The door itself hung open perhaps three inches.

She'd locked it. She knew she'd locked it. Checking the locks had become habit after the spring — front door, restoration room, rare books cabinet, in that order, every night. She'd done it so many times the sequence had stopped requiring thought.

And yet.

She pushed the door open slowly. The hinges were silent.

"Atlas?"

A yowl from behind Marigold's desk, and then Atlas himself — fur bristled to twice its normal volume, amber eyes wide, pacing tight circles with his tail lashing. She'd seen him sit perfectly still through things that would have sent any sensible animal under the furniture. She'd never seen him like this.

The restoration room had been gone through. Books from the bottom shelf lay face-down on the floor. The desk drawers stood open, their contents — receipts, order forms, catalogues — scattered across the surface. The ink cabinet stood with its doors ajar, bottles pushed aside and rearranged.

She made herself take stock. The restoration inks were all there. The gold leaf sat untouched in its wooden box. Marigold's antique binding tools still hung in their proper order on the wall.

Nothing appeared to be missing.

And then she saw the cigar box.

It lay on the floor beneath the desk, lid open, brass hinges catching the light from the window. The box she'd put back behind the loose baseboard after finding the key. The hiding place she'd thought safe.

They'd found it. They'd looked.

Her hand went to her throat. The key was still there.

Atlas wound between her ankles and she bent to pick him up. His heart was going very fast against her chest. She stood holding him while he communicated his feelings in low sustained growls.

"They're gone," she said.

He didn't seem convinced.

She went through the rest of the shop. The front was undisturbed — shelves in order, the local history display still in the window, the rare books cabinet locked and untouched. The floorboard by the biography section hit its note as she stepped on it, the same F-sharp it had always been. Everything as it should be. She went back and counted Marigold's working journals: twelve leather-spined volumes, all present. She checked two of them, flicking through pages of her great-aunt's precise handwriting. Ink recipes. Notes on paper acidity. Nothing torn, nothing removed.

The journals would tell a different story later. Pages had been cut from three of the volumes with a blade so fine the remaining pages lay flush against each other. Specific formulas. Specific techniques. Already gone.

Elowen got her phone out and rang Rowan.

He arrived in under ten minutes, still in civilian clothes, which meant he'd been off-duty. The moment he stepped through the back door his attention changed — less Rowan, more DI Hale.

"Don't touch anything else. Tell me what you did when you arrived."

She walked him through it. He moved through the room methodically, photographing things with his phone, crouching to examine the door lock with the same focused attention he'd brought to the forged harbour documents in the spring.

"No forced entry," he said, straightening. "Lock was picked — cleanly, no scratches, no damage to the mechanism. Gloves throughout, so no prints." He looked at the room. "They went straight here. Bypassed the main shop, didn't touch the rare books cabinet."

"So they knew what they wanted."

"Looks that way." He met her eyes. "What's kept in here, El? What would someone want?"

"Restoration supplies," she said. "Marigold's working journals. Conservation materials, tools for book repair. Nothing valuable outside the trade."

"Family documents? Financial records?"

"Business paperwork. Invoices, tax records. Fairly mundane."

Rowan nodded, but not entirely. She watched him file the evasion away without comment, the way he did.

"They were after information, not valuables," he said. "The search is too targeted — drawers, the cabinet, even that box under the desk. They wanted something specific." He turned the brass doorknob, testing it with his thumb. "They might come back, if they didn't find it."

"Will you file a report?"

"Already am. Get better locks today if you can — I'll sort increased patrols on this street. And call me if anything seems off. Small things."

"Be careful?"

"I was going to say that next, yes."

After he'd gone Elowen stood in the restoration room. The new deadbolts were solid. The brass key pressed against her collarbone. She should tell him. About the key, about what it might open, about why someone would know to look for it.

But she'd have to explain everything behind it, and what she'd be left with was a shop owner insisting her great-aunt's trade secrets were worth breaking in for, which was true but not in any way she could demonstrate.

She put the cigar box back behind the baseboard, straightened the books from the floor, and got the shop open three hours late.

Atlas didn't settle all afternoon. He kept going back to the restoration room, checking the corners, registering his dissatisfaction in low periodic mutters. Elowen watched him between customers and thought he was managing this better than she was.

