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Chapter 1 - Tide and Arrival
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Demelza Pascoe had survived many things in her twenty-seven years: a collapsing soufflé before a Michelin inspector, Simon Kingsley’s wandering hands (and accounts), and a client who once demanded gluten-free Yorkshire puddings. But as she stood on the small jetty at the edge of St Merryn’s Cove, balancing a slightly-too-full rucksack and cradling her laptop like a newborn, she wasn’t entirely sure she was prepared for this.

“This” being a suspiciously wobbly wooden boat named The Scribbler, currently bumping against the jetty like it resented the idea of passengers. It smelled faintly of varnish, seaweed, and existential regret.

Perched at the helm was a local man whose sideburns defied all logic, fashion, and possibly physics. He hadn’t said a word beyond a grunt of recognition, but his look had said plenty: City girl with impractical boots, eh? Demelza was wearing reasonably practical boots—waterproof, scuff-proof, emotionally supportive in a way Simon never had been.

A seagull, clearly employed by the tourism board as a greeter, squawked as she climbed aboard. “Thank you for that warm welcome,” Demelza muttered, ducking under a rope and narrowly avoiding a low beam that looked like it had knocked sense into generations of passengers before her.

The boat coughed to life with a rumble that suggested it was reconsidering its life choices, and they puttered away from the jetty, leaving the bright bustle of the cove behind. The further they chugged upriver, the quieter the world became. The air grew thicker with green—overhanging trees, reeds that whispered secrets to each other, dragonflies skimming the surface like they had somewhere better to be. It was peaceful. Almost enchanted. The kind of place where writers were meant to be inspired, not murdered.

You’re being ridiculous, Demelza told herself firmly. It’s a writer’s retreat, not a haunted mansion. Probably.

And yet, as The Scribbler rounded a bend in the river, the Mill came into view.

It reared up out of the trees like something out of a Victorian fever dream: ivy-covered walls, tall arched windows streaked with time, and a chimney that leaned at an angle that suggested architectural rebellion. A pair of ducks paddled past as if to say, "You’ll regret this, but sure, go ahead.”

Demelza’s stomach did what it had been doing lately—half nerves, half hope. She wanted this to work. She needed it to. Not just for the crime writing she hadn’t touched in months, or the last thread of self-respect that Simon hadn’t run through a paper shredder, but because something about the place—this whole mad retreat idea—had tugged at her. A clean slate. A locked house. No escape. Yes, well. That last bit was less comforting now that they were docking.

“Hold on,” muttered Jack, in the tone of a man who’d once lost a wheelbarrow to the tide and never really moved on. Demelza did hold on, and narrowly avoided being thrown into the lap of a waterlogged sculpture of what might once have been a mermaid, or possibly just a melted garden gnome. The boat thudded against the jetty. The ferryman gave her a brief, unreadable look—perhaps approval, possibly indigestion—and began unloading her bag.

“Thanks,” she offered, to no reply. The seagull cackled on cue.

At the top of the slippery wooden steps, chaos awaited. “Nina!” someone yelled inside the house, just as a short, flushed woman barrelled out the front door carrying a wooden spoon in one hand and gesturing wildly.

“You must be Demelza!” she said breathlessly, immediately opening the door further. “Just leave your bag—no, not there, that’s for deliveries—oh bother, hang on, Gavin! Do not touch the sourdough! Honestly, it’s like a crèche for narcissists. Come in, come in!”

Demelza barely managed a smile before being swept into the house. The scent of garlic, thyme, and slow-simmering panic clung to the air. Nina half-jogged back to the kitchen, calling over her shoulder, “Room’s upstairs, second on the right. You’ll hear yelling—it’s just the poets arguing over metaphor placement. Do you drink wine? Of course you do. Red or white? Never mind, both.”

Demelza blinked. A poet shrieked something about enjambment from a distant room.

“Well,” she said to no one in particular. “This seems entirely sane.”

She steeled herself for a week of eccentric company, overwritten similes, and hopefully—just hopefully—a little murder-free peace.

She doubted it.
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Chapter 2 - The Grand Entrance

[image: ]




The Mill’s entryway had the distinct air of a place that had once hosted a groovy acid-jazz gig and had never quite recovered. The flagstone floor was satisfyingly uneven, the overhead lighting fixtures were engaged in a long-term relationship with rust, and the walls were lined with vintage posters for bands with names like The Coughing Lanterns and Sodium Fog. The faint scent of rosemary, old vinyl records, and slightly damp ambition lingered somewhere beneath it all.

