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PROLOGUE
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The estuary waters were black ink, oily and restless, slapping against the rotting pylons of the jetty that connected the mainland to the place the locals simply called "The Rock." But on the maps, it was Blackwater Island.

To the casual observer, it was a jagged tooth of slate and granite jutting from the sea, crowned by the broken silhouette of ruins. To those who knew its history, it was a festering wound that refused to heal. The darkness here was not merely the absence of light; it was a physical weight, a shroud that had settled centuries ago and never lifted.

The structure that dominated the island had begun its life as a monastery, a grand edifice of iron rich stone and heavy timber, built by monks who sought isolation to commune with God. They had constructed a sanctuary of silence and prayer, tending to the lush meadows and the vibrant woods that, in the height of summer, would explode in a riot of wildflowers—blues, yellows, and blood reds dancing in the sea breeze.

But the monks had long since turned to dust, their chants replaced by the cries of the unwanted.

Decades ago, the city of Oakhaven had purchased the island, seeing in its isolation a solution to a problem. The monastery was repurposed. The cells where monks once knelt in penitence became dormitories. The grand hall became a refectory. St. Jude’s Home for Boys was born, though it was never a home. It was a holding pen.

It was run by a man whose name had been whispered in terrified hushes by generations of children: The Director. A tyrant who believed that a name was a privilege, not a right. To him, the children were "The Damned Boys," the refuse of society, stained by the sins of their parents. He stripped them of their identities, assigning them numbers in a ledger. Discipline was his gospel, and punishment was his sacrament.

The island had been a self contained world. To the west, a lighthouse stood sentinel, its beam sweeping the treacherous rocks that had claimed too many ships in the centuries past. Scattered around were smaller cottages, once housing the staff who turned a blind eye to the cruelty, and the caretakers who maintained the grounds.

But nature has a way of reclaiming what is hers.

The fire had come like a judgment. It had ripped through the orphanage with a ferocity that melted iron and shattered stone. It consumed the timber roofs, the dormitories, and the secrets hidden within the walls. Now, Blackwater was a carcass. The orphanage was a skeletal remains of charred wood and broken walls, standing open to the sky like a scream frozen in time.

The meadows were overgrown, the flowers choked by brambles and nettles. The woods had grown twisted and dark, the trees gnarled like arthritic fingers grasping at the gloom. The only soul who remained was a lone caretaker, a man paid by the council to live in the damp remnants of a cottage near the jetty, ensuring that drug addicts and vandals didn't set fire to what little was left.

Tonight, the sky was a suffocating blanket of clouds. There were no stars to guide the way, no moon to cast shadows. The darkness was absolute.

Arthur Penhaligon didn't wake up; he surfaced.

It was a slow, agonizing drag from the depths of unconsciousness, fighting against a gravity that felt crushing. His head throbbed with a dull, rhythmic ache that started at the base of his skull and radiated behind his eyes. His mouth tasted of cotton and copper.

Too much, he thought, the thought sluggish and disjointed. Had too much wine.

He tried to roll over, seeking the cool comfort of his pillow, instinctively reaching for the duvet to pull over his shoulder.

He couldn't move.

The realization didn't hit him all at once. It trickled in, cold and terrifying. His arms were pulled back, his wrists chafed against something rough. His legs were bound. And beneath him, there was no softness of a mattress, only the unforgiving, bone chilling hardness of stone.

Arthur blinked, his eyelids fluttering open. He expected the dim light of his bedroom, the streetlamp outside his window casting familiar shadows.

Instead, he saw flickering fire.

Dozens of candles were arranged in a circle on the floor, their flames dancing frantically in a draft he couldn't feel. The wax dripped onto the stone flags like tears. The light threw long, grotesque shadows against curved walls that stretched up into an abyss of darkness above him.

Panic, sharp and electric, spiked in his chest.

"Hello?" he croaked. His voice was a pathetic, dry rasp. He tried to swallow, but his throat was parched.

He shifted his hips and realized with a fresh wave of horror that he was naked. The cold air bit at his skin, making him shiver violently. He was exposed, vulnerable, stripped of every defense.

"Is anyone there? Please!"

He strained against his bonds. He was lying on a stone plinth in the center of a circular room. It was something that looked like an altar or a workbench and was covered in what felt like plastic sheeting. The air smelled of damp stone, old dust, and something metallic—like rust.

His memory fractured and spun. The taxi. He remembered the taxi. He had left the office party, a little tipsy but lucid. He had hailed a black cab. He remembered the warmth of the heater, the leather seat, the driver’s eyes in the rearview mirror... and then nothing. A void

"Help me!" he screamed, the terror lending strength to his voice.

The sound echoed, bouncing off the stone walls, spiraling upward into the darkness. It was a hollow, lonely sound.

"Save your breath."

The voice came from everywhere and nowhere. It was deep, rough like two stones grinding together, and utterly devoid of warmth.

Arthur froze, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. "Who's there? What do you want? I have money... my wallet..."

"I don't want your money, Number 105."

Arthur’s blood ran cold. Number 105. He hadn't heard that designation in years. Not since the fire. Not since he was a terrified boy hiding under a bed while the ceiling rained embers.

"Show yourself!" Arthur yelled, though it sounded more like a beg.

