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​Prologue: The Gilded Cage
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The glass walls of the boardroom on the 42nd floor of the Shard were designed to provide a sense of godlike perspective. From this height, the sprawling, ancient chaos of London was reduced to a silent, toy-like grid of grey stone and winding river. For twenty years, Victoria Sterling had looked out at that grid and seen only a game board—one she had mastered with a combination of ruthless intellect and a heart she had successfully trained to remain silent.

At forty-five, Victoria was the "Golden Girl" of Sterling & Associates. Her suit, a bespoke charcoal silk that whispered against her skin with every movement, cost more than the average annual salary of the people walking the streets three hundred feet below. Her hair was a precision-cut blonde bob, so sharp it looked like it could draw blood, and her reputation as a "closer" was whispered about in the bars of Canary Wharf with a mixture of awe and genuine fear.

But today, the air in the boardroom felt thin, as if the oxygen were being systematically bled out of the room.

"The growth projections for the third quarter are unprecedented, Victoria," Marcus Thorne was saying. He was the senior partner, a man whose tan was as permanent as his ambition. He tapped a silver fountain pen against the mahogany table, the rhythmic click-click-click echoing like a heartbeat. "Once we sign this merger with the Halloway Group, we aren’t just players in the market. We are the market."

Victoria looked at the document in front of her. The ink was dark, the clauses were airtight, and the profit margins were staggering. To anyone else, this was the summit of a mountain. To Victoria, it looked like a tombstone.

She felt a sudden, sharp phantom itch beneath her left breast.

It was a ghost sensation, a memory of the day she had first felt the lump—a small, hard pebble that shouldn’t have been there. She remembered the way the air in her Chelsea townhouse had suddenly felt too heavy to breathe. She remembered the subsequent months of "the war", as she had called it.

While her colleagues were at the opera or flying to the Alps, Victoria had been sitting in a sterile oncology ward with a chemical cocktail dripping into her veins. She had worn her wig like a helmet, attended board meetings via Zoom with a puke bucket just out of camera range, and never once let her stock price falter. She had fought the cancer the same way she fought a hostile takeover: with cold, calculated aggression.

And she had won. Three weeks ago, Dr Aris had looked at her with a tired smile and said the words, “In the clear, Victoria. Remission.”

She had expected to feel a surge of triumph. Instead, she had walked out into the London rain and realised she had no idea who the woman in the reflection of the hospital's glass doors actually was.

"Victoria?" Marcus prompted, his voice cutting through the fog of her memory. "Is there an issue with Clause 14? We can have the legal team revise it by morning."

Victoria leaned back in her leather chair. She looked at Marcus, really looked at him, and saw the frantic, hollow hunger in his eyes. It was the same hunger she had carried for two decades.

"The issue isn't Clause 14, Marcus," she said. Her voice was low, but it carried to every corner of the silent room. "The issue is that I don’t care."

The room went still. One of the junior analysts dropped his iPad; the sound of plastic hitting the carpet was like a gunshot.

"You don't care?" Marcus chuckled, a nervous, jagged sound. "Vicky, you’re tired. The last year... we know it’s been a lot. The illness, the recovery. Take a sabbatical. Go to the Maldives for a month. Recharge the batteries."

"I'm not a laptop, Marcus. I don't need 'recharging'. I need to breathe." She stood up, her chair sliding back with a mournful groan. "I’ve spent half my life building empires that only exist on digital ledgers. I’ve spent twenty years being 'Victoria Sterling, the Closer. ' And three weeks ago, I realised that if I had died on that operating table, the only thing people would have said at my funeral was that I was 'very efficient.'"

She looked down at her hands—pale, elegant, and currently shaking.

"I'm retiring, effective immediately."

"Retiring?" Marcus stood up, his face flushing a deep, angry red. "You're forty-five! You're at the top of the food chain! You can’t just walk away from a merger of this scale. It’s professional suicide."

"Better than the alternative," she whispered.

She picked up her leather briefcase, but instead of opening it, she simply slid it across the table toward Marcus. "Everything is in there. The passwords, the keycards, the soul of this company. Keep it. I’ve already spoken to my lawyers. My exit package is being diverted into a private trust."

As she walked toward the heavy oak doors, she felt the eyes of the entire room on her back. They looked at her as if she were a ghost, or perhaps a madwoman.

She stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the ground floor. As the car plummeted, she felt her stomach drop, a dizzying sensation of falling that she hadn't felt since she was a child on a playground swing.

