


Chapter One

	The rain clung to Sutton Green like a veil, draping the estate in a perpetual half-light. Clara Hayes drew her coat tighter around her shoulders as she stood at the edge of the courtyard, her gaze tracing the cracked pathways that spiderwebbed through the concrete sprawl. She had been here before—once as a cub reporter, chasing a story about redevelopment that never happened. The memory lingered like the damp: unfinished, unresolved.

	 

	Now, ten years later, she was back. Not for a puff piece or a council briefing, but for a name. Rachel Holloway. A woman no one seemed to remember, who had vanished from Sutton Green three weeks earlier. Officially, she did not exist. Unofficially, Clara had stumbled across her in the quiet lines of a council spreadsheet: a tenant unaccounted for, rent unpaid, and a note beside her name —“no longer in residence.”

	 

	Clara stepped forward, her notebook tucked under her arm as she entered the courtyard. The smell of wet brick and chip fat lingered, a cocktail of the estate’s history and neglect. The tower blocks rose above her, slabs of grey against a slate sky. Windows glowed faintly here and there, squares of life in the gloom. Yet the silence unsettled her. Sutton Green had always been noisy children kicking footballs, arguments spilling from balconies, dogs barking. Now, there was only the rain.

	 

	Her shoes splashed as she crossed to Block C. She had already knocked on Rachel’s last listed flat that morning. No answer. A neighbour had muttered something about her leaving suddenly, but his eyes had darted away too quickly, his story too neat. Clara had learned to recognise fear, even in casual conversation.

	 

	Inside Block C, the stairwell reeked of bleach and mildew. The strip lighting overhead flickered. She climbed slowly, listening. On the third floor, she stopped. A door slammed somewhere above, then hurried footsteps retreated. Clara turned, heart quickening, but the landing was empty.

	 

	She continued up, stopping at Flat 3B - Rachel’s. The door was locked, the letterbox taped over. But someone had wedged a leaflet under the handle. Clara pulled it free. An advert for Harrow Estates, glossy and smug: “Revitalising London’s Communities.” The name chilled her. Victor Harrow—property tycoon, philanthropist, and a man with too many friends in too many places.

	 

	Clara scribbled in her notebook: Harrow—link?

	 

	A creak made her pause. At the far end of the corridor, a shadow shifted. For a heartbeat, she thought she saw a figure watching her. She blinked—and the landing was empty again.

	 

	Her phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number: “Stop digging.”

	 

	Clara’s breath caught. She shoved the leaflet into her pocket and forced herself to walk calmly back down the stairs. But every step felt like she was being followed, her reflection in the grimy windows never quite matching her movements.

	 

	Outside, she stopped in the rain and lifted her face to the sky. Sutton Green was alive with secrets. And somewhere in those shadows, Rachel Holloway had disappeared.

	 

	Clara was not leaving without finding out why.

	 

	Clara returned to the Sentinel newsroom the following morning, her mind still replaying the shadow on the stairwell and the glint of Victor Harrow’s car in the rain. The newsroom was its usual storm of ringing phones, shouted deadlines, and the faint aroma of burnt coffee, but to Clara it felt muffled, like she was walking through water.

	 

	At her desk, her notes sprawled across a legal pad, words scrawled in the half-dark of her car the night before. Rachel Holloway. Sutton Green. Harrow. A web of names, places, and hints of motives that did not yet tie together. She tapped her pen against the page, hearing again the silence in that apartment building, the sense that someone was always one step behind her.

	 

	“Clara,” came a clipped voice from across the newsroom.

	 

	She looked up to see Gareth Linton, her editor, framed in the doorway to his glass office. He beckoned her with the jerky impatience of a man who had already decided the answer was “no.”

	 

	Inside, Gareth gestured for her to sit, though he did not bother lowering his voice. “I saw your draft. Missing persons, Sutton Green. Harrow? Are you out of your mind?”

	 

	Clara stiffened. “Rachel Holloway’s disappearance is connected. I can feel it. And Harrow’s name—”

	 

	“Is poison,” Gareth cut in. He leaned back, adjusting his tie with a sigh. “Clara, Harrow’s companies buy ad space. They sponsor events. They have lawyers who eat people like us for breakfast. If you start scribbling his name next to a missing tenant, we will be flattened before you can type the word ‘exclusive.’”