"You are shouting into a tomb," the voice continued, calm and methodical. "You are at the base of the clock tower. The walls are three feet of solid granite. The caretaker is asleep half a mile away with a bottle of gin in his hand. God isn't listening. And the Devil... Well, he's already here."

Arthur craned his neck, looking around wildly. The candlelight illuminated the space. He was indeed in the clock tower—an addition built later than the monastery, a folly of Victorian arrogance.

To his left, he saw the beginning of a spiral staircase, a ribbon of stone steps that hugged the outer wall, winding upwards into the gloom. In the center of the room, directly above him, was a void. A central shaft that ran from the ground floor all the way to the belfry.

Hanging in that void, swaying slightly, was a heavy system of ropes and pulleys. The iron chains clinked softly, a sound like chattering teeth.

"Please," Arthur whimpered, the fight draining out of him as reality set in. "I don't understand. Why are you doing this?"

From the shadows between the staircase and the wall, movement detached itself from the darkness.

A figure stepped into the circle of candlelight.

He was tall, imposing, draped in a heavy black robe that swept the floor. The hood was pulled low, casting his face in an impenetrable shadow. He looked like a monk from the old days, a spectre returned to reclaim the sanctuary. But there was nothing holy about him. The way he moved was predatory, silent and sure.

"Hello, 105," the stranger said. The voice was almost gentle now, mocking in its intimacy. "Or should I say, Arthur? Successful accountant. Two children. A mortgage in the suburbs. You've done well for yourself. You scrubbed the soot off your skin quite effectively."

"Who are you?" Arthur cried, tears leaking from his eyes, hot tracks on his cold face. "How do you know me?"

The stranger walked closer, his boots making no sound on the stone. He stopped by the plinth, looming over Arthur. The smell coming off him was strange—not body odor, but something sterile, like surgical spirits masking the scent of decay.

"I know everything," the stranger whispered. "Even everything you forgot."

Arthur struggled, the ropes biting into his wrists. "Let me go. Whatever I did... I'm sorry. I was just a child!"

"We were all just children," the stranger replied, his voice hardening. "But some of us carried the weight, while others ran."

The stranger reached out a gloved hand and brushed a stray hair from Arthur's forehead. The touch was tender, terrifyingly so.

"What do you want?" Arthur sobbed, his body shaking uncontrollably.

"I already have what I need," the stranger said. "You."

Arthur stared up into the black void of the hood. "Me? Why me?"

The stranger leaned in closer. "You are not the target, Arthur. You are the message. You are the parchment upon which I am writing my letter."

"I don't... I don't understand."

"You are my calling card," the stranger hissed, the roughness returning to his voice, grating and raw. "My announcement to him. To let him know that I exist. That I survived. And that I am coming for my revenge."

"Him?" Arthur gasped, his breath hitching. "Who....? Who are you talking about?"

The stranger stood up straight. He reached into the folds of his black robe.

The metal caught the candlelight. It was a straight razor, the blade unfolded, gleaming with a wicked, silver sharpness. It wasn't a weapon of defense; it was a tool of precision.

The stranger looked down at the blade, admiring the edge, before turning his hidden gaze back to Arthur.

"He thinks he can hide in the bottle," the stranger said. "He thinks he can hide in the silence of his study. But he can't hide from his number. Just as you couldn't hide from yours."

Arthur’s eyes widened, fixed on the blade. He tried to shrink back into the stone, to make himself small, to disappear. "Please... no... don't..."

The stranger stepped forward, placing a hand on Arthur’s forehead to hold him steady. The grip was iron.

Arthur stammered, his mind grasping for a name, a reason, anything to stop the knife. "Who is it for?"

The stranger lowered the blade, bringing the cold steel to rest gently against the skin of Arthur's neck. He leaned in, his lips brushing Arthur's ear, and whispered the name that would start the war.

"Jonathan Hale."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

ONE

[image: ]


The air in the study was not merely stale; it was fossilized, a suspended animation of grief and neglect that tasted of single malt scotch and the acrid, clinging ghost of cheap tobacco. Detective Jonathan Hale sat entombed within the high backed leather chair that had long since molded itself to his curvature. His head rested awkwardly on his forearms, a posture of defeat that left his neck cricked and his breathing shallow. 

The room was a cavern of dark oak, the walls lined with bookcases that stretched into the shadows, filled with legal tomes he hadn’t touched in a decade. The only illumination came from a brass banker’s lamp, its green glass shade casting a sickly, emerald pool of light across the mahogany desk. 

That light revealed the chaos of his mind. Piles of manila folders, frayed at the edges and stamped with the red capitalized condemnation of 'COLD,' were strewn like fallen leaves. Crime scene photos, bleached of their horror by time and familiarity, peeked out from under tumblers sticky with amber residue.

In the oppressive silence, the only sound was the rhythmic, ticking heartbeat of the grandfather clock in the hall, counting down seconds that Hale no longer knew how to use.

At the heavy oak door, a shadow hesitated. 

Mia stood on the threshold, her knuckles white as she gripped the strap of her backpack. She was dressed for a future her father couldn't seem to see—jeans, a university hoodie, hair pulled back in a messy bun that suggested late nights of study rather than grief. But her eyes, dark and wide, were fixed on the slump of his shoulders. 

The memory of the previous night washed over her, hot and suffocating. The shouting match had started over something trivial—a movie, a boy named Caleb, a ride home. But in this house, nothing remained trivial for long. It always circled the drain back to her.