Outside, the London rain was thick and grey. She ignored her waiting town car and started walking. She walked until her designer heels ached, until the silk of her suit was damp, and until she reached a small, quiet park in the middle of the city.

She sat on a bench and pulled out her phone. She didn't check the FTSE 100 or her emails. Instead, she opened a saved link. It was a real estate listing she had looked at every night during her darkest weeks of chemotherapy.

Larkspur Cottage. Porthmellow, Cornwall. A historic fixer-upper on the edge of the Atlantic. Needs significant modernisation.

The photos showed a sagging roof, windows choked with ivy, and a view of the sea that looked like it belonged in a dream. It was the opposite of the Shard. It was broken, it was old, and it was stubborn.

She pressed the 'Call Agent' button.

"Yes," she said when a man with a thick accent answered. "This is Victoria Sterling. I want to buy the cottage. No, I don't need a viewing. I want to move in by the end of the month."

She hung up and looked at the grey London sky. She was a millionaire with a scar on her chest, a trunk full of designer clothes she would never wear again, and a terrifying, beautiful blank slate of a future.

For the first time in twenty years, she didn't have a meeting to attend. She just had to learn how to live.
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​Chapter One: The Edge of the World
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The GPS in Victoria’s midnight-blue Jaguar had finally surrendered somewhere outside of Truro. It had spent the last twenty miles spinning in a confused, digital circle on the dashboard display, unable to reconcile the satellite’s logic with a landscape that seemed to be actively resisting modern mapping. In Victoria’s world—the world of high-frequency trading and algorithmic certainty—things that couldn't be mapped didn't exist. But as the A-roads gave way to B-roads, and the B-roads narrowed into nameless, high-walled lanes, she felt the familiar structures of her life beginning to dissolve.

She didn't mind the silence of the navigation. In fact, she found a grim, clinical satisfaction in watching the technology fail. She had spent twenty-five years being found—by clients, by rivals, by headhunters, and eventually, by a disease that didn't care about her firewall. Now, she wanted to be somewhere the satellites couldn't track.

The Jaguar’s engine hummed, a low-frequency purr of German engineering that felt absurdly out of place as the tyres crunched over gravel and fallen slate. Victoria’s knuckles were white on the leather-wrapped steering wheel. Every few hundred yards, the high stone hedges—thick with damp, ancient moss and the skeletal remains of winter brambles—would scrape against her side mirrors with a sound like a serrated knife on silk.

She felt a sudden, sharp fatigue settle into her bones. It was the "chemo-tired", as she called it—a leaden weight that didn't care how much caffeine she consumed or how much "resilience" she boasted. She pulled the car over into a small passing place, the engine idling as she stared out at the horizon.

To her left, the Atlantic Ocean had finally announced itself. It wasn't the sparkling, turquoise playground of the travel brochures. Today, it was a bruising shade of iron-grey, flecked with white foam where it battered itself against the jagged granite teeth of the Cornish coast. The sky was a heavy quilt of charcoal clouds, sagging low enough to touch the surface of the water.

"Well, Victoria," she whispered, her voice sounding thin and brittle in the plush cabin of the car. "You wanted a blank slate. Here it is. Just don't let the wind blow you away."

She took a deep breath, wincing slightly at the faint pull of the scar tissue beneath her coat. It was a constant reminder—a physical knot that anchored her to the present. She couldn't go back to the boardroom, even if she wanted to. That woman, the one who could work forty hours straight on a merger, was gone. This woman was someone who had to pull over to the side of a country road because her hands were shaking from the simple effort of driving.

She put the car back into gear and navigated the final descent into Porthmellow. The village was tucked into a steep, narrow valley, a cluster of grey-stone cottages that looked like they had grown out of the cliffs themselves. From this height, the slate roofs looked like scales on the back of a sleeping dragon.

She reached the village square—a modest patch of uneven cobblestones dominated by a granite war memorial and a single, hunched building that looked like it was held together by layers of salt-crusted white paint. A sign hung above the door, swinging creakily in the gale: PORTHMELLOW POST OFFICE & GENERAL STORES.

Victoria checked her reflection in the rearview mirror, a reflex from a life lived in the public eye. Her skin looked translucent, the kind of pale that suggested she had spent too much time under fluorescent lights or in hospital wards. She smoothed her hair—the short, practical bob that had replaced her long, pre-cancer waves—and stepped out into the wind.