	Clara clenched her jaw. “Since when do we choose stories based on who pays for gala tables? Rachel’s gone. Nobody is looking for her except me. And Harrow was there.”

	 

	“Enough,” Gareth snapped. His tone softened, but only slightly. “Write the story but keep Harrow out of it. Stick to the human-interest angle. Girl disappears, neighbour’s worried, police searching quietly. Leave the empire-building villain out of your copy, Clara. This is me protecting you.”

	 

	She pushed back from the chair, her pulse thudding in her temples. Protecting her, or protecting himself?

	 

	The newsroom blurred into background noise as Clara stalked back to her desk. A text buzzed her phone:

	 

	Marcus Reed: “We need to talk. Now.”

	 

	She grabbed her coat and left, ignoring Gareth’s glare as the office door swung shut behind her.

	 

	⸻

	 

	Marcus was waiting at a diner a few blocks from the precinct, his trench coat draped over the booth beside him. He looked tired, older than the last time she had seen him, dark circles carved beneath his eyes.

	 

	“You look like hell,” she said, sliding into the seat across from him.

	 

	“Good morning to you too,” he muttered, pushing a coffee across the table. “What the hell were you doing at Sutton Green last night?”

	 

	Clara raised an eyebrow. “You had someone watching me?”

	 

	“I had someone watching Harrow,” Marcus corrected. He leaned in, lowering his voice. “And my guy saw you. Do you know what kind of heat you are pulling onto yourself? Harrow does not like journalists sniffing around. Especially not stubborn ones who do not know when to back off.”

	 

	Clara’s stomach tightened, but she forced herself to meet his gaze. “Rachel Holloway vanished, Marcus. Nobody’s paying attention. And Harrow was there last night. Why?”

	 

	Marcus’s jaw worked, like he was chewing on words he did not want to say. “Because Harrow owns half the city, Clara. He has fingers in every deal, every contract. But you do not prove corruption by chasing shadows in stairwells. You get evidence. Do you have any?”

	 

	Clara hesitated. The truth was no, not yet. Only impressions — the unease in Sutton Green, the way the residents avoided her questions, the sudden hush when Harrow’s name came up. But impressions were not evidence.

	 

	“Then stop,” Marcus said firmly. “I’m telling you this as a friend. Step back before you end up like Rachel — a name on a file gathering dust.”

	 

	⸻

	 

	Clara left the diner more determined than ever. Fear gnawed at her, but beneath it burned the same defiance that had carried her through years of late nights and slammed doors. Marcus might be right, but she could not let it go.

	 

	By evening, she was back at Sutton Green. The rain had returned, pinpricks against her umbrella as she crossed the courtyard. The building loomed taller, darker, as though it had grown overnight.

	 

	Inside, the air smelled faintly of bleach and something metallic. Clara moved quickly up the first flight of stairs, her notepad tucked under her arm, her phone light cutting a narrow path through the gloom. She reached the landing where she had seen the shadow the night before.

	 

	Her breath caught.

	 

	Someone was there.

	 

	A figure at the far end of the corridor, half turned toward her, face lost in shadow.

	 

	“Rachel?” The word slipped out before Clara could stop it.

	 

	The figure shifted but did not answer. Instead, it moved toward a door, slipping inside without a sound.

	 

	Clara’s pulse hammered. She sprinted forward, fumbling with her phone to mark the door. Apartment 3B. She pressed her ear to the wood — silence.

	 

	Her fingers trembled on the doorknob. Locked.

	 

	⸻

	 

	She stepped back, heart racing, when a voice cut through the hallway behind her.

	 

	“You shouldn’t be here.”

	 

	Clara whirled around. Eleanor Harrow stood a few feet away, her elegance stark against the peeling paint of the hallway. Her expression was unreadable, but her eyes — sharp, assessing — sent a chill down Clara’s spine.

	 

	“Mrs. Harrow?” Clara managed.

	 

	“You’re chasing echoes,” Eleanor said softly. “And echoes do not keep you safe. Leave Sutton Green, Ms. Hayes. Forget Rachel Holloway. Forget what you think you saw.”