"You’re suffocating me!" Mia had screamed, the vibration of her own voice still ringing in her ears. "You see danger in shadows, Dad. You think because you couldn't save her, you have to lock me away? You're paranoid. You're just a sad, paranoid old man."

Hale had stood there, glass in hand, swaying slightly, his eyes hollowed out caves of pain. He hadn't yelled back. That was the worst part. He had just looked at her with that devastating, mute acceptance. 

Then she said it. The words that had been festering in the dark corners of her teenage angst, weaponized by the moment.

"I wish it had been you. I wish you had been in the car, and Mum was the one standing here."

The silence that had followed those words was louder than the screaming.

Now, standing in the doorway in the gray light of early morning, the regret tasted like ash in her mouth. She took a step forward, the floorboard groaning under her trainer. She wanted to wake him. She wanted to shake him until he looked at her, really looked at her, and tell him she didn't mean it. She wanted to tell him that she loved him, even when he was broken, even when he smelled like a distillery and looked like a ghost haunting his own life. 

But as she drew closer, the harsh light of the lamp revealed the deep gullies carved into his face, the gray stubble that mapped his chin, and the dark bruising of exhaustion beneath his closed eyes. He looked fragile. For a man who had once terrified criminals with a glare, he looked as though a strong wind would scatter him into dust.

He needs this, she thought, her heart twisting. He needs the oblivion.

She stepped back, retreating into the hallway, pulling the door almost shut, leaving a sliver of darkness between them. As she turned, she nearly collided with a stout figure carrying a basket of laundry.

"Jesus, Elena," Mia whispered, clutching her chest.

Elena, the housekeeper who had been the glue holding the Hale household together for five years, offered a soft, sympathetic smile. She was a woman of sturdy practicality, her hair pinned back severely, her eyes sharp but kind. "Leaving without saying goodbye?" she asked, her voice a low hum.

"I... I can't wake him," Mia said, thumbing toward the study door. "We had a... it was a bad night."

Elena’s gaze drifted to the door, her expression tightening. She knew. She always knew. "He’s doing it again? The files?"

Mia nodded, blinking back tears. "I said some horrible things, Elena. Really horrible."

"You’re eighteen, love. And you’re hurting. And he’s..." Elena sighed, shifting the basket to her hip. "He is a man trying to swim with rocks in his pockets. Don't carry that guilt to your lecture. Go. Learn something. I’ll deal with the Detective."


"Tell him I... just tell him I’ll call later?"


"I will. Now go."

Mia hesitated one last time, glancing at the study, then turned and headed for the front door, the heavy thud of the latch closing signaling her departure. 

Elena waited a beat, her demeanor shifting from maternal warmth to a steely resolve. She marched to the study door and pushed it open. The smell hit her instantly. It was the smell of a man rotting from the inside out. She didn't tip toe. She walked into the room with the heavy tread of someone who had cleaned up enough messes to lose her patience with them.

"Morning, Detective," she announced to the room, though she knew he wouldn't answer.

She set the laundry basket down on a leather ottoman with a deliberate thump and marched to the heavy velvet curtains. With a singular, violent motion, she ripped them open. The morning sun, pale and judgmental, slashed across the room. It cut through the haze of smoke, igniting the dust motes into a chaotic dance and striking Jonathan Hale directly in the face. 

Hale jerked. A guttural snort escaped him as his arms flailed, knocking a stack of files onto the floor. He sat up, gasping, his eyes frantically scanning the room for a threat that wasn't there.

"Easy, tiger," Elena said, moving to the desk and beginning to stack the scattered papers. "It’s just the sun. I know you two haven't been on speaking terms lately."

Hale blinked, the room spinning. He brought a hand to his face, rubbing the grit from his eyes. His mouth felt like it was coated in wool. "Elena?" his voice was a rusted hinge. "What time is it?"

"Time to stop wallowing," she said, picking up the empty scotch glass and holding it up to the light with a look of disdain. "Another productive night, Mr. Hale? Did you solve the murders of the past, or just succeed in killing your liver a little faster?"

Hale groaned, pressing the heels of his hands into his eye sockets. The headache was a rhythmic thudding at the base of his skull. "Not now, Elena. Please. My head is splitting."

"Maybe if you slept in a bed instead of a mausoleum, your head would feel better," she retorted, though she set the glass down gently on a coaster. She began opening the window, letting the crisp, damp air of the morning rush in to battle the stale smoke. 

Hale pushed himself up, his joints popping. He felt every one of his forty eight years, plus the twenty extra that grief had added. "I was working," he muttered defensively, looking at the files on the floor. "I thought I saw a connection in the Rodriguez case. The timelines..."

"The Rodriguez case was closed six years ago, Jonathan," Elena said, dropping the formality as she turned to face him. Her hands were on her hips, her posture unyielding. "You’re using this... this obsession to block it out. All of it. Mia left for university this morning with tears in her eyes because you’d rather live with the dead than the living."

Hale winced. The memory of Mia’s face from the night before flashed in his mind. I wish it was you.

"I’m fine, Elena," he lied, the words sounding hollow even to his own ears. He stood up, swaying slightly before gripping the edge of the desk. "I’m handling it. This is what I do. I solve cases."