The air didn't just hit her; it invaded her. It was cold, damp, and tasted intensely of salt and woodsmoke. It lacked the metallic, filtered taste of London air, and for a second, it made her lightheaded.

She pushed open the door to the shop. A tinny bell gave a sharp, judgemental jangle, announcing her arrival to the quiet interior.

The shop was a sensory overload of the mundane. It was a labyrinth of stacked tinned beans, balls of rough orange twine, jars of boiled sweets, and local newspapers that featured headlines about parish council disputes and lost sheep. Behind a thick, scratched glass partition sat a woman who looked as though she had been weathered by the same gales that shaped the cliffs outside.

Doreen Andrews was wearing a thick, hand-knitted purple cardigan that looked heavy enough to act as body armour. Her spectacles were perched on the very tip of a nose that seemed designed for sniffing out secrets. She was currently occupied with a stack of envelopes, wielding an ink stamp with the rhythmic, aggressive force of a judge passing sentence. Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.

"Good afternoon," Victoria said. She used her 'Partner Voice'—the one that usually made junior associates stand up straighter and silenced noisy restaurants.

The stamping didn't stop. Not immediately. Doreen finished the last three envelopes before slowly, deliberately, lifting her gaze. Her eyes, magnified behind her lenses, raked over Victoria’s charcoal wool coat, the designer silk scarf, and the Italian leather boots that had clearly never touched anything as vulgar as mud.

"Afternoon," Doreen replied. Her voice was a low, gravelly burr, the sound of stones grinding together in a tide. "You’ll be the Sterling woman. The one who bought Larkspur from the executors."

It wasn't a question. In a village this size, Victoria realised, her entire history had likely been dissected over tea and biscuits the moment the "Sold" sign went up.

"Victoria Sterling," she clarified, leaning against the counter. She felt a wave of dizziness and gripped the edge of the wood. "I believe the keys were left here for me? I’d like to get settled before the light goes."

Doreen reached beneath the counter with agonising slowness. She produced a heavy iron key, rusted in patches and tied to a piece of faded red string. She didn't hand it over. She held it just out of reach, her sharp eyes studying Victoria’s face.

"Light's already gone, m'dear. You just haven't noticed yet," Doreen said. "And Larkspur isn't a place you 'settle' into. It’s a place you survive. Old Man Tremayne spent sixty years in there, and by the end, he was only using the kitchen because the rest of the house had gone back to the damp. You got a plan for the electrics? Or were you planning on lighting that big fancy car of yours and using it as a torch?"

Victoria felt a flicker of her old fire—the defensive spark that had made her a millionaire. "I am perfectly capable of hiring professionals, Mrs Andrews. I’m aware the cottage requires... modernisation."

Doreen let out a short, dry sound that might have been a laugh. "Modernisation. That’s a London word, that is. In Porthmellow, we call it 'fighting a losing battle'. The wiring in that house is ancient. Fabric-covered copper and fuse boxes that look like they were built by Victorians. You try to plug in a hairdryer, and you’ll likely take out the whole grid to the harbour."

"Then who do I call?" Victoria asked, her patience fraying alongside her energy.

Doreen finally released the key, letting it clatter onto the counter. "There’s only one man with the patience—and the madness—to touch the guts of Larkspur. Will Carne. He knows every wire and pipe in this valley. But he’s a busy man. Raising three youngsters since his wife passed, and he doesn't have much time for 'weekenders' looking to play at cottage life."

"I am not a weekender," Victoria said, her voice dropping an octave. She tucked the key into her pocket, the cold metal pressing against her thigh. "I have retired. I am a resident."

Doreen went back to her stamping, the thwack sounding like a final punctuation mark. "We'll see. Porthmellow has a way of deciding who belongs and who's just visiting. It usually takes about a decade and a few bad winters to find out. Good luck with the damp, Ms Sterling. You're going to need more than silk and a sharp tongue to keep the Atlantic out of your bedroom."

Victoria turned and walked out, the bell jangling mockingly behind her. She stood on the pavement for a moment, the wind whipping her hair across her face. She looked up toward the dark silhouette of the headland where Larkspur Cottage sat, a lonely stone shadow against the gathering night.

She felt small. For the first time in her life, Victoria Sterling felt entirely, dangerously small. But as she climbed back into the Jaguar, she reached up and touched the scar beneath her coat. She had survived the cells of her own body turning against her. She could survive a grumpy postmistress and a house that didn't want to be lived in.