The mail arrived at half two. Malcolm delivered it with his usual commentary about the weather and a question about some mystery novels he'd ordered. Elowen sorted through the stack while he talked — bills, a distributor catalogue, community announcements.

And an envelope from the harbour preservation fundraiser.

She opened it without thinking. A form letter: donation tiers, event details, the standard language of community organisation.

The moment her fingers touched the paper something went wrong.

She dropped it and stepped back. Atlas was on his feet before she'd registered moving, fur up, a sound building in his chest that had no good name.

Stillness first. Then she picked up the letter, carried it to the restoration room, and laid it flat on Marigold's desk.

She placed her fingertips at the edge. Barely touching. Just enough.

It should have been faint — a form letter, impersonal, handled by dozens of people through production and post. What it was instead hit her like a shove: anger, shame, fear, all of it far beyond anything that should have been there. Concentrated. Someone had taken the subtle thing ink did naturally and forced it through a lens until it burned.

Someone had used the technique the wrong way around.

She reached for her phone. Rowan needed to know about this — or as much of it as she could put into words he could use. She was still working out what that was when Atlas hissed, sharp and sudden, facing the window.

The path between the shops was empty. Just afternoon light and the distant sound of the harbour.

She called Rowan anyway.
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Footnotes and Fundraisers

The Lighthouse Café was a converted sea captain's house on Harbour Street, and by six o'clock it was doing what it always did on community evenings — filling up with people and Benji's pastries and the slightly effortful warmth of neighbours who'd been through something together and weren't quite sure what to do with it yet. The library renovation fundraiser had drawn a good turnout. Someone was testing a projector.

Elowen hadn't planned to come. Rowan had texted that afternoon — You should get out of the shop. I'll be there — which was gently insistent in a way she'd found she couldn't argue with, so here she was, standing near the wall with a cup of his very good dark roast, not quite belonging to the scene.

"Elowen! There you are." Mrs. Chen waved from a table by the window. A wave that expected compliance. "Come sit. Tell me what you think about the summer reading proposal."

Elowen went and sat and was grateful for it. Mrs. Chen had opinions about regional literature for younger readers and grandchildren whose tastes she described at considerable length, and somewhere around the third grandchild Elowen's shoulders came down. Across the room Rowan was at the coffee station with Benji, off-duty in jeans, laughing at something. He caught her eye and raised his cup. See?

Margaret from the Ship Inn was at the next table with two women Elowen didn't recognise — visitors, possibly, or summer staff. She caught Elowen's eye and raised a hand. Not the full greeting she'd have given behind the bar — shorter, the kind of acknowledgment that said I see you, we're fine, we'll talk later. They hadn't spoken much since the spring. They didn't need to. Some things you went through with someone and the understanding that survived didn't require maintenance.

She was almost beginning to when Mrs. Tilling arrived.

She came in as she came everywhere — fashionably late, fully attended to, coral lipstick and a silk scarf. She'd been Blackwater Quay's unofficial social director for as long as anyone could remember, the woman who knew everyone's business and shared it with just enough warmth that it felt like care.

"Sorry, sorry," she called, heading for the centre table. "I was dealing with a situation."

The library board presentation started — water damage in the children's section, renovation timelines, a slide about HVAC that lost most of the room immediately. Elowen half-listened. The lemon squares were very good. Things were fine.

Then Mrs. Tilling opened an envelope.

It was the kind of gesture you made without thinking, while someone talked about humidity control. She unfolded the letter one-handed, barely glancing at it.

Elowen watched her face go wrong.

Not all at once. A small frown first, then something around the eyes, then something that looked like pain. Mrs. Tilling's hand trembled. Her other hand went to her throat.

Around the café nobody noticed, or they noticed and looked away, which was sometimes the same thing. The presentation continued. Benji refilled someone's tea.

Elowen noticed. So did Rowan — she caught the small shift in him from across the room.

Mrs. Tilling folded the letter with shaking hands and stood up too fast, her chair catching on the floor.

"I'm terribly sorry — I've just remembered — there's something I need to—" She didn't finish any of it. Just took her bag and left, quickly, in a way that had nothing to do with how Agnes Tilling normally moved anywhere.

The room went briefly, uncomfortably still. The man from the library board trailed off mid-sentence. People looked at each other.

Elowen was already on her feet.