Demelza Pascoe paused just inside the doorway, resisting the urge to take an immediate left turn and fake a phone call to escape. This was it—the start of her very serious, very professional, absolutely-not-a-mental-breakdown week at a writing retreat.

Her rucksack had already left a damp imprint on her shirt, and she was fairly certain she had biscuit crumbs in her hair from a poorly timed oat bar during the boat ride. She tugged her jacket straight and pasted on a polite smile—the kind she used for fussy clients and publicists who thought “gluten-free” included spelt.

“Ah,” came a voice like a sword wrapped in velvet. “The late arrival.”

Demelza turned to find herself face to face with Cassandra Bell: bestselling novelist, literary lioness, and woman who somehow made four-inch heels look like battle gear. Cassandra’s hair was sharp, her eyeliner sharper, and her tone sharpest of all.

“Demelza Pascoe,” Demelza said, offering her hand. “Catering turned book store owner turned crime fiction writer.”

Cassandra arched a brow. “Diversification. How modern.”

To Demelza’s left, a man with the intense air of someone who wrote memoirs entirely in blackout poetry gave a curt nod. “Callum,” he said. “Memoirist. Trauma and reconciliation. Mostly trauma.”

“Lovely,” Demelza replied, because what else could one say?

Next came a blur of motion and caffeine: a woman in a bomber jacket with five energy drinks visibly wedged into her rucksack. “Tasha Blake,” she said brightly. “Thrillers. Chases. Cliffhangers. Body count of thirty-seven—across six books, not real life.” She winked.

Following behind, barely audible and seemingly sewn out of mist and muslin, was Iris. “Poetry,” she murmured, clutching a cloth-bound notebook like it was a talisman against overstimulation.

And finally, Quentin. Quentin wore tweed indoors, had a cravat peeking from his collar, and appeared to have emerged fully formed from a university creative writing syllabus. “Quentin Arliss,” he said, offering a hand and a small bow.

“Experimental fiction. I’m currently working on a twelve-part series exploring the fragmentation of identity through recursive footnotes.”

“Oh,” said Demelza, not entirely sure if that was meant to be impressive, alarming, or both.

Nina bustled in like a caffeinated whirlwind, brandishing a bundle of keys and a tray of herbal tea that smelled faintly medicinal and vaguely accusatory. “Right, writers,” she chirped. “Rooms assigned, no swaps, no bartering. Tasha, you’re in the attic—very atmospheric, low beams, great for murder scenes.”

Tasha looked like she’d just been handed a tent and a goat. “But—” she began.

“Nope,” Nina said with the finality of someone who had once stopped a fight with a spatula. “You’re the last one to arrive after Demelza, and she gets the river view. House rules. Iris, you’ve got the poetry nook. Quentin, you’ll love the tower room—full of ‘narrative echoes.’ And Callum, you’re in the west wing.”

“There’s a west wing?” Callum asked.

“Sort of. It’s west and wing-shaped,” Nina said briskly. “Right. Demelza—follow me.”

Demelza followed Nina up the old stairs, past faded rugs and half-empty bookshelves, to a large, airy first-floor room that smelled faintly of lemon polish and stories waiting to be written. It had sash windows that opened onto a view of the river—green, winding, and full of secrets. The desk had decent light. There was enough wall space for a full murder board, though of course she wasn’t planning on using it. Not this time. Hopefully.

“This okay?” Nina asked, already halfway back down the corridor.

“It’s perfect,” Demelza replied, setting her bag down with a grateful sigh. She took a moment to breathe. It really was a good room. Spacious. Quiet. The kind of place where you might actually write something, if you could get past the small, niggling fear that someone would knock on your door and ask if you were supposed to be here.

She opened the window, letting in a breeze laced with rosemary and river water. You’re here to write, she told herself firmly. Not to get involved in anyone’s secrets. Not to solve anything. Just write.

Down the hall, someone was already muttering.

“Room politics,” Tasha’s voice floated by, sharp as a pen nib. “She’s  unpublished and she gets the good room?”

Quentin’s voice followed, clipped and vaguely performative. “Does she have an agent? I mean, everyone’s got an agent these days, haven’t they?”

Demelza smiled, sat at the desk, and pulled out her notebook. She wrote one line:

Chapter One: The Trouble with Writers.