In Part Two, we shift from the village square to the physical reality of the cottage. This section focuses on the sensory experience of her "new home" and the realisation that her corporate success counts for nothing against a leaky roof and ancient wiring.

The drive from the village square to the heights of the headland took less than five minutes, but it felt like a journey into a different century. The narrow track that led to Larkspur Cottage was choked with gorse and stunted hawthorn trees, their branches bowed low by decades of salt-laden gales. The Jaguar’s parking sensors shrieked a continuous, frantic warning as the shrubbery clawed at the expensive paintwork, a sound Victoria ignored with a grim, tight-lipped focus.

When the cottage finally appeared through the gloom, Victoria’s heart sank with a weight she hadn't expected.

In the real estate photos—taken on a rare, sun-drenched day in June—Larkspur had looked like a charming, rugged sanctuary. Now, under the bruised purple of a November twilight, it looked like a ruin that had forgotten to fall down. The stone walls were slick with moisture, appearing almost black, and the ivy that climbed the eastern gable was so thick it looked like a giant, hairy limb trying to pull the house into the earth.

She killed the engine. The sudden silence was absolute, broken only by the rhythmic, heavy thrum of the Atlantic swells hitting the base of the cliffs three hundred feet below. It was a deep, sub-bass vibration that she felt in her teeth.

"Home sweet home," she murmured, though the words felt hollow.

She stepped out of the car, her boots sinking immediately into a soup of mud and rotted leaves. The wind up here was unrestrained, a raw force that whistled through the gaps in the stone walls and threatened to tear the heavy iron key from her hand. She grabbed her designer leather weekend bag from the passenger seat—the rest of her belongings were in a removal van somewhere on the M5—and trudged toward the front door.

The key turned in the lock with a groan of metal on metal that sounded like a protest. As the door swung open, the air that rushed out to meet her was cold and stagnant and carried the unmistakable, cloying scent of long-term damp and wood rot.

Victoria fumbled along the interior wall, her fingers searching for a light switch. She found a small, round plastic toggle that felt dangerously flimsy. She flipped it.

Nothing happened.

She flipped it again, more aggressively this time. Still nothing.

"Damn it, Doreen," she hissed, her breath blooming in a white cloud in front of her.

She pulled her phone from her pocket and swiped on the flashlight. The narrow beam of light cut through the darkness, illuminating a hallway that looked like a crime scene of neglect. The wallpaper was peeling in long, languid strips, revealing the damp grey stone beneath. Cobwebs, thick with dust, hung like tattered lace from the low timber ceiling.

She moved into the kitchen, the beam of her phone dancing over a rusted Rayburn stove and a sink that was stained a deep, permanent rust-orange. She found the main fuse box tucked behind a wooden panel in the larder. It was an ancient, black iron beast, bristling with ceramic fuses and tangled, fabric-covered wires that looked like a nest of hibernating snakes.

Victoria knew nothing about electricity. In her London life, if a bulb flickered, she called the concierge. If the internet slowed, she called IT. Here, she stood in front of a Victorian relic, realising that her millions of pounds were entirely useless in the face of a blown circuit.

She reached out to touch one of the levers, then stopped. Doreen’s voice echoed in her head: 'You’ll take out the whole grid to the harbour.'

A sudden, sharp cramp twisted in her abdomen—a protest from her body, reminding her that she was still in recovery, that she had pushed too hard today. She leaned her forehead against the cool, damp wood of the larder door and closed her eyes. The silence of the house was terrifying. It wasn't the peaceful quiet she had imagined; it was an expectant silence, as if the cottage were waiting to see if she would break.

'I am Victoria Sterling,' she told herself, the mantra she used when a deal was falling apart. I don't break. I pivot.

She navigated back to the hallway, the light of her phone catching the glint of a small, brass plaque near the door. It was the name of the previous owner’s local contact, scrawled in fading ink: In case of emergency, call Carne Electrics. Underneath was a local number.

She looked at her phone. Two bars of signal. One bar. Zero.

She let out a jagged, frustrated laugh. She had moved to the edge of the world to find herself, and all she had found so far was a dark, wet house and a dead phone.

Refusing to be beaten on her first night, she dragged her suitcase up the narrow, winding stairs. Each step creaked with a high-pitched moan that set her nerves on edge. The bedroom was a cavern of shadows, dominated by a heavy oak bed frame that looked like it had been built in situ and intended to stay there for a century.