	 

	And with that, she turned and walked away, her heels clicking against the concrete, leaving Clara rooted in the dim light, notebook clutched to her chest, and more questions than ever.

	 

	Clara forced herself to breathe, scribbling furiously in her notebook even as her hands shook. Eleanor Harrow’s words echoed louder than the empty hallway: Forget Rachel Holloway. If the Harrows wanted silence, then silence was the very last thing Clara was willing to give them.

	 

	She descended the stairs, each creak of the worn steps ringing louder than her thoughts. Outside, the rain slicked streets blurred into streaks of neon and headlamps, but she barely noticed as she hurried to her car. She locked the doors, dropped her notebook on the passenger seat, and just sat there, gripping the wheel, letting the adrenaline ebb into cold fear.

	 

	For the first time, Clara wondered if Marcus had been right. She was in over her head. But the thought of Rachel’s face — her photo clipped to Clara’s cork board at home, bright smile frozen in time — pushed the doubt back down.

	 

	Back at her apartment, Clara spread her notes across the table. She taped Rachel’s photograph beside a sketch she had made of Sutton Green’s layout, circling the apartment door — 3B. She listed names: Victor Harrow, Eleanor Harrow, Gareth Linton, Marcus Reed. At the bottom, she wrote in block letters: WHO WAS IN 3B?

	 

	Her phone buzzed. A message from an unknown number:

	 

	“Stop looking. Last warning.”

	 

	Clara’s throat tightened. She snapped a photo of the message, sent it to Marcus, and typed: Trace this?

	 

	His reply came quick: You are making enemies you cannot see.

	 

	She set the phone down and stared at the map of notes on her table. Every instinct screamed to run. Every memory of her career — the stories she had fought for, the truths people wanted buried — screamed louder: stay.

	 

	The next morning, Gareth cornered her before she even reached her desk. He held up a printout of her draft, red ink scrawled across the margins.

	 

	“What the hell is this?” he demanded, stabbing a finger at Harrow’s name.

	 

	“It’s the truth,” Clara said evenly.

	 

	“It’s suicide,” Gareth shot back. “You think you are some crusader? You are going to drag this paper into court, and you will be lucky if they do not take your press badge while they are at it. You want to keep your job? Strip Harrow out. Stick to the facts you can prove.”

	 

	Clara’s jaw tightened. “You should tell that to Rachel Holloway’s family. Oh wait—no one even knows she is missing because nobody will print it.”

	 

	Gasps rippled through the nearby desks. Gareth’s face darkened. “My office. Now.”

	 

	She refused. She turned, grabbed her bag, and walked out. The newsroom noise faded behind her, replaced by the thudding of her heart. If the paper would not back her, she would do it alone.

	 

	⸻

	 

	She spent the afternoon digging through housing records at the county clerk’s office. Sutton Green, built under a Harrow subsidiary. Renovation contracts awarded to shell companies. A trail of documents, thin but traceable. By dusk, Clara had filled a file with photocopies.

	 

	Exiting the building, she caught a glimpse of a dark saloon car idling across the street. Tinted windows. Engine running.

	 

	Her pulse spiked. She clutched the file closer, quickened her pace to the subway. The car didn’t move, but she felt its presence like a hand pressed between her shoulder blades.

	 

	That night, back at Sutton Green, she tried again. The hallway outside 3B was empty, the air heavy with the smell of fresh paint — as if someone had tried to scrub the place clean. Clara pressed her hand to the door, closed her eyes, and listened. Nothing.

	 

	Then—footsteps. Behind her.

	 

	She spun, but the corridor was deserted. A single bulb flickered overhead, buzzing faintly.

	 

	She raised her phone, snapped a photo of the door, and was about to turn away when a whisper cut through the silence.

	 

	“Leave.”

	 

	Her stomach dropped. She was not imagining it. Someone was inside 3B.

	 

	Clara backed away, every nerve on edge, causing her to collide with the stairwell railing. The city noise outside seemed impossibly far.

	She steadied herself, shoved the notebook into her bag, and fled down the stairs, the whisper following her long after she stepped out into the rain.