She found her on the small deck behind the café, one hand on the railing, the other pressed to her mouth. The evening light was golden and entirely the wrong setting for it.

"Mrs. Tilling."

She startled, then tried to compose herself. "Oh, Elowen. I'm fine. Just needed some air."

"What was in the letter?"

A short laugh, too sharp. "Nothing. Old business. I don't know why I'm being so silly."

Elowen waited.

The harbour was settling into evening below them, the lighthouse just starting its rotation. Mrs. Tilling let out a slow breath. "The PTA funds. From 1995. A bookkeeping error — three thousand, two hundred pounds that went missing for a few weeks before it was found. Just a mistake. But before it was found, people talked." She closed her eyes briefly. "Everyone looked at me differently. Like they were adding things up."

"It was resolved."

"It was. Everyone apologised and we moved on and it's been thirty years." Her hand was still at her throat. "But reading that letter — I felt like I was back there. Guilty. Like I'd done something wrong. How can words do that? How can something that old suddenly feel like now?"

Elowen said nothing. Then: "Ink remembers what we write." Something Marigold had said to her once. The words came out more slowly than she intended.

Mrs. Tilling looked at her. "Sometimes it remembers what we're trying to survive."

They stood with that. Then the door opened.

The woman who stepped onto the deck was in her mid-thirties, angular features, dark hair. Elowen had seen her at community events without learning much about her. She was looking at Mrs. Tilling now with an expression that held no warmth at all.

"Maybe now people will start being honest," she said.

"I'm sorry?" Mrs. Tilling said.

"How many years has this town buried things?" Not loud. Controlled. Somehow worse for it. "Old mistakes, old accusations. Just moved on from without anyone being held to account."

"That's not—"

"My mother was accused of embezzlement by the same PTA. Twenty years ago. It was an error too — someone else's mistake. But by the time the truth came out she'd already left because she couldn't take the whispers. Because this town was very good at believing the worst." She gripped the railing with one hand, knuckles white against the painted wood. "Some things shouldn't stay buried. Maybe these letters are exactly what Blackwater Quay needs."

She went back inside.

"Her mother," Mrs. Tilling said quietly. "I'd forgotten she was Eleanor's daughter. That whole situation was — well. A mess." She reached into her bag for her compact and began restoring herself to her usual appearance, visibly and with effort.

"I should go back in," Elowen said.

"Yes. Can't let one silly letter ruin a perfectly good fundraiser." Her hands were still shaking.

Elowen went inside and found Rowan stacking chairs. He looked at her; she gave a small shake of her head — not here — and he nodded.

She said her goodbyes and collected her jacket from the back of the chair, and was almost at the door when Benji appeared from the direction of the kitchen with a cloth over his shoulder and the expression he got when he'd been watching something for a while and had decided to say so.

"You went after her," he said. Not a question.

"She needed air."

"Right." He fell into step beside her towards the door, which wasn't quite in the direction he'd been heading. "How bad was it?"

"The letter? Bad enough." She looked back at the room — the presentation wrapping up, someone rolling the projector cord, Mrs. Tilling back at her table and talking too brightly to the woman beside her. "She's putting herself back together in public, which is worse than it sounds."

"Always is." He held the door for her. Outside, the evening was still warm, the harbour lit in the gold it got in late summer. "You know she'll be fine," Benji said. "She's tougher than the letters."

"I know."

"I just —" He stopped. Reconsidered whatever he'd been going to say and replaced it with: "I made extra lemon squares. I'll bring some by tomorrow."

She looked at him.

"Not a solution," he said. "Just lemon squares."

"Tomorrow," she said. "Yes. Please."

He nodded and went back inside. Elowen walked home through the gold evening. Atlas fell in beside her at the corner of the high street, appearing from wherever he'd been with the certainty of a cat who had decided the day required an escort.

She hadn't told Rowan about what she'd felt standing next to Mrs. Tilling's letter on that deck — the same concentrated weight in the ink, the same wrongness. Whoever had broken into the shop and taken pages from Marigold's journals had not, it seemed, been collecting them.
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The Consultant

Thursday came in with fog off the harbour, the thick grey kind that muffled the gulls and made the high street look half-finished.