She stripped the damp-smelling covers back and replaced them with the silk sleeping bag liner she’d had the foresight to pack in her carry-on. She didn't bother to undress. She simply shed her coat, pulled on a thick cashmere sweater, and crawled into the bed, her boots still on.

The wind outside had intensified, a gale-force howl that rattled the windowpanes in their rotten frames. The house groaned and shifted, the old timbers settling with cracks that sounded like pistol shots. Victoria lay there, staring at the ceiling, the narrow beam of her phone light slowly fading as the battery drained.

She thought of the Shard. She thought of the climate-controlled air, the hum of the servers, and the amber glow of the city lights that never went out. She thought of Marcus and his vintage Krug.

Then, she reached up and touched the thin, raised line of the scar on her chest. It was her anchor. The city had almost killed her, even before the cancer had tried. This house, as broken and cold as it was, was real. The damp was real. The wind was real.

"One night," she whispered into the darkness. "Just get through one night."

Sleep didn't come easily. It was a fitful, shallow state, interrupted by the sound of a leak dripping somewhere in the hallway—a steady, rhythmic tink... tink... tink—and the distant, mournful cry of a gull caught in the storm.

She was Victoria Sterling. She had survived the boardroom and the biopsy. But as she shivered under her silk liner, listening to the Atlantic battering her new world, she realised that the "rewiring" she had come here for was going to be much more painful than she had ever imagined.

She fell asleep just before dawn, dreaming of copper wires that turned into serpents and a man with a voice like grinding stones who told her that the light was already gone.

In Part Three, the focus shifts from the internal dread of the night to the cold reality of the morning. This is where Vicky’s "CEO brain" kicks in to solve the problem, leading to her first high-stakes encounter with Will Carne.

The morning didn't arrive with a sunrise so much as a gradual thinning of the darkness into a bruised, watery grey. Victoria woke with a start, her muscles stiff from a night spent curled in a defensive knot. The cashmere sweater that had felt like a luxury in London was now damp with the pervasive Cornish sea mist that seemed to have bypassed the stone walls of the cottage entirely.

She sat up, the oak bedframe groaning in sympathy. Her mouth tasted of stale coffee and copper, and her joints ached with a dull, insistent throb. For a moment, she stared at the peeling floral wallpaper, disorientation washing over her. Then, the rhythmic tink-tink-tink of the leak in the hallway brought it all back.

Larkspur Cottage. The blackout. The end of her life as she knew it.

"Right," she muttered, swinging her legs off the bed. Her boots hit the floorboards with a heavy thud. "Assessment. Prioritisation. Execution."

She went to the window and rubbed a circle into the condensation. The view was breathtaking, if one appreciated the aesthetic of a shipwreck. Below the cliffs, the Atlantic was a churning cauldron of white-capped peaks, and the wind was still whipping the sea spray high into the air. The village of Porthmellow was visible in the distance, a smudge of slate and smoke huddled against the shore.

Her phone was dead—a sleek, black brick of glass and aluminium that was useless without a socket.

Victoria descended the stairs, her movements cautious. In the daylight, the kitchen looked even more dire. A thin layer of grit covered every surface, and a single, brave spider was spinning a web across the taps of the rusted sink. She needed coffee. She needed a hot shower. She needed the world to turn back on.

She grabbed her coat and her car keys. If the house wouldn't provide, the Jaguar would.

She sat in the driver’s seat, the engine purring to life and providing a blissful, artificial warmth. She plugged her phone into the USB port and watched the charging icon flicker to life. While the battery climbed, she pulled a notebook from the glovebox—a habit from twenty years of crisis management—and wrote a single name at the top of a clean page: WILL CARNE.

As soon as she had five per cent power, she dialled the number she had seen on the brass plaque. It rang five times, and she was just about to hang up when a voice answered. It wasn't the gravelly burr of Doreen Andrews; it was deeper, more resonant, and sounded like it had been dragged through a hedge backwards.

"Carne," the voice said. It wasn't a greeting; it was an identification.

"Mr Carne? My name is Victoria Sterling. I’ve just moved into Larkspur Cottage, and the entire electrical system appears to have suffered a catastrophic failure."

There was a long silence on the other end. She could hear the faint sound of a child complaining about a missing shoe and the clatter of a cereal bowl.