	 

	⸻

	 

	Back in her car, breathless, Clara gripped the wheel with both hands. She knew one thing for certain now: Rachel Holloway’s disappearance was not an accident, and Sutton Green was not just another run-down apartment complex.

	 

	It was a trap. A stage. A secret wrapped in concrete and shadows.

	 

	And the Harrows — Victor, Eleanor, maybe both — were the ones pulling the strings.

	 

	But Clara Hayes was not walking away.

	 

	The city slept uneasily, but Clara Hayes did not.

	 

	She sat at her kitchen table, the blinds drawn, the file of photocopied housing contracts spread like a hand of bad cards. Each document bore the fingerprints of Harrow subsidiaries, companies with names that meant nothing on their own but, together, formed a mosaic of ownership. They were not just landlords. They were custodians of silence.

	 

	She rubbed her eyes and leaned back, listening to the tick of her clock. The apartment felt too still, the shadows in the corners heavier than they should have been. Her phone lay face down beside her notes, the unknown number’s warning message still burned into her mind. Stop looking. Last warning.

	 

	But warnings never stopped Clara. They only made her dig deeper.

	 

	Her gaze fell on Rachel Holloway’s photograph again — the bright smile, the kind of warmth that made it impossible to imagine her vanishing into the concrete. Clara lifted the photo, holding it like a vow. “I won’t let them erase you,” she whispered.

	 

	A sound at the door made her freeze.

	 

	She held her breath. Another sound — a scrape, soft, metallic. Someone was at her lock.

	 

	Clara’s body tensed. Slowly, she slid her phone toward her, thumbing Marcus’s number. But before she could press call, the sound stopped. Silence. Then retreating footsteps down the hall.

	 

	Clara leapt up, bolting to the door. She pulled it open just in time to catch a glimpse of a figure turning the corner, disappearing into the stairwell.

	 

	“Hey!” she shouted, but her voice bounced back at her, swallowed by the walls.

	 

	Her heart pounded. She locked the door, double-checked the chain, then sank back against it, her phone trembling in her hand.

	 

	Marcus answered on the second ring. “Clara?”

	 

	“Someone was here,” she hissed. “At my door. They tried to get in.”

	 

	Silence on the line, then a curse. “Pack a bag. Now. You are not safe there.”

	 

	“I’m not running,” Clara snapped, surprising herself with the steel in her voice. “That’s what they want.”

	 

	“Clara—”

	 

	“No. I have got too much. Harrow’s companies, the shell contracts, Rachel’s disappearance. They are all connected. If I walk away now, Rachel stays gone. And whoever was just here — they win.”

	 

	Marcus groaned. “Then at least meet me halfway. Do not do this alone. You are in deeper than you think.”

	 

	Clara hung up before she could second-guess herself.

	 

	⸻

	 

	The next day, she went back to Sutton Green. The estate greeted her with the same oppressive quiet, but now it felt different — like the silence was aware of her. She walked the cracked paths slowly, scanning the windows, the doorways, for any sign of movement.

	 

	On the third floor of Block C, she paused at 3B. The fresh paint smell still lingered, sharp and chemical. Someone wanted this place scrubbed clean.

	 

	She pressed her palm flat against the door. “Rachel, if you’re in there, I’ll find you,” she murmured.

	 

	A sound echoed — faint, distant. A television somewhere above, voices bleeding through the floor. She turned, and her eyes caught movement.

	 

	A man in a suit stood at the far end of the corridor. Expensive cut, shoes that did not belong in Sutton Green. His expression was unreadable, but Clara recognised the aura instantly: Harrow’s people.

	 

	“Ms. Hayes,” he said, his tone even, almost courteous. “A word?”

	 

	Clara straightened. “Who are you?”

	 

	“Someone who advises discretion. Mr. Harrow is a busy man. He does not like distractions.” The man’s smile did not reach his eyes. “You’re a distraction.”

	 

	Clara’s pulse thundered. “Then tell Mr. Harrow he’ll just have to get used to me.”

	 

	The man’s smile widened slightly, like he was amused by her defiance. Then he turned and walked away, his footsteps echoing down the stairwell.

	 

	Clara scribbled furiously in her notebook, every detail — the suit, the shoes, the words. Proof was building. Piece by piece.