Atlas had been up half the night. Elowen knew because she had been too — lying still in the dark listening to him patrol the apartment above the shop, pausing at the windows, resuming. She'd had new deadbolts fitted on both doors the previous afternoon, Rowan supervising personally and testing each one twice, and she'd still lain awake thinking about paper.

She opened the shop at the usual time anyway. A water-damaged nineteenth-century atlas sat on the restoration desk waiting for her attention and she was failing to give it any when the front door chimed and Rowan came in with someone she didn't recognise.

"El — this is Dr. Julian Harcourt. Julian, this is Elowen Finch. She runs the shop, best conservation work in the region."

Julian Harcourt was mid-forties, good suit, grey at the temples. He shook her hand easily. "A pleasure. I've been meaning to visit since I arrived."

"Dr. Harcourt is a forensic document analyst," Rowan said. "The council brought him in for the letters."

"Just Julian, please." He glanced around the shop with professional attentiveness, his gaze settling on the restoration room doorway. "May I?"

She nodded.

He stepped in the way someone did when they already knew why care was required. He looked at Marigold's journals on their shelf, then at the atlas on the desk.

"Late Victorian. Hand-coloured plates." He didn't touch it. "Water damage along the gutter. Wheat starch paste?"

"With Japanese tissue. The paper won't take anything heavier."

"Right call." He turned. "Rowan mentioned you'd received one of the letters."

"Tuesday afternoon," Elowen said.

He examined the letter unhurriedly. Archival gloves from his pocket, a penlight, a small portable microscope. Paper stock first — checking the watermark, running a thumb along the edges to assess the fibre. Then the ink, a small chemistry kit, test strips, observations he made mostly to himself.

"Iron gall. Standard composition — oak galls, ferrous sulphate, gum arabic. Nothing unusual." He held the letter to the light. "Handwriting's educated, good control, deliberate formality. Dip pen or fountain pen — you can see the variation in line weight. Someone with calligraphy training, possibly, or at least time with traditional instruments."

Elowen watched him work and felt the gap between what his instruments were measuring and what was there.

"Psychologically this is well-constructed harassment," Julian said, setting down his magnifying glass. "The perpetrator understands how guilt operates. Nothing directly actionable, but carefully calibrated. The recipients all describe feeling worse than the content warrants — but that's how shame works. It amplifies itself. The power of suggestion is considerable."

"Mrs. Tilling said she felt guilty even though she knew she hadn't done anything wrong," Elowen said. "That seemed like more than—"

"Being accused, even falsely, activates the same psychological response as actual guilt." Patient. He'd said this before. "The perpetrator is exploiting that. It's sophisticated, but it's still words on paper." He closed the archival box. "The ink itself is ordinary. The harm comes from the content."

She didn't say anything.

He produced a business card — cream stock, plain typeface — and set it on the counter. "If any more letters arrive, ring me directly."

After they'd gone Elowen locked the front door and turned the sign.

She took the letter out again with her bare hands, which she wouldn't have done with anyone watching. The nausea came immediately. She carried it to Marigold's desk and put her fingertips at the edge. Barely touching. Just enough to read.

There. Beneath the iron gall, beneath the ordinary accumulation of touch and handling — something else. A layer that didn't belong. Someone had taken the subtle thing ink did naturally and forced it, the way you'd force a weld: functional, holding, but rough at the join. They'd understood the theory and missed the feeling of it, the way a forger got the shapes of a signature right but lost the unconscious pressure, the natural variation. Technically it worked. But it wasn't right.

Atlas came out from wherever he'd been — he'd made himself scarce during the visit, which was unlike him — and approached the archival box with his tail low. He sniffed the air near it, considered, and backed away with a sound deep in his chest.

"I know," Elowen said.

She got Marigold's journals down. Not checking they were present this time — reading, page by page, comparing entries to what she'd been taught. Volume seven. Volume eight.

The gaps had been there since Tuesday. She simply hadn't looked properly.

Mid-entry, the handwriting would stop. Pick up again several pages later on a different subject entirely. Hold the journal to the light and you could see the slight depression in the paper at the inner margin where the cut had been made — surgical, the edges lying flush. Three pages from volume seven. Four from volume eight. Sections on emotional amplification. On binding intent to ink. On working with the natural properties of written language.

Whoever had broken in had known exactly what to take.