"You’re not solving anything. You’re hiding," Elena shot back, her voice softening just a fraction. She looked at his shirt, wrinkled and stained, and the dark circles under his eyes that looked like bruises. "Look at you. You smell like a bar floor. You’re a father, Jonathan. Try to be one before she stops coming back."

Hale opened his mouth to argue, to defend the necessity of his vigil, but the fight drained out of him. She was right. She was always right.

"Is she gone?" he asked quietly.

"She’s gone. She looked like she wanted to say sorry, but you were too busy passing out to hear it."

Hale looked down at his hands. They were trembling. "I’ll call her. Later. I just... I need to clean up."

"That would be a start," Elena said, picking up the laundry basket again. "I’ll make coffee. Strong. And toast. You’ll eat it, or I’ll feed it to you like you’re a toddler."

She left the room, the door clicking shut behind her, leaving Hale alone with the fresh air and the accusing sunlight. He stumbled out of the study and up the stairs, the house feeling too big, too empty. 

The master bathroom was cold, the tiles chilling his bare feet. He turned the shower on, letting the water run until steam began to fog the mirrors. He leaned over the sink, gripping the porcelain until his knuckles turned white. He looked up. The face staring back was a stranger’s. The eyes were bloodshot, rimmed with red, set deep in a face that had grown gaunt and grey. The stubble on his jaw was patchy and silver. There was a scar running through his left eyebrow—a souvenir from a bottle attack three years ago—that seemed more prominent today.

"Get it together, Jon," he whispered to the reflection. "Just get it together."

He reached for his toothbrush, but the shrill ring of his phone cut through the hiss of the shower. Hale froze. The landline next to the bed? No, it was his mobile, buzzing against the marble countertop where he had left it the night before. He stared at it. 

7:15 AM.

Calls at this hour were never good news. Calls at this hour were bodies, confessions, or catastrophes. He swiped the screen with a wet hand and brought it to his ear. "Hale."

"You sound like you’ve been gargling gravel, Detective."

The voice was crisp, sharp, and utterly devoid of warmth. Superintendent Vance. She was thirty eight, ambitious, and viewed Hale as a relic of a bygone era who relied on gut instinct and intimidation rather than data analytics and sensitivity training. She had been looking for a reason to pension him off for months.

Hale cleared his throat, straightening his spine instinctively. "Superintendent. I’m awake. Just... preparing for the day."

"Save the pleasantries," Vance snapped. "We have a situation. A caretaker called it in twenty minutes ago."

Hale grabbed a towel and wrapped it around his waist, the adrenaline beginning to burn off the alcohol fog. "What have we got? Domestic? B and E gone wrong?"

"I need you out at the marina. There’s a ferry waiting."

Hale paused. "The marina? Why do we need a ferry?"

"Because the body isn't in the city, Hale." Vance’s voice dropped an octave, losing some of its bureaucratic edge and taking on a darker, grimmer tone. "It’s on Blackwater Island."

The name hit Hale like a physical blow. The air seemed to leave the bathroom. 

Blackwater Island. A jagged tooth of rock in the middle of the estuary, home to nothing but seabirds, rising tides, and the ruins of St. Jude’s Monastery. It was a place of local legend and bad history, a place where the currents were treacherous and the atmosphere was always heavy with a supernatural dread. It had been abandoned since the fire in the 1990.

"Blackwater?" Hale repeated, his voice barely a whisper. "Nobody goes out there. It’s condemned."

"Someone went out there," Vance said, her voice tight. "And someone made sure they stayed."

"Who is it?"

"We don't know yet. Forensics is en route. But Hale... the caretaker said the body... it wasn't just dumped."

Hale felt a cold prickle of sweat on the back of his neck that had nothing to do with the steam from the shower. "How was it found, Vance?"

There was a pause on the other end of the line. A hesitation that was uncharacteristic for the Superintendent.

"Hanging," she said finally. "From the old clock tower. Swinging in the wind for the whole coast to see."

Hale went silent. He closed his eyes, and for a second, he could see it. The blackened stone of the ruined monastery, the grey, churning water of the estuary, and a silhouette suspended against the dawn sky. It was theatrical. It was a statement.

"Hale?" Vance’s voice was sharp again, demanding a response. "Are you there? I have no one else available so I need to know if you’re capable of this”. 

Hale looked in the mirror again. The tired old man was still there, but the eyes had changed. The self pity was gone, replaced by the cold, hard glint of the hunter. The hangover was a dull ache he could ignore. The grief was a box he could lock, just for a little while.

He reached out and turned off the shower. The silence returned, heavy and expectant.

"Yes," Hale said, his voice low and steady, gravel turning into granite. "I’ll take the case."

"It’s a grim one, Jonathan," Vance warned, using his first name for the first time in months. "The location alone is a logistical nightmare."

"I know the island," Hale said, reaching for his shirt. "I know the currents."

He stared at his reflection one last time. He wasn't fine. He was broken, tired, and haunted. But he was a detective, and there was a body on Blackwater.

"I'm on my way."
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The Jaguar E Type was a beautiful, temperamental beast, much like the man behind the wheel. Its British Racing Green paintwork, once a symbol of prestige, was now splattered with the grime of the estuary road, and the engine idle was a rough, throaty grumble that vibrated through the chassis. Jonathan Hale gripped the thin wood rimmed steering wheel, feeling the tremors travel up his arms, settling into the marrow of his bones. 