	 

	⸻

	 

	By nightfall, she met Marcus again, this time at his cramped apartment overlooking the river. His place was littered with files, old case notes, and a pile of empty takeout boxes.

	 

	“You look like hell,” he said as she walked in.

	 

	“You already used that line,” she shot back, but her voice lacked humour. She handed him the file of housing contracts. “Harrow’s fingerprints are all over Sutton Green. Shell companies, fake renovation projects, tenants who vanish. Rachel is not the first.”

	 

	Marcus flipped through the pages, his expression darkening. “If this is right, this isn’t just a missing persons case. It’s a pattern. Harrow’s clearing people out, maybe worse. And no one is stopping him.”

	 

	Clara sank onto the sofa, exhaustion settling in her bones. “Then we stop him.”

	 

	Marcus looked up sharply. “Clara—”

	 

	She cut him off. “I did not become a journalist to write puff pieces. Rachel deserves better. Every tenant who vanished deserves better. I’m not backing down, Marcus. Not now.”

	 

	For a long moment, he studied her, the weight of their shared history in his eyes. Then he nodded once. “All right. We will do it together. But we’ll do it smart.”

	 

	Clara exhaled, relief and fear mingling in her chest. She had an ally. For the first time since Rachel’s name had appeared in that spreadsheet, she did not feel completely alone.

	 

	But she also knew the truth: standing against Victor Harrow meant walking into a storm. And storms had a way of sweeping people away.

	 

	⸻

	 

	That night, Clara could not sleep. She lay awake, listening to the hum of the city, the river’s steady rush below Marcus’s window.

	 

	Her notebook lay open on the table beside her. At the top of the page, she had written in bold letters:

	RACHEL HOLLOWAY.

	 

	Beneath it, she had scrawled a single line that steadied her resolve:

	 

	Every secret leaves an echo.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two 

	 

	The city’s morning light was pale, bruised by a haze that clung low over the Thames. Clara Hayes stood on the embankment, her notebook tucked against her chest, and watched as the water rolled past in muted shades of grey. Last night’s resolve still clung to her, but it was tempered now with the cold awareness that she’d crossed a line she couldn’t uncross.

	 

	Marcus had left early, muttering about chasing down a contact in Property Records. Clara had lingered, scribbling thoughts in the quiet of his apartment until the noise of the city pressed too close. Now, she needed air, perspective, distance from the shadows of Sutton Green.

	 

	Her phone buzzed in her coat pocket. She pulled it free and saw the name flash across the screen: Eleanor Harrow.

	 

	Clara froze. How had Eleanor gotten her number? She swiped the answer button with a cautious thumb. “This is Clara.”

	 

	Eleanor’s voice was calm, velvet over steel. “You shouldn’t mistake my presence at Sutton Green for coincidence. When I told you to forget Rachel Holloway, it wasn’t advice. It was instruction.”

	 

	Clara’s grip on the phone tightened. “Rachel’s missing. If you know something—”

	 

	“Rachel made her choices,” Eleanor interrupted. “We all do. And some choices… can’t be reversed. Walk away, Ms. Hayes. If not for yourself, then for those who still believe in you.”

	 

	The line went dead.

	 

	Clara stared at the phone, her breath fogging in the morning chill. Eleanor’s words weren’t just a warning. They were a threat wrapped in civility, the kind of veiled menace Clara had seen men like Victor wield for years. But coming from Eleanor, it carried something colder — inevitability.

	 

	⸻

	 

	By mid-morning, Clara was back in the newsroom. She expected Gareth to pounce the moment she walked through the door, but he wasn’t in yet. That small mercy gave her time to drop into her chair and open her laptop.

	 

	Her inbox overflowed with press releases and council bulletins, but one subject line made her stop: “RE: Sutton Green Inquiry”. The sender was anonymous, the address a random jumble of letters.

	 

	Clara clicked.

	 

	You’re looking in the wrong place. 3B isn’t where it started. Basement. Tonight. Come alone.

	 

	She leaned back in her chair, heart hammering. The basement. She’d never thought to look beneath the building. Her instincts screamed trap, but her reporter’s gut whispered truth. Whoever sent this knew Sutton Green intimately.

	 

	She typed back quickly: Who are you?