Oh yes. This was going to be interesting.
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Chapter 3 - First Impressions (and Strange Undercurrents)
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The communal kitchen at the Mill was what estate agents would call charmingly rustic. In this case, this meant it had uneven floorboards, exposed beams, and at least one cupboard that required an incantation to open. Fairy lights looped around the old timber like festive eels, and the scent of wild garlic hung like an ambitious food blog.

Nina, armed with a wooden spoon and the energy of a woman who had long since stopped asking writers to rinse their mugs, was orchestrating the “arrival supper.” Pots clanged. Something hissed. Her sourdough, which she referred to with maternal pride as “Derek,” rested in a basket like a doughy divinity.

“Seasonal produce, local where possible,” she explained to no one and everyone. “Wild garlic picked this morning, and the stock’s been simmering since before Cassandra arrived, which means it’s had time to absorb the correct atmosphere.”

Callum, perched at the end of the table in a black turtleneck that screamed emotional labyrinth, leaned in with the gleam of someone about to complicate your dinner. “Do you think the kitchen has residual energy from previous traumas?” he asked.

Nina didn’t blink. “If it does, it can keep its hands off my sourdough.”

Demelza sat near the middle of the massive oak table—neutral territory. The writers had arranged themselves like an uneasy buffet of egos. Tasha had set up shop at one end with a notebook and a can of something neon green, while Cassandra held court at the other, dictating a daily schedule to nobody in particular.

“Breakfast at eight,” Cassandra announced. “Writing until noon. Silent afternoons. No phones, no interruptions. Group readings at five. No exceptions.”

Quentin raised an eyebrow, swirling his herbal tea like a man hoping it would steep into something more substantial. “That seems rather prescriptive,” he drawled. “Creativity isn’t a clock-in-clock-out affair. It's an emergent process of narrative—”

“No exceptions,” Cassandra repeated, in a tone that could curdle milk.

Meanwhile, Iris, the poetic wisp of a woman seated beside Demelza, was trying—gently, hopelessly—to explain the nuance of modern sonnets to Quentin, who looked at her as if she'd just admitted to enjoying microwave meals and daytime TV.

“It’s about distillation,” Iris was saying. “Emotion boiled down. Like haiku, but—”

“Boiled poetry,” Quentin sniffed. “How quaint.”

Demelza, who had only just avoided boiling her emotions a few months ago when Simon turned out to be a fraud with great hair, kept her mouth firmly shut. She reached for her soup—delicate, fragrant, green as spring itself—and tried to focus on not caring about other people’s secrets. Not her problem, she reminded herself. She’s here to write, not investigate.

Then Cassandra pulled a note from her handbag. It was small, folded crisply, and she read it with a frown that curled slowly down her face. Her mouth tightened. A flicker of something—annoyance? Alarm? Guilt?—flashed behind her eyes before she folded the note back into her bag with a crisp, decisive snap. No one else seemed to notice.

But Demelza’s sleuth brain twitched. Hard. She took a long sip of soup to cover the internal microwave ping. Don’t get involved, she told herself. Not again. No.

Across the table, Tasha cracked open her energy drink with a magician’s flourish revealing a rabbit. “So,” she said, voice bright and terrifying, “my latest WIP? It opens with a body in a compost heap. Then there’s a cult in Devon, six more murders, and a ferret that’s been trained to detect lies.”  

There was a collective shuffling of chairs as everyone subtly edged away. Even Iris, who looked like she might otherwise befriend woodland creatures, quietly began urgently spooning soup.

Callum scratched something into a notebook. Quentin muttered “post-ironic pastiche” under his breath. Cassandra looked like she was plotting something—and not the fictional kind.

Demelza smiled politely and nodded at all the right moments while her brain chased shadows: a scowling Cassandra, a secret note, and the low, low hum of tension building under all this sourdough and civility. She wasn’t here to sleuth.

She absolutely wasn’t. She had soup. And a perfectly good seat. And a window overlooking the water. And nothing to investigate.

Yet.

Demelza took another spoonful and sighed. It was going to be a long, weird week.
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Chapter 4 - A Writer’s Retreat... or a Reality Show?
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Once a mixing room for up-and-coming bands with more eyeliner than sense, the lounge now resembled where faded rockers might retire to write their memoirs. A fire crackled in the hearth like it had stage fright, casting a warm glow over shelves of vinyl, biographies of dead rock stars, and a vintage lava lamp that gurgled like it was trying to join the conversation.

The writers had been herded there for an “icebreaker,” which despite the whimsical setting, felt less like a friendly bonding activity and more like the prelude to a televised meltdown.