"Larkspur," Will said eventually. He sounded tired. Not just 'morning tired', but a deep, structural fatigue. "I told the estate agent three months ago that place shouldn't be inhabited until the mains are replaced. It’s a fire trap, Ms Sterling."

"Be that as it may, I am currently inhabiting it," Victoria replied, her voice sharpening. "And I would like to be able to make a cup of tea without fear of immolation. I was told you were the only man for the job."

"Doreen's been talking, has she? " A hint of a dry, mirthless chuckle came through the line. "Look, I’ve got a full slate today. Three call-outs in the village and a commercial job at the harbour."

"I can pay a premium for an emergency call-out," Victoria interrupted. "Whatever your standard rate is, I’ll double it if you can be here by noon."

Another silence. Victoria waited, her heart thumping. She was used to buying people’s time; it was the one thing she knew how to do perfectly.

"It’s not about the money," Will said, his tone turning colder, more guarded. "I’ve got three kids to get to school and a van that’s acting up. I’ll get to you when I can, Ms Sterling. Probably late afternoon. And don't go poking around that fuse box. You touch the wrong busbar and you won't need to worry about the tea—you'll be part of the circuit."

He hung up before she could respond.

Victoria stared at the phone. She had been dismissed. She, Victoria Sterling, who had once made a Chancellor of the Exchequer wait ten minutes for a meeting, had just been told to wait her turn by a man who sounded like he was currently covered in porridge.

She spent the next few hours in a state of restless, frustrated activity. She used her car’s heater to dry her hair and sat in the front seat answering old emails until her laptop battery threatened to fail. She felt like a captain on a sinking ship, trying to polish the brass while the hull took on water.

At precisely 3:30 PM, a battered, salt-rusted white van rattled up the track. It had CARNE ELECTRICS stencilled on the side in fading blue letters.

Victoria stepped out of the cottage, smoothing her coat. She watched as a man climbed out of the van. He was tall, broader than she had expected, with a mess of dark hair that was beginning to grey at the temples. He was wearing faded work trousers and a navy fleece that had seen better decades.

This was Will Carne. He didn't look like a saviour; he looked like a man who was carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders and was starting to wonder why he hadn't dropped it yet.

He didn't look at her at first. He reached into the back of the van and pulled out a heavy, battered tool chest. Only then did he turn his gaze toward her. His eyes were a startling, clear blue—the colour of the sea after a storm—but they were guarded, weary.

"Ms Sterling," he said, nodding once. He took in her polished appearance, the expensive car, and the way she stood—rigid and commanding—against the backdrop of the crumbling house.

"Mr Carne. Thank you for coming," Victoria said, her tone professional. "I began to think the 'emergency' part of my request had been lost in translation."

Will walked toward her, his boots heavy on the gravel. He stopped just a foot away, tall enough that she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. He smelt of rain, ozone, and old copper.

"In Porthmellow, an emergency is a fishing boat taking on water or a downed power line on the main road," he said quietly. "A lady in a silk scarf who can't charge her iPad is just... a Tuesday."

He brushed past her and walked into the cottage without waiting to be invited.

Victoria stood in the damp air, her mouth slightly open in shock. No one talked to her like that. No one. She felt a flash of genuine, white-hot anger, followed closely by something she hadn't felt in a very long time.

Interest.

She turned and followed him into the darkness of her own home, watching as he clicked on a heavy-duty industrial torch. The beam was powerful, cutting through the gloom of the kitchen and landing squarely on the ancient fuse box.

"Right," Will said, sighing as he looked at the tangled wiring. "Let’s see how much of a mess you’ve bought yourself, shall we?"
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​Chapter Two: Spark and Resistance
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If Victoria had imagined that hiring an electrician would involve a polite man in a clean uniform quietly tucked away in a corner, the reality of Will Carne was a violent awakening. Within twenty minutes of his arrival, the pristine, albeit damp, silence of Larkspur Cottage had been replaced by the brutal sounds of demolition.

Will didn't just "fix" things; he interrogated the house. He was currently in the hallway, stripped down to a charcoal-grey t-shirt that stretched across a set of shoulders honed by years of physical labour. He was wielding a heavy-duty bolster chisel and a club hammer, rhythmically opening a vein in the ancient plaster to expose the crumbling conduit beneath.

Clang. Crack. Thu d.

