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Chapter 1: The Throne Room






The afternoon sun was harsh in Margaret Perkins's corner office on the fourteenth floor. When she turned from the window, the sunlight hit her face, and she turned away quickly, like someone caught off guard by something they wanted to keep private.

She was not a small woman. That Tuesday, she wore a green and yellow polyester dress printed with oversized chrysanthemums, cinched at the waist with a wide elastic belt that only drew attention to her size. The dress strained at the armholes and bunched in awkward folds across her broad back. The hem sat an inch too high in the back. Her thick fingers wore three gold rings, all too tight, the skin puffed and marked around each band like dough pressed around a wire.

Her face was what people noticed first and remembered last. It was fish-belly white—not just pale, but almost blue-white, as if it had never needed or wanted sunlight. Her hair, dyed the color of onyx and set in stiff curls above her ears, stood out sharply against her skin. Her gray eyes bulged slightly, giving her a look of constant, aggressive alertness, as if she was always ready to catch and punish anyone who stepped out of line. A bold slash of red lipstick finished the look, making her appearance striking and hard to ignore. This devil didn't wear Prada but she didn't need to get the attention she craved. 

She was, according to a profile in a trade publication three years ago, the most feared woman in publishing. She had cut that quote out, framed it, and hung it above her desk where every author, every editor, and every trembling assistant who walked into the room would see it first.

Margaret Perkins did not disagree with the assessment.

"Another mound of major miracles," she muttered, looking over the books that filled every surface in the room. They were stacked on the windowsill, lined up in color-coded rows on the shelves, piled in three-foot towers on the side table, and arranged carefully on the corner of her desk. Publishers sent her hundreds every year, each one with a press release, a letter from the author or publicist, and sometimes a personal note or gift. They sent them with hope. Most had already been warned by someone in the industry to be careful about what they sent Margaret Perkins, how they sent it, and especially how they treated her if they got a meeting.

Every spine was pristine. She never creased a cover. She never broke a binding. The books looked unread because most of them were. Margaret Perkins had long ago stopped reading every book she received. She had an assistant for the parts that required attention, and she had a system for the rest.

Through the glass partition that separated her office from the open floor, she could see Amy Morrow working quietly at her desk. After four years of hard lessons, Amy had learned exactly how to stay invisible until needed. She was a slight, serious woman in her early thirties, with dark hair pulled back and glasses that always slid down her nose, which she pushed up without losing focus. She dressed in neutral colors, nothing attention-grabbing, and moved carefully, like someone used to avoiding mistakes around a demanding boss.

"Amy." Margaret didn't raise her voice. She never needed to.

Amy appeared in the doorway in less than ten seconds, carrying her tablet and the day's schedule. Her face showed a professional look of attentive concern. What it never showed—and what Margaret had stopped expecting—was any hint of what Amy Morrow actually thought. In four years, Amy had learned to keep that hidden.

"What's next on the priority list?"

"The new novel by Tyler Weston came in this morning." Amy scrolled without looking up. "Publishers are pushing for coverage before the National Book Awards nomination cycle opens. They've been calling twice a day."

"Add it to the top of Tuesday's stack." Margaret's mouth curved slightly. It wasn't a real smile—Margaret Perkins never smiled with her whole face. She only smiled with the corners of her mouth, a private sign that something pleased her. Tyler Weston had come to lunch last week. He was young, maybe in his late twenties, with dark hair and straight white teeth. He had the kind of face that looked good in photos and seemed likely to age well, the sort that often opened doors for a man, regardless of talent. He brought her flowers she hadn't asked for to the lunch and called her brilliant twice in the first five minutes. "A remarkable eye," he had said, leaning forward over the white tablecloth. "There's nobody in this business like you."

Margaret had let him talk. She had been letting men talk at lunch for a decade. It cost her nothing and told her everything she needed to know.

"Anything from Jerome?"

"A text, about twenty minutes ago." Amy's voice was perfectly neutral. "He says Tuesday's shipment works."

"Good." Margaret pulled her cashmere coat from the rack. She picked up her designer bag and grabbed the rolling suitcase she kept behind the door. "Hold my calls until tomorrow. I have reading to do."

Amy's eyes followed the suitcase. In four years, she had never asked about it. She was smart enough not to, and also patient enough to wait. That patience, though neither of them would have called it that, was what made her the most dangerous person in the building.

In the elevator, riding down from the fourteenth floor, Margaret watched her reflection in the polished steel doors. She adjusted a curl of her hair. She pressed her lips together, and the red lipstick bled a little at the corner, but she either didn't notice or didn't care.

The most feared woman in publishing was going to work.

She had been called that for three years, and she planned to keep the title for thirty more. In publishing, fear was a real kind of currency—more lasting than admiration, more practical than respect, and far more valuable than affection. People gave you affection when they thought you needed something from them. They gave you fear when they knew you didn't.

Margaret had learned this early in her career. She saw people with talent, charm, and all the right opinions fail to reach the positions she wanted, while those with precision, patience, and a willingness to do what others wouldn't quietly moved up. She didn't have much charm or connections. What she did have was a clear understanding of how systems worked and no sentimentality about using them. It was a business decision.