Cassandra stood near the fireplace, clutching a glass of elderflower fizz like a sceptre. “Let’s take a moment to share what we each hope to accomplish this week,” she said, with the steely poise of someone about to host a panel on personal branding. “Honesty, of course, is essential.”

Demelza suppressed a shiver. This felt like a group therapy session about to go off the rails.

Quentin, who had arranged himself in a low armchair like a freshly laundered philosopher, went first. “I’m revising the manuscript that was longlisted for the Booker,” he announced, with the effortless humility of someone who always mentioned the Booker part twice.

“Oh, how brave,” murmured Iris, although it was unclear whether she meant it as a compliment or a quiet protest against literary self-regard.

Callum, not to be outdone, leaned forward. “I’m working on a companion piece to my memoir. It’s about emotional survival, the aftermath of estrangement, and the smell of hospital corridors. There’s a dream sequence involving a goose.” There was a beat of silence. Iris flinched. “Anyway,” Callum added with a shrug, “I just want to be seen.”

“I can see you,” said Tasha flatly, not looking up from her phone.

Then caught mid-sip of elderflower fizz, Demelza realised the spotlight had shifted to her. The fizz, for the record, was delightful—refreshing, floral, and nowhere near strong enough for the moment. “I... um,” she began, automatically defaulting to her most convincing tone of vague professionalism, “I’m here to reconnect with the craft.”

Cassandra’s eyes narrowed. “The craft?”

“Yes,” Demelza nodded, like she’d meant that. “Of writing. Just... writing. In general.”

Cassandra pounced. “And what genre do you write?”

“Cozy,” Demelza admitted. “Mystery, mostly.”

There was a pause. A long, judgment-laced pause. “Oh,” Cassandra said, lips curling ever so slightly. “How... soft.”

Demelza bristled. Not visibly—she was too well-trained in the art of civilised public disagreement for that—but internally, her brain was already drawing cartoon knives. Yes, she wrote about small towns, amateur sleuths and murder by mushroom tart. But she had taken down corrupt chefs, unmasked fraudulent sommeliers, and once survived an entire wedding party rioting over a missing canapé course. Soft, her foot.

“I like soft,” said Iris quietly, which nearly redeemed the entire exchange.

Sensing that the room had tilted from “creative retreat” to “impending social implosion,” Nina swooped in like a well-meaning fairy godmother armed with trays. “Mini pasties, anyone?” she asked brightly, offering flaky parcels of cheese and leek as though they could absorb tension like emotional blotting paper.

Demelza grabbed two.

Tasha rolled her eyes so hard it was a wonder they didn’t come loose. “Honestly, it’s like Big Brother for people with word counts. Do we have to vote someone out next?”

“I vote for the lava lamp,” said Quentin, sipping his fizz and glancing at it suspiciously.

Nina deposited another tray and gave everyone her firm, no-nonsense smile. “We’re here to write, remember? Not to win points. If anyone wants to be dramatic, wait until after dessert. I’m doing poached pears with star anise and nobody’s ruining that.”

Chewing thoughtfully on her pasty, Demelza was starting to feel like she’d stumbled not into a retreat, but a very niche reality show—Survivor: Literary Edition. Challenges would include Pretentious Metaphor Off and Passive-Aggressive Dialogue Circle.

Still, as she watched Quentin return to lecturing Iris on the post-narrative collapse of the modern sonnet, and Cassandra silently rearrange her chair for better lighting (and presumably intimidation), she realised something crucial.

She might not fit in here. But she was going to be paying attention. Because whatever else this week turned out to be, it was already far too interesting not to.
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Chapter 5 - Evening Reflections
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Demelza’s room, now dimly lit by a small vintage lamp shaped like a ship’s lantern, had the comforting air of a place that wasn’t actively trying to kill her. A low hoot from an owl echoed outside, and the old timbers of the Mill creaked as if murmuring secrets from their rock ‘n’ roll past. It was, by any reasonable standard, peaceful.

Unfortunately, Demelza had never been any good at “peaceful.” She perched on the edge of the bed—plump duvet, slightly over-fluffed pillows, suspiciously crisp sheets—and opened her notebook with the hopeful reverence of someone approaching a sacred text. She stared at the first blank page. It stared back.

“All right,” she said aloud to herself. “Let’s write something. Anything. A sentence. A word. Maybe a very short prologue...” Ten minutes later, the only thing on the page was her handwriting, looping and slightly slanted:

First impressions:

Quentin – pompous?

Tasha – caffeine-powered menace

Callum – trauma in turtlenecks

Iris – ghost? Poet? Both​

Cassandra – definitely hiding something?