Victoria stood in the kitchen doorway, clutching a lukewarm bottle of mineral water. She felt like a displaced monarch watching a barbarian sack her palace. Each strike of the hammer seemed to vibrate through the floorboards and directly into her skull, where a tension headache was beginning to coil behind her eyes.

"Is the... structural violence entirely necessary, Mr Carne?" she asked, her voice raised to compete with the dust he was kicking up.

Will didn't stop. He delivered one more precise blow before setting the hammer down. He wiped a streak of grey plaster dust from his forehead with the back of a calloused hand, leaving a smudge that only made his blue eyes look more piercing.

"I could leave it, Ms Sterling," he said, his voice level. "I could just patch the fuse and walk away. Then, in about three weeks, when the salt air finally finishes corroding the insulation on these 1950s cables, the whole wall will catch fire. You’ll have plenty of light then. For about ten minutes."

Victoria tightened her grip on the water bottle. "I see. And how long does this... diagnostic phase take?"

"It’s not a phase. It’s a total rewire," Will said, stepping off his small stepladder. He walked toward her, and Victoria found herself instinctively stepping back into the kitchen. He was a large man, but he moved with a surprising, quiet economy of motion. "I’ve counted six dead circuits already. The kitchen is running on a prayer, and the upstairs sockets are a death wish. I’ll have to pull every foot of wire out of these walls."

He looked around the kitchen, his gaze landing on her designer luggage piled on the table and the expensive espresso machine she had brought from London—a chrome-plated beast that currently lacked a heart.

"You’re going to be living in a construction zone for at least a fortnight," he added, his tone softening just a fraction. "No hot water until I can look at the immersion heater, and I wouldn't trust that kettle if I were you."

Victoria felt a wave of cold, sharp panic. A fortnight. Fourteen days of dampness, darkness, and this man dismantling her sanctuary piece by piece. In London, she would have had a project manager on site within the hour to expedite the timeline. Here, she was at the mercy of a man who clearly didn't care about her "premiums".

"I have a lot of work to do, Mr Carne. I’m an investor. I need connectivity. I need... power."

"The Atlantic doesn't care about your portfolio, Ms Sterling," Will said. He reached for his tool bag, but his phone—a rugged, cracked-screen device—began to blare a loud, frantic nursery rhyme.

He closed his eyes for a split second, a look of pure, unadulterated exhaustion crossing his face. When he answered, his voice changed instantly. The hard, professional edge vanished, replaced by a weary tenderness.

"Hey, Leo... No, I told you, the ham is in the bottom drawer... Yes, I know it’s Tuesday. I’ll be back to pick you up in twenty minutes... No, don't let the dog in the mud."

He hung up and looked at Victoria. The "Electrician" was gone, replaced by the "Widower". The shadows under his eyes seemed to deepen in the dim light of the kitchen.

"Problem?" Victoria asked, her curiosity overriding her annoyance.

"Life," Will replied shortly. He began packing his tools with a frantic energy. "My youngest has a school play rehearsal, and my sister—who usually handles the afternoon run—is stuck in Truro with a flat tyre. I have to go."

"You're leaving?" Victoria stared at the hole in her hallway wall. "You’ve just opened up my house like a surgical patient, and now you’re leaving?"

"I have three children, Ms Sterling. They don't wait for circuits to be finished." He swung his tool bag over his shoulder. "I'll be back tomorrow morning. Try not to touch anything metal. And for God's sake, keep that car of yours locked. The locals are honest, but the gulls will have your hubcaps if they see a shine."

"Mr Carne—"

But the front door was already swinging shut.

Victoria stood in the centre of the kitchen, the silence of the house rushing back in to fill the space he had occupied. She felt the absurdity of her situation like a physical weight. She was a millionaire, a survivor of one of the world's most aggressive diseases, and a woman who had once dictated terms to global banks.

And yet, she was currently standing in a dark, damp house in Cornwall, being dictated to by a man in a dusty fleece who had just prioritised a ham sandwich and a school play over her entire existence.

She walked to the window and watched the white van bounce down the track, its taillights disappearing into the mist. She felt a strange, jarring sense of displacement. In London, she was the sun around which people orbited. Here, she was just another problem to be managed between school runs and ham sandwiches.

She looked at her reflection in the darkened windowpane. She looked tired. She looked human.

"Tomorrow," she whispered, her finger tracing the line of the scar through her sweater. "Tomorrow, Victoria, you get a grip."
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