	 

	The reply came almost instantly: A friend who won’t stay one for long if you bring company.

	 

	⸻

	 

	That evening, she returned to Sutton Green. Marcus would have chained her to a desk if he knew, but she couldn’t risk losing the lead. The estate loomed as it always did, grey against the dusk, its windows glowing like watchful eyes. Clara pulled her coat tight and slipped inside Block C.

	 

	The basement entrance was at the far end of the building, past the rows of letterboxes and the smell of stale air. The door creaked as she pushed it open, revealing a stairwell descending into darkness.

	 

	Her phone’s flashlight cut a narrow beam through the gloom. The air grew colder with each step, damp clinging to her skin. At the bottom, the corridor stretched left and right, lined with storage cages filled with forgotten furniture and boxes.

	 

	A sound echoed — faint, metallic, like something scraping against stone. Clara froze, holding her breath.

	 

	“Hello?” she whispered.

	 

	Silence.

	 

	She edged forward, her light sweeping over rusted padlocks and graffiti-smeared walls. Then her beam landed on something that didn’t belong: a door at the very end of the corridor, heavier than the others, steel instead of wood.

	Her pulse quickened. The scrape came again, from behind that door.

	 

	She stepped closer, pressing her ear against the metal. For a moment, she heard nothing but her own breath. Then — a voice. Faint. Pleading.

	 

	“Help…”

	 

	Clara staggered back, her heart in her throat. The voice was female. Weak. And it came from inside.

	 

	She fumbled for her phone, recording everything — the door, the sound. Proof. Her hands trembled as she pressed the recorder closer. The voice came again, clearer this time:

	 

	“Please… don’t leave me here.”

	 

	Clara’s instincts screamed to run for Marcus, for the police, for anyone who could pry that door open. But another instinct — the one that had driven her into journalism in the first place — held her in place. If she left, the voice might vanish like smoke. If she stayed, she might finally pull the thread that unravelled everything.

	 

	Her phone buzzed suddenly, startling her so hard she nearly dropped it. A text from the anonymous sender:

	 

	“Now you know. Leave before it’s too late.”

	 

	Clara’s blood ran cold. Whoever had sent the email was watching her. Right now.

	 

	She swept the light across the basement, heart pounding, but saw nothing but shadows.

	 

	Her breath came fast and shallow. She wanted to scream at the darkness, demand answers, but the weight of unseen eyes pinned her in place. She backed away, step by step, until the stairwell swallowed her again.

	 

	When she finally burst into the night air, she felt like she’d been underwater too long, her lungs aching with the rush of oxygen.

	 

	She leaned against the brick wall, clutching her phone to her chest. There was someone alive beneath Sutton Green. Someone trapped. And if she didn’t act fast, Rachel Holloway might not be the only name erased from the estate.

	 

	Clara couldn’t shake the voice. Even as she walked away from Sutton Green, even as she boarded the last train home, even as she lay awake in her apartment staring at the ceiling — it clung to her, brittle and desperate.

	 

	Please… don’t leave me here.

	 

	The words had sunk hooks into her chest.

	 

	By dawn, her notebook was already half-filled with frantic scribbles: Steel door. Basement. Voice female. Trapped? Rachel? Who tipped me off? Why tonight? Why alone?

	 

	When Marcus arrived at her apartment later that morning, she barely let him set his coat down before thrusting the notebook at him.

	 

	“You went back without me?” His face hardened as he flipped through her notes. “Clara, what the hell were you thinking?”

	 

	“I heard someone,” she shot back, pacing the length of her living room. “A woman. Begging for help. Behind a locked door. Marcus, she’s down there. Rachel might still be alive.”

	 

	Marcus slammed the notebook shut. “Or it was a setup. Harrow’s people dangling bait so they can reel you in. Why the hell would a prisoner whisper loud enough for you to hear?”

	 

	“Because she wanted me to,” Clara insisted. “Because she knew I was there.”

	 

	Marcus dragged a hand through his hair. “Jesus, Clara. You think you’re invincible, don’t you? Like the rules don’t apply.”

	 

	Her voice broke. “Rachel doesn’t have time for rules.”