Demelza capped her pen with a sigh and leaned back against the headboard. Outside, the river had darkened to a smooth obsidian sheet, reflecting nothing but the occasional blink of a far-off light. It was easy to forget how cut off they were now, tucked in this ivy-covered creative commune with no mobile signal, a boat schedule dictated by the tides, and a man who mainly communicated in side-eyes.

She had firmly, repeatedly, almost convincingly told herself that this week was for writing. Not meddling, not sleuthing, or even listening too closely to anyone saying the word “subtext” unironically. And yet...

Something caught her eye as she padded over to the window to shut the curtains. A figure. Moving through the dark. Down by the edge of the retreat’s second building—what had once been the recording studio, now allegedly the “creative workspace.” The shape was indistinct, wrapped in shadow, but moved with the purposeful stealth of someone who didn’t want to be seen.

Demelza squinted. Was that... Cassandra?

The silhouette paused at the studio door, glanced over a shoulder (as though it too had read too many murder mysteries), then slipped inside. The door closed with an apologetic click.

Demelza leaned closer to the window, her breath fogging the glass. She’s just stretching her legs, she told herself. Getting some fresh air and checking on the building’s... creative energy.

The owl hooted again, this time in a way that sounded suspiciously like Oh come on.

Demelza pulled the curtains shut with a flourish. “I am not investigating,” she muttered firmly. “I’m observing. That’s entirely different.” She stood in the middle of the room, hands on her hips, eyeing her notebook. While she was distracted, it had not magically filled itself with plot, structure, or a bestselling hook. Rude.

She glanced over at her rucksack, half-unpacked. One boot had toppled sideways like it had given up on everything. Her toiletries were still in a zip bag, and her crime fiction research folder—which Jess had mockingly labelled Motive, Means & Mayhem in glitter pen—remained untouched.

Sighing, she got ready for bed with the distracted air of someone preparing to dream about deadlines. She brushed her teeth, tugged on her favourite oversized T-shirt (which read Killer Dinners: The Chef Who Solved Crimes—a failed book idea that still made her snort), and tried very hard not to think about who might be sneaking around the studio at night.

She cracked the window open slightly. The river air was cooler now, damp with the scent of moss and distant salt. She could hear the soft lap of water against stone and wood from somewhere far below.

And then it hit her: the tide was going out. Their dubious but faithful boat, the Scribbler, wouldn’t return until morning. They were officially cut off. There are no roads, quick escapes, or helpful deliveries from Jess bearing snacks and updates from the real world.

Just seven writers, one ageing retreat house, and one building that might contain a piano, a muse... or a motive.

Demelza climbed into bed and flicked off the lamp. She was here to write. To relax. To reconnect with her craft. I do not want to be drawn into any drama. As the wind whispered outside and the timbers creaked once more, Demelza rolled onto her side and closed her eyes. She didn’t believe herself for a second.
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Chapter 6 - Dressing for Dinner (and Dread)
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Demelza Pascoe stood in the middle of her room, holding up two wildly different dresses like a woman auditioning for two very different roles. On the one hand, a floaty number whispered bohemian charm with strong "I drink herbal tea and make my own candles" energy. On the other hand, there was a sleek, black jumpsuit that suggested she might be heading to a stylish interrogation or perhaps a gallery opening where someone would be serving soup in test tubes.

The official invite had said “casual dinner, smart if you like”, which was precisely the kind of ambiguous fashion directive that led to trauma. Somewhere between “art teacher with secrets” and “business casual dystopia,” Demelza had lost the plot entirely.

She dropped both options on the bed and flopped next to them with a sigh. “What does one wear to dinner with people who say things like ‘subverting the unreliable narrator trope’ with a straight face?”

Her phone buzzed.

Jess: incoming call.

Demelza hit answer with a groan of relief.

“Please tell me you’ve got a fudge emergency and I have to come home,” she said by way of greeting.

“Sadly, no,” Jess replied, voice slightly muffled. “I’m elbows-deep in clotted cream swirl and living my best sugar-coated life. What’s your crisis?”

“Dinner. Dress code. Existential doubt. Take your pick.”

There was a clink of what Demelza guessed was a spoon against a saucepan.

“Okay. Deep breath. What are your options?”

“One says, ‘I’m approachable but probably writes sad poems by candlelight.’ The other says, ‘I own dry shampoo and I’m not afraid to use it.’”

“Wear the second one. Then smile, nod, and don’t eat anything that smells like performance art.”