The sun, which had briefly threatened to break through during his drive from the city, had surrendered completely. In its place, a low, bruising ceiling of slate grey clouds smothered the skyline. Blackwater Island didn’t just have weather; it had a mood. And today, the mood was murderous.

To his left, the grey churn of the water slapped against the crumbling concrete of the jetty. The ferry, a rusted iron hulk that smelled of diesel and dead fish, was already churning a frothy wake, retreating to the safety of the mainland. Hale watched it go in the rearview mirror, the red taillights blurring in the mist. It felt less like a departure and more like an abandonment. He was alone now.

Squeak. Drag. Squeak.

The three miniature wiper blades fought a losing battle against the moisture accumulating on the windscreen. It wasn’t rain yet, just a heavy, penetrating drizzle that seemed to seep through the glass and settle in his lungs. The radio, an original unit that picked up more static than signal, crackled into life.

“...warning of a severe depression moving in from the Atlantic. Gale force winds expected by evening, with driving rain and localized flooding. Motorists are advised to...”

Hale snapped the knob to the left, silencing the weatherman. He didn't need a forecast to know what was coming. He could feel the drop in pressure in his sinuses, a dull ache behind the eyes that mirrored the throbbing of his own history.

He shifted gears, the mechanical clunk satisfyingly heavy, and eased the Jaguar forward. The road ahead was un adopted, a forgotten stretch of broken tarmac that the council pretended didn't exist. It wound its way up the spine of the island, flanked on either side by overgrown meadows. The grass was waist high, bleached yellow and whipped flat by the wind, hiding the uneven ground beneath. It was a landscape of neglect.

In the distance, piercing the gloom, the peak of the old clock tower stood like a skeletal finger accusing the sky. It was illuminated not by the moon, but by the strobing, epileptic flash of blue and red lights. They cut through the mist, silent and frantic, marking the spot where the past had decided to bleed into the present.

Hale adjusted the rearview mirror, catching a glimpse of his own reflection. He looked better than he felt, which wasn't saying much. He had managed a dry shave with a disposable razor he kept in the glovebox, scraping away the worst of the grey stubble, leaving his jaw raw and pink. He wore a fresh white shirt and a charcoal overcoat, armor against the world, but the eyes were the same. Dark, recessed, and rimmed with the violet shadows of insomnia. They were the eyes of a man who had seen too much and slept too little.

Just a job, he told himself. Just a body.

But the Jaguar’s suspension protested with a metallic groan as he hit a pothole, jarring his teeth, and the lie dissolved. This wasn't just a job. This was Blackwater.

As the car climbed the incline, the ruins of the monastery rose up to meet him. It was a gothic monstrosity of blackened stone, gutted by fire decades ago and left to rot. The roof was gone, leaving the ribs of the vaulting exposed to the elements like the carcass of a beached whale.

A shiver, sharp and cold as an icicle, traveled down Hale’s spine. It wasn't the wind.

Flash.

The memory hit him with the force of a physical blow. He wasn't forty eight years old; he was eight. He was small, skinny, and perpetually cold. He was standing in the scullery, the stone floor freezing his bare feet. The smell of lye soap and cabbage water. The heavy, rhythmic thud of the cane.

“Ungrateful wretch,” Father Grey hissed, the Vicar’s face purple with exertion, spittle flying from his lips. “Pride is a sin, Jonathan. Defiance is a sin. We must beat the devil out of you.”

Hale gripped the steering wheel tighter, his knuckles turning white. The phantom pain of the cane lashed across his back.

Flash.

Running. The wet grass soaking his pyjamas. The sound of heavy breathing beside him. Tommy. His best friend. Tommy, who had a laugh like a bubbling brook and eyes that were always afraid. They were running toward the boat shed, the only escape. Then, the beam of the flashlight catching them. The rough hands grabbing his collar. The despair.

Flash. The fire.

It wasn't a memory; it was a sensory assault. The roar of the flames consuming the dormitory. The heat, intense and blistering. The smoke, thick and oily, tasting of burning varnish and... something sweeter. Something like roast pork. The screams. Men shouting orders. Women wailing. And the high pitched, terrifying shriek of children trapped behind locked doors.

Hale slammed on the brakes. The Jaguar skidded on the loose gravel, coming to a halt a few yards from the police cordon.

He sat for a moment, breathing heavily, forcing the demons back into their cages. Not now, he commanded. Function. Work.

He opened the door and stepped out. The air was colder here, exposed to the bite of the sea. The wind ruffled his hair, carrying the scent of ozone and wet stone.

The scene was a chaotic tableau of modern policing superimposed over ancient tragedy. Three patrol cars were parked at haphazard angles, their engines idling. A white ambulance sat with its back doors open, though there was no rush. The coroner's van, a black Mercedes sprinter, was parked nearest the tower.

Hale buttoned his coat and ducked under the yellow police tape.

"Detective Hale," a uniformed officer muttered, stepping aside. He didn't make eye contact.

Hale ignored him. He was used to the whisperings. Hale walked through the sea of uniforms like a ghost, parting the waters of disapproval.

A few of the younger constables gave him a wide berth, pretending to be busy with their radios. They looked at him with a mixture of awe and fear, like he was a dangerous animal that had been let off its leash.

"Jonathan."