	 

	The room fell silent except for the hum of the radiator. Marcus’s expression softened, but his voice stayed low, heavy. “If she’s alive, Clara, she’s leverage. And Harrow doesn’t keep leverage without a reason. Whatever’s happening under Sutton Green… it’s bigger than you. Bigger than me.”

	 

	“Then all the more reason not to stop,” she said.

	 

	⸻

	 

	By mid-afternoon, Clara had convinced Marcus to drive her back to Sutton Green. This time, he insisted on caution. They parked two streets away, their car tucked between a shuttered laundromat and a kebab shop.

	 

	From the shadows, Clara studied the estate. Children had returned to the courtyard, kicking a tattered football against the walls. The sound should have been comforting, but their laughter carried uneasily through the heavy air.

	 

	“Block C,” Clara whispered.

	 

	Marcus adjusted the strap on the satchel slung over his shoulder. “We get in, we check the basement, we get out. No heroics. If anything feels off, we walk.”

	 

	Clara nodded, though every fibre of her wanted to break the door down and drag Rachel — or whoever was inside — into the daylight.

	 

	Inside, the stairwell smelled of stale smoke and damp plaster. Clara’s stomach knotted as they descended. At the bottom, her phone light swept over the familiar cages, the graffiti, the door at the end of the corridor.

	 

	It was still there. Steel, silent, immovable.

	 

	Marcus stepped forward, crouching to inspect the frame. “Industrial grade. Reinforced. Whoever put this in didn’t want anyone snooping around.”

	 

	Clara leaned closer, straining her ear against the cold surface. Nothing. No voice, no scrape. Just silence.

	 

	“Maybe she’s gone,” Marcus muttered.

	 

	“No,” Clara whispered fiercely. “She’s there. I know it.”

	 

	She pressed her palm against the door, as if the force of her will could penetrate the steel. Her breath fogged against the metal.

	 

	⸻

	 

	Marcus tugged her away gently. “We can’t force it. Not without tools. And even if we had them, we’d be caught before we made a dent. We need another way in.”

	 

	Clara pulled free, pacing the narrow corridor. Her gaze snagged on a cluster of electrical panels along the wall, each labelled with fading numbers. One was newer than the others, its screws too clean, the paint unmarked. She pointed. “There. That’s connected to this door.”

	 

	Marcus followed her gaze. “Maybe. Or maybe you’re seeing ghosts.”

	 

	Clara grabbed his arm. “Marcus, I heard her. I’m not imagining this. Whoever tipped me off wanted me to know what’s happening here. We need to figure out why.”

	 

	He hesitated, then sighed. “Fine. But we do it smart. I’ll run the serial numbers on those panels, see if they’re even registered with the council. You—” he jabbed a finger at her “—stay away from this place until I do.”

	 

	Clara opened her mouth to argue, but Marcus’s expression brooked no compromise. For now, she let him have the last word.

	 

	⸻

	 

	Back in the newsroom, Gareth cornered her before she even sat down. His face was flushed, his tie askew. “Where the hell were you yesterday?”

	 

	“Working,” Clara said evenly.

	 

	“Working?” He slapped a stack of papers onto her desk. Printouts of her latest notes — copies she hadn’t shared. Clara’s blood ran cold.

	 

	“Who gave you these?”

	 

	“That’s not the question,” Gareth snapped. “The question is why my reporter is chasing phantom tenants and scrawling Harrow’s name like she’s writing a conspiracy thriller. I told you, Clara, drop it.”

	 

	Her mouth went dry. Someone inside the paper was feeding Gareth her private notes. Someone wanted her muzzled.

	 

	She stood slowly, meeting his glare with one of her own. “You can spike the story, Gareth. But you can’t spike me.”

	 

	Gasps rippled across the newsroom as she grabbed her bag and stormed out, the weight of betrayal pressing heavier than her fear of Harrow.

	 

	That night, Clara sat at a corner table in a pub, her notebook open, pint untouched. The words blurred together — basement, steel door, voice, Harrow, Eleanor.

	 

	A shadow fell across her table. Eleanor Harrow herself slid into the opposite seat, immaculate as ever, her perfume cutting through the sour tang of beer and fried food.

	 

	“You don’t give up,” Eleanor said quietly. “It’s admirable. Dangerous. But admirable.”
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