Demelza laughed despite herself. “You always know exactly what to say.”

“I’m a fudge witch. It’s in the job description. Now go. Mingle. Impress someone. Or at least don’t throttle anyone.” As if on cue, the floor above groaned ominously, followed by what could only be described as purposeful stomping and a string of colourful swearing. “Tasha?” Jess guessed.

“She’s doing laps of the attic and muttering about acoustics and her ‘narrative groove.’ I think the sloped ceiling is personally oppressing her.”

“Lovely. Definitely don’t throttle her. Not on your first night.”

They hung up, and Demelza turned back to the mirror, where a version of herself stared back with wary eyes and slightly windblown hair. She tied it back, swiped on some mascara with the trembling commitment of someone not quite convinced by the process, and was just deciding on earrings when her door swung open without so much as a knock.

“Hey,” said Tasha, breezing in like she owned both the room and the concept of personal space. “You have eyeliner, right? Mine’s gone walkabout and I need something that says, ‘don’t mess with me unless you want to be a plot device.’”

Demelza handed it over with a smile that was two parts polite and one part are you serious.

Tasha sat herself on the bed uninvited and flopped back dramatically. “Your room smells like lavender. I’m allergic to scented soap, you know. The attic smells like wet plaster and disappointment.”

Demelza resisted the sudden, vivid image of smothering her with the nearest cushion. “Have you tried opening a window?”

“I opened it. It sneezed at me. Also, Quentin’s been humming some weird Gregorian thing next door and it’s ruining my rhythm.” She sat up and peered at Demelza’s outfit with a critical eye. “That’s a good look. Approachable but not pathetic. Strong female lead in act one.”

“...Thanks?” Demelza offered.

Tasha grinned, handed back the eyeliner, and breezed out again, leaving behind a faint trail of perfume and chaos.

Alone again, Demelza let out a slow breath. She was here to write. To find a fresh start. To maybe not feel like she was back in Year Ten, navigating a party where everyone else already knew the rules.

She glanced out the window. The river outside was still and inky, the tide high, the water lapping quietly against the banks. Somewhere in the distance, an owl hooted its disapproval at her social anxiety. “You and me both, mate,” she muttered.

She straightened her shoulders, picked up her notebook just in case inspiration struck during pudding, and headed for the stairs.

Dinner was waiting. Along with seven eccentric strangers, a slightly passive-aggressive sourdough, and, quite possibly, the beginnings of a very inconvenient mystery. But for now, she was dressed. She was ready.

And she was not eating anything that smelled like performance art.
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Chapter 7 - The Dinner Table is Set (for Trouble)
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The Mill’s dining room looked like something out of an artisanal homeware catalogue titled Rustic Envy: a long wooden table groaning under foraged greenery, handmade ceramic plates that looked charmingly uneven, and beeswax candles that flickered with the quiet desperation of flames that knew writers surrounded them.

At the centre of the table sat a large jug of Nina’s “herbally restorative” punch, which smelled faintly of regret and rosemary. Demelza had already decided she was only drinking it if the evening reached complete meltdown—or if Tasha insulted her taste in genre fiction again.

Unfazed by the simmering egos assembling around her, Nina swept into the room carrying a tray like it was part of a sacred ritual. “Cornish fish pie,” she announced, “with hake, smoked mackerel, and a touch of saffron. Spring greens with toasted almonds. And for dessert, a spiced plum crumble that I will personally defend with a carving fork if anyone complains.”

“Smells incredible,” Demelza said, meaning it. She was hungry and, if she was honest, deeply grateful not to be eating sad leftovers in front of a rerun of Midsomer Murders.

“Oh,” said Tasha, inspecting her plate like a Michelin inspector on a lousy date. “No aioli?”

Nina’s eye twitched almost imperceptibly. “You’re welcome to fetch some from the kitchen and ruin the balance yourself.”

Demelza bit her lip to avoid snorting into her wine glass.

Cassandra clinked her fork against her water glass with the regal air of someone about to hand down a verdict. “A toast,” she said, rising slightly from her chair. “To the pursuit of art, even among amateurs.”

Demelza smiled, very tightly, and gripped her fork like it was the only thing stopping her from launching a breadcrumb at Cassandra’s forehead.

“Cheers,” murmured Iris, lifting her glass with too much politeness. Tasha downed her punch like it was the start of a drinking game.

As plates were passed and dinner commenced, the authors—like clockwork or possibly a very niche form of chaos magic—began to talk about themselves.