The voice was steady, lacking the judgment of the others. Hale turned to see Detective Sergeant Craig Reynolds walking towards him. Reynolds was a good man—solid, dependable, with a face that looked like it had been carved out of granite and a mustache that belonged in the 1980s. He was one of the few who still remembered Hale before the fall.

"Reynolds," Hale nodded, shoving his hands into his pockets. "What have we got?"

Reynolds grimaced, looking back toward the clock tower. "It's a bad one, Jon. Even for you. Caretaker found him about an hour ago. We’ve only just got him down."

"Who is he?"

"White male. Late forties, maybe early fifties. No ID on him yet. But..." Reynolds hesitated, shifting his weight uncomfortably.

"But what?" Hale pressed, his eyes scanning the base of the tower where the forensics team was photographing the ground.

"It’s what he’s wearing, Jon. It’s... odd."

Hale stared at the tower. The wind whistled through the empty belfry, a mournful, hollow sound. "Let me guess," Hale said, his voice flat, devoid of inflection. "Dark grey wool blazer. Navy blue shorts. Knee high socks with two red stripes at the top."

Reynolds’ eyes widened. He took a step back, looking at Hale as if he had just performed a magic trick. "How the hell did you know that? We haven't released that over the airwaves."

Hale didn't answer. He couldn't. The description wasn't a guess; it was a uniform. It was the uniform he had worn every day for what felt like a lifetime. The uniform he had been beaten in. The uniform he had nearly burned to death in.

"Just a hunch," Hale lied, the words tasting of bile. "Where is he?"

"Over by the coroner's van. Sarah is just starting the preliminary."

Hale walked past Reynolds, his stride long and purposeful. He needed to see. He needed to be sure.

The coroner's van was parked in the lee of a crumbling wall, offering some shelter from the picking wind. A gurney was set up beside it, the body bag unzipped.

Standing over it was Dr. Sarah Thorne. She was thirty seven with sharp intelligence in her eyes and hair the color of autumn leaves, currently tied back in a severe ponytail. She was objectively attractive—Hale knew other men found her stunning—but to him, she was just another part of the machinery of death. He felt no pull, no spark. His interest in relationships had died the same night his wife did.

She looked up as he approached, a small, bright smile touching her lips. "Detective Hale. I heard you were coming. I was hoping for the A team."

Her tone was light, bordering on flirtatious, a stark contrast to the grim surroundings. She was trying to build a rapport, to bridge the gap of his notorious iciness.

Hale nodded back. He stopped at the edge of the gurney, his eyes fixed on the contents of the bag. "Sarah. What can you tell me?"

Thorne’s smile faltered slightly, sensing the wall he had put up. She cleared her throat, snapping on a pair of fresh latex gloves. Professionalism took over.

"Male. Approx forty six years of age. Well nourished, but with signs of historical malnourishment—see the bone density issues in the wrists? He’s been dead for less than six hours. Rigor is just setting in."

She pulled back the sheeting to reveal the victim's chest and head.

Hale stared. The man was heavy set, balding, with a face that looked soft, unaccustomed to hardship in his later years. But the clothes... they were grotesque. The blazer was strained across the broad shoulders, the buttons threatening to pop. The shorts were obscene on the hairy, pale legs of a grown man. It was a mockery of childhood.

"Cause of death?" Hale asked, his voice tight.

"Exsanguination," Thorne said, pointing to the neck.

A deep, angry gash ran from ear to ear. The skin had pulled back, revealing the anatomy beneath in gruesome detail.

"It’s a clean cut," Thorne continued, tracing the air above the wound with her finger. "Single motion. Left to right. Done with a straight edge. A razor, or a very sharp hunting knife. But here’s the kicker... there’s very little blood on the front of the jacket."

"He was hung up immediately," Hale said, looking up at the clock tower. "Throat cut, then hoisted like livestock to drain."

"Exactly," Thorne nodded, impressed. "Calculated. Cold. Whoever did this wanted him to suffer, but they also wanted a show. It’s theatrical."

Hale looked at the man's face again. There was something familiar in the shape of the nose, the set of the jaw. But time had distorted the features, layering age and fat over the boy he might have known.

"Check the ankles," Hale said suddenly.

Thorne looked at him, confused. "The ankles? I haven't got that far down yet."

"Check the left ankle. Inside. Just above the bone."

Thorne hesitated, then moved to the bottom of the gurney. She lifted the hem of the navy shorts and peeled down the woolen sock.

She gasped softly.

There, on the pale, hairless skin of the inner ankle, was a tattoo. It was old, the ink faded to a dull, blurry blue, the lines jagged and crude. It wasn't professional work. It was a scar with pigment.

105

"It’s a number," Thorne whispered. "One zero five. What does it mean?" She looked up at Hale, her eyes wide with curiosity and a touch of unease. "Hale? How did you know this was here?"

Hale felt the world tilting on its axis. The air in his lungs felt too thin. He didn't speak. instead, he bent down, raised his trouser leg, and pulled down his own black sock.

Thorne leaned in, her flashlight beam cutting through the gloom.

On Hale’s ankle, in the same crude, jagged script, in the same faded blue ink, was a number.

109

"Oh my god," Thorne breathed. She looked from Hale’s ankle to the corpse’s. "You knew him?"