Julian's analysis was accurate as far as it went — which wasn't far enough. The chemistry was ordinary because the corruption wasn't chemical.

She pulled the investigation journal from the desk drawer and started writing down what she could document without explaining the rest: the pages taken, the journals they'd come from, the subjects they'd covered. The pattern in the letters. What she felt in the ink. The last entry was from March — the close of the property fraud case, everything settled. This felt different. Less settled. She wrote that down too.

Atlas jumped up and put his head on her arm.
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The Walkout

The town hall was fuller than Elowen had ever seen it for a council meeting. People had arrived early for seats, which in Blackwater Quay meant something had frightened them.

She slipped into a chair near the back. Rowan was at the front in his official capacity — pressed shirt, no tie, the version of himself that answered to his full title. Julian was already seated off to one side with a legal pad, taking notes before anything had started. Mrs. Chen appeared beside Elowen almost immediately, settling in with a sigh.

"Terrible business. I heard Mrs. Tilling received one of those letters."

"She did."

"And Margaret Thompson. She collapsed at the grocery reading hers. Taken to hospital — just for observation," she added quickly, "but still."

Elowen hadn't known about Margaret Thompson. She filed it away and watched the doors.

Mrs. Tilling came in looking smaller than usual. She wore a cardigan despite the warmth and her hands were busy with her handbag strap. People nodded to her — the smiles were kind enough, but strained at the edges. Everyone knew what her letter had contained.

Behind her came Clara Whitcombe.

Elowen had seen Clara at community events without paying her much attention. She was paying attention now. Clara moved through the room with her jaw set and her arms already crossed before she'd sat down, as though she'd decided before arriving that this was going to be a fight. Several people glanced at her and then away, quickly, the way you looked at something you weren't sure was safe.

"That's Eleanor's daughter, isn't it?" Mrs. Chen murmured. "Carrying that with her all these years."

Council Chair Henderson called things to order with three raps of the gavel — retired solicitor, two decades on the council, tonight looking distinctly harried.

"Thank you all for coming on short notice. We're here to discuss the anonymous letters that have been circulating in our community. Four confirmed cases, all referencing past events or allegations of past impropriety."

"You mean harassment," someone called from the middle rows.

Henderson nodded slowly. "Yes. That appears to be the appropriate term. Which is why we've asked Detective Inspector Hale and Dr. Harcourt to brief us."

Rowan went through the known facts steadily: four recipients, all hand-delivered, none through Royal Mail. Content referencing past events, some decades old, all either resolved or the result of misunderstanding. Julian followed, describing the letters' consistency — traditional materials, careful handwriting, a studied formality designed to make them feel official. The recipients all had connections to past community conflicts. A pattern, though not yet a name.

"So someone with a grudge," said Councillor Morrison. "Someone who feels wronged."

The implication settled over the room. Elowen watched Clara's hands tighten on her knees. Around her, glances slid sideways and away. Clara would have noticed every one of them.

Henderson cleared his throat. "The question before the council is how to respond. Increased patrols, certainly. Community alerts. Perhaps—" He hesitated. "Perhaps there's also merit in letting old matters rest. These are long-resolved—"

"Covering them up, you mean."

Clara's voice cut across the chamber and the room went still.

She stood slowly. "You want to cover it up. Again. Just like you did with my mother."

"Clara, that's not what—"

"My mother made one mistake." Her voice was steady and very controlled. "One accounting error. And this town destroyed her. Whispered about what she must have spent it on. Treated her like a criminal even after the money was found. She left because she couldn't stand the way people looked at her." Her hands were fists at her sides. "And now someone is making those same people feel what they made her feel — and your response is to cover it up. Protect the people who drove her out."

"What happened to your mother was terrible," Mrs. Tilling said, and the pain in it was real. "But these letters aren't about accountability, Clara. They're about causing harm."

"Maybe some people have it coming."

"That's enough." Henderson, sharper now. "Ms. Whitcombe, this is a council meeting—"

"You want to know who's sending them?" Clara's laugh came out wrong. "You should be thanking them. At least now everyone can see what this town actually is."

She pushed past the row of chairs. People pulled back slightly as she passed. At the door she turned.

"You destroyed my mother with whispers and judgment. She made a mistake and you treated her like garbage. Now you know how it feels."

The door
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