“I’m writing in second person this time,” Quentin declared, spooning fish pie onto his plate. “It challenges the reader’s sense of self. Makes them complicit.”

“Second person is disorienting,” Callum replied, stabbing a green bean like it owed him money. “I prefer first person. It’s immediate. Intimate. Especially for memoir.”

“Your last memoir opened with you describing your birth in excruciating detail,” Tasha muttered. “How is that intimate? Your readers weren’t even there.”

“That’s what makes it transformative,” Callum said, with a level of sincerity that made Demelza consider relocating under the table.

Meanwhile, Iris—ever the quiet diplomat—tried to steer the conversation toward something less stabby. “There’s a lovely local legend about a spirit who sings to the moon on the cliffs,” she offered, “maybe one of us could write—”

“Sounds a bit fantastical,” Quentin interrupted, the word bending slightly under the weight of his disdain. “Genre fiction needs a firm hand. Otherwise it becomes escapism.”

Demelza, who had kept a low profile, glanced up from her crumble. “Oh,” she said sweetly. “And you think escapism’s a bad thing?”

Quentin tilted his head, the universal signal for I’m about to mansplain something I read once in the TLS. “I simply believe that genre fiction is... a useful stepping stone. Something people write before they’re ready for real literature.”

Demelza smiled. “Funny. I always thought real literature was the stuff people wanted to read.”

Iris nearly choked on a pea.

“Anyway,” Quentin said, deciding not to engage further with someone who’d lost her literary compass, “I find fish pie a tad pedestrian.”

“That’s why it’s not on your plate anymore,” Nina observed dryly, clearing his empty dish. Demelza was warming to Nina more by the minute.

Having remained suspiciously quiet throughout the genre war, Cassandra finally spoke up again. “The important thing is that we’re all here to push ourselves. Some of us,” she pointedly at Demelza, “might even discover new creative heights this week.”

Demelza, already plotting Quentin’s fictional demise via an unfortunately placed library ladder, merely smiled. “Well, it’s early days. Who knows what surprises the week will bring?”

Tasha rolled her eyes so hard she might’ve glimpsed another dimension. “If the surprise is aioli, I’m back on board.”

Outside, the river glimmered in the moonlight. The tension was politely baked under a layer of crumble and barely veiled condescension. Demelza dabbed at her mouth with her napkin and thought, Oh yes. This dinner table is set... for trouble.
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Chapter 8 - Toasts and Teasing
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By the time the spiced plum crumble had been reduced to a few forlorn pastry flakes, the dining room had shifted from polite literary dinner to something more... performative. The candles had burned lower, the jug of “herbally restorative” punch had been refilled at least twice, and the air now crackled with the warm, wine-fuelled tension of writers on the edge of gossip or greatness—sometimes both.

Cassandra, of course, had taken command of the conversational ship with the grace of someone who’d never once doubted she should be steering. “I think it’s important,” she began, swirling her wine like it contained a publishing contract, “for us to reflect not just on what we’re working on, but what we’ve achieved. Past success, after all, is often the best predictor of future brilliance.”

Demelza, who had been very happily focused on crumble and not reliving the financial implosion of her London catering career, raised her eyebrows slightly.

Tasha smirked, leaning back in her chair with the casual swagger of someone who used a body count as a plot device. “Well, I got a three-book deal because the editor's assistant’s mother was a fan. Is that past success or just excellent networking?”

“I once shared a publisher with Cassandra,” Callum said, with the faux-casual air of someone quietly hoping for a humble-brag high-five.

There was a beat. Cassandra blinked slowly. “Did you?” she said, calm and blank as a winter pond. “I don’t recall.”

Demelza could feel the wince ripple down the table. Unfortunately, in the middle of a sip, Tasha snorted wine out of her nose and had to be rescued by Iris, who offered a napkin with the air of someone frequently cleaning up after creative collisions.

Callum’s smile faltered slightly. “Yes, at—what was it—Silverwing? Back in 2014? You were doing the European tour.”

“Oh yes,” Cassandra said vaguely. “That was a hectic year.”

Demelza, still technically the “new girl,” was doing her best to remain pleasant and neutral, sipping her wine and listening with the calm serenity of a woman who had made her peace with genre snobbery. But it was starting to itch—just a little.

Especially when Cassandra turned her icy attention toward her. “And you, Demelza,” she said, voice syrupy-sweet with an aftertaste of arsenic. “You said earlier you were ‘between projects’—what was your last book about? Baking with murder?”