"I knew the boy he was," Hale said, straightening up and letting his trouser leg fall. He felt exposed, his darkest secret laid bare on a cold slab. "This monastery... before the fire, before it was ruins... it was St. Jude’s Home for Boys. An orphanage."

He looked at the dead man, trying to place the face. Tommy? It wasn't Tommy. It was Arthur? Arthur Penhaligon?The boy who used to steal bread from the pantry and share it with the mice.

"We didn't have names at St. Jude’s," Hale said, his voice sounding like it was coming from a great distance. "Not to the staff. We were numbers. It was easier for the records. Easier to forget us when we... disappeared."

"Disappeared?" Thorne asked, her voice trembling.

"Arthur was 105," Hale said, staring at the number. "I was 109. We were in the same dormitory."


CRACK BOOM!


The sky tore open.

A fork of lightning jagged down, striking the far side of the island, illuminating the ruins in a stark, blinding white light. Thunder followed instantly, a deafening cannon shot that shook the ground beneath their feet.

The drizzle vanished, replaced in a heartbeat by a torrential downpour. It was a deluge, heavy, freezing sheets of water that hammered against the van and the tarmac. The wind picked up, screaming through the broken arches of the monastery like a choir of the damned.

"We need cover!" Reynolds shouted, running over from the patrol car, shielding his face with his arm. "This is going to turn into a gale in seconds!"

"The van is too small for all of us," Thorne yelled over the roar of the rain.

Hale looked at the ruins. The main hall of St Jude’s still had its walls, and the great oak doors, miraculously, had survived the fire and the rot.

"Inside!" Hale commanded, pointing to the main hall. "Get the body covered and get inside the main hall!"

The team scrambled. Two officers grabbed the gurney, wrestling it over the uneven ground as the mud began to slick. Hale, Reynolds, and Thorne ran for the entrance, the rain soaking them to the bone in seconds.

They burst through the gaping archway into the nave of the main hall. It was darker inside, the shadows thick and heavy, but the stone walls offered a respite from the biting wind. The roof was gone, but the choir loft overhang provided a dry area near the back.

"Jesus," Reynolds gasped, wiping water from his eyes. "Where did that come from?"

"It’s Blackwater," Hale muttered, shaking his coat. "The weather can change in a heartbeat."

The officers wheeled the gurney into the dry patch under the loft. The mood was tense, the air charged with the electricity of the storm and the grim revelation of the tattoo.

"The wind is blowing the rain right in," Thorne shivered, hugging her arms around herself.

Hale looked at the massive double doors at the far end of the nave. They were the original entrance, leading out to what used to be the courtyard. They were currently propped open by debris and years of neglect.

"Help me with the doors," Hale barked at Reynolds.

The two detectives ran to the entrance. The doors were heavy, made of iron bound oak, swollen with damp. They grunted with exertion, boots slipping on the wet stone, as they shoved against the resistance of the wind and the accumulated grit.

"On three!" Hale shouted. "One, two, three!"

With a synchronized heave, they forced the left door shut. Then the right.

SLAM.

The doors met with a booming thud that echoed through the ruins, shutting out the howling wind and the lashing rain. sudden silence fell over the group, broken only by their heavy breathing and the drumming of rain on the stone high above.

Hale leaned his forehead against the rough wood, catching his breath. He closed his eyes, the smell of the damp wood triggering another wave of nausea.

"Jon," Reynolds whispered. His voice was trembling.

Hale opened his eyes. He didn't turn around. "What?"

"Jon. Look."

Hale pushed himself off the door and turned around. He looked at Reynolds, who was staring at the back of the doors they had just closed. Thorne had a hand over her mouth, her eyes wide with terror.

Hale turned back to face the doors.

On the inside of the wood, protected from the elements for years, preserving it perfectly, was fresh paint. Red paint. Wet paint that dripped slowly down the grain like fresh blood.

Hale stared at the words. The red paint glistened in the beam of Reynolds’ flashlight.

It was a message. Scrawled in jagged, frantic letters that spanned the width of both doors. It wasn't graffiti from teenagers. It was specific. It was personal.

WELCOME HOME, JONATHAN.
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The wind outside didn’t just howl; it screamed. It battered the heavy oak doors of the ruined monastery with the rhythmic, frenzied pounding of a thousand desperate fists, demanding entry. The storm had isolated them, turning the stone nave of St. Jude’s into a cold, damp purgatory. 

But the true chill in the room didn’t come from the gale off the estuary. It radiated from the wet, red letters scrawled across the wood.

WELCOME HOME, JONATHAN.

Jonathan Hale stood paralyzed, his breath hitching in a throat that felt suddenly lined with sandpaper. The beam of Reynolds’ flashlight wavered, the cone of light trembling as the Sergeant’s hand shook. The silence inside the main hall was heavy, a suffocating blanket that amplified the shriek of the wind outside. Hale stepped forward, his movements stiff, mechanical. He raised a hand, his fingers hovering over the jagged script. The paint glistened in the gloom, viscous and inviting. He pressed his index finger against the loop of the 'J'.

It was wet.

He pulled his hand back and stared at his fingertip. A single, crimson smear stained the skin. It looked like blood. It smelled of chemicals, yes, but in the flickering shadows, it looked like the life essence of the past bleeding into the present.

He slowly turned to face the room.