A chuckle rolled around the table like a self-satisfied wave.

Demelza set down her fork. “It was about a chef who solves crimes in her spare time. She poisoned someone once, but only by accident. It’s a cautionary tale about over-complicating risotto.”

Another laugh—lighter this time, more genuine. “Ah, cozy crime,” Cassandra said. “So comforting.”

“Yes,” Demelza replied, unfazed. “That’s the point. It’s like wrapping a murder in a knitted jumper. But underneath the tea and amateur sleuthing, it's still about justice—and what happens when truth is more inconvenient than fiction.”

There was a beat of silence. A longer one. Even Quentin paused mid-swirl of his glass halfway through a long explanation about the metaphorical layering in his second-person novella.

“Hmm,” said Iris softly, as if she'd spotted a rare bird.

“Well put,” murmured Nina from the doorway, having mastered the art of perfectly timed commentary.

Demelza gave a small, satisfied smile. She hadn’t meant to go full monologue, but sometimes, it slipped out. The trouble was that now everyone was looking at her. Not unkindly, exactly—but with a specific sharpened curiosity. Like she'd shifted, ever so slightly, from background player to wildcard.

Cassandra’s expression didn’t shift much, but the temperature behind her eyes dropped slightly.

Demelza refilled her glass—not punch, mercifully, but the decent white wine—and leaned back in her chair. Her internal conflict was doing laps: part of her thrilled to have held her own, another part was quietly panicking that she’d now painted a target on her forehead.

She didn’t want to be a competitor. She wanted to write, eat crumble, and avoid open warfare over adjective use. But Cassandra had her radar up now. The slightest tilt of her chin said it all: Noted.

Demelza sipped her wine. Let them wonder. Let them guess. And if anyone tried to dismiss her again, well... she had enough experience with knives, both literal and metaphorical, to slice through smugness with style.
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Chapter 9 - The Unsettling Interruption
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The mood in the Mill’s dining room had mellowed into that hazy post-dessert lull, where everyone’s too full to argue but still tipsy enough to pretend that Nina’s Herbally Restorative Digestif was a good idea.

It wasn’t. The murky liquid sat in tiny mismatched glasses like a threat. It smelled vaguely of fennel and possibly resentment. Demelza was quietly trying to swap hers with a flower arrangement when Nina reappeared with a tray of coffee and a determined smile that said no one is leaving until they’ve had at least one polite sip.

Demelza accepted her cup with the reverence of someone being rescued from herbal doom, but before she could raise it to her lips, there was a sharp crash. One of the side plates—vintage, hand-thrown, probably haunted—had slipped from Nina’s tray and shattered on the floor.

Everyone froze. “Oh blast,” Nina muttered, crouching to gather the pieces. “It’s fine. Just a plate.” But the atmosphere had shifted. Just a little. Like a change in barometric pressure. A hum of something that hadn’t been there before.

Cassandra’s phone buzzed. Loudly. She checked the screen, her face lit by the glow and a sudden tightness. Her jaw clenched. Then, just as quickly, she stood up, chair scraping against the floor in a sharp, theatrical line. “Excuse me,” she said, her voice clipped. “I need to take this.” Without another word, she strode from the room, heels clicking down the hall like punctuation marks.

Tasha, who had clearly reached her gossip quota for the day but was still riding the high, grinned over her wine glass. “Ooooh. Think it’s a publisher? Or a secret lover? Or both?” She leaned dramatically toward Callum, who was now nursing his third helping of crumble like it had personally wronged him. “Or,” Tasha added, “a secret lover who is her publisher? Plot twist!”

“Highly unprofessional,” muttered Quentin, adjusting his cravat as if preparing to deliver a formal rebuke to the concept of joy.

Nina returned to the table, holding a dustpan and a strained expression.

Demelza leaned closer. “You alright?”

“Fine,” Nina said quickly—too quickly. “Just a plate. And she gets messages like that all the time. Nothing to worry about.”

Which, of course, meant there was absolutely something to worry about. Demelza took a thoughtful sip of her coffee and reminded herself of several promises she’d made recently. To Jess: No snooping. To Adam: No sleuthing. And to herself: Just write, and don’t get involved in anything dramatic involving murder, secrets, or scented candles. She nodded and smiled. She immediately started planning where to be later in case she needed to overhear Cassandra’s phone call accidentally.

Across the table, Quentin cleared his throat and rose from his chair like a thespian possessed. “All the world’s a stage,” he began, raising his glass solemnly, “and all the men and women merely players—”
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