The two uniformed constables, young lads barely out of probation, were staring at the floor, anywhere but at him. They were terrified—not just of the body, or the storm, but of him. Of the legend of Detective Hale. But Reynolds and Dr. Thorne were watching him. Thorne’s gaze was sharp, analytical, piecing together the trauma she had seen in his eyes. Reynolds just looked lost, his brow furrowed in a mixture of confusion and concern.

A surge of anger, hot and familiar, bubbled up in Hale’s chest. It started in his gut and burned its way up, cauterizing the fear. He was being played. Someone was turning his history into a theater piece, and he refused to be a puppet on their string.

"You two," Hale barked, his voice cracking like a whip over the sound of the storm.

The uniforms jumped, snapping their heads up.

"Stop staring at your boots," Hale growled, wiping the paint from his finger onto his coat. "One of you, get on the radio to the perimeter team. Ensure they're secure. The storm is going to tear this island apart, and I don't want anyone blown off a cliff."

"Yes, sir," the taller officer stammered, fumbling for his radio.

"And you," Hale pointed to the second officer. "Radio Superintendent Vance. Tell her to call my mobile immediately. Tell her the signal is patchy, so keep trying until she gets through. And listen to me very carefully—do not mention the writing on the door. Do not mention the tattoo. You tell her we are secure and waiting for the weather to break. Is that clear?"

"Crystal, sir."

"Move."

As the officers retreated to the far corner of the nave, seeking a signal near the shattered windows, Hale turned to Reynolds and Thorne. He jerked his head toward the choir alcove, a shadowed recess away from prying ears. Reynolds followed, his heavy boots scuffing the stone. Thorne was right behind him, stripping off her wet gloves.

"Jon," Reynolds hissed as soon as they were out of earshot. "What the hell is going on? 'Welcome home'? That message... it was for you. Specifically."

"I know who he is," Hale said, his voice low and dangerous. "The victim."

Thorne leaned against a stone pillar, crossing her arms. "You said he was number 105."

"Arthur Penhaligon," Hale confirmed, the name tasting like ash. "We were here together. In the late eighties. Before the fire."

Reynolds looked like he’d been slapped. "You lived here? At St. Jude’s? I thought you grew up in the city."

"I didn't live here, Reynolds. I survived," Hale said, his eyes hard. "St. Jude’s wasn't an orphanage. It was a holding pen. We didn't have names; we had numbers. It stripped us of identity. Made us easier to manage. Easier to break."

He looked at Thorne. "The tattoo on his ankle. It’s a brand. We all got them. Homemade. Done with a sewing needle and India ink by the older boys. It was the only thing that was ours."

"And the killer knows this," Thorne said softly. "The message on the door... the paint is fresh, Hale. That means whoever did this was here. Recently. Maybe even when we arrived."

Hale nodded grimly. "They wanted me to find him. They wanted me to see the number. This isn't just a murder, Sarah. It’s an invitation."

"To what?" Reynolds asked.

"To a reunion," Hale replied. "I need to get to the mainland. I need the archives. I need to know who is left."

"You think he's hunting the survivors?" Thorne asked.

“I think he's just getting started."

Time warped in the darkness of St Jude’s main hall. It felt like days, but it was perhaps only three hours before the screaming of the wind began to subside. The storm didn't leave; it merely retreated, pulling back its claws to reveal a battered, sodden world.

The silence that followed was ringing.

"It's letting up," Reynolds observed, peering through a crack in the masonry. "Rain’s turned to a drizzle."

"Let's move," Hale commanded. "Help me with the doors."

Hale and Reynolds threw their weight against the oak. The wood groaned, swollen with moisture, protesting the movement. With a grinding screech of iron hinges, the doors parted, spilling grey, watery light into the nave. The air outside was crisp, smelling of ozone and wet earth. The flashing lights of the squad cars were still pulsing against the ruins, a surreal disco in the graveyard of Hale’s childhood.

"Get him to the van," Hale ordered the uniforms, gesturing to the body bag. "Carefully."

As they maneuvered the gurney over the rough threshold, Hale turned to Thorne. "Take him straight to the morgue. I want a full workup. Pathology, toxicology, the works. And Sarah... check him for anything else. Anything hidden."

"I always do, Jonathan," she said, her eyes lingering on his for a moment. "Be careful. Whoever did this is unhinged."

"I'm counting on it," Hale muttered.

He turned to Reynolds. "Take the uniforms. Sweep the island. Every shed, every cave, the old lighthouse ruins. Catalogue everything. Footprints, trash, anything that looks like it doesn't belong to the birds."

"Where are you going?" Reynolds asked.

"To make a call. Then I’m going to the library."

Hale walked away from St Jude’s, his boots sinking into the mud. He reached the Jaguar, which looked forlorn and splattered with debris. He leaned against the cold metal of the bonnet and pulled out his phone.

Three missed calls. Superintendent Vance.

He dialed. She picked up on the first ring.

"Hale," her voice was razor wire. "Do you have any idea how hard it is to explain to the Chief Constable why my lead detective is incommunicado on a crime scene?”

"The storm, Vance," Hale said, cutting her off. "We were pinned down."

"I've seen the weather reports. Fine. What's the situation?"

"We have a body. Male, late forties. Murdered. Theatrical display." Hale paused, watching the coroner’s van navigate the muddy track. "It’s personal, Ma'am."

“Personal? How?"

"The victim grew up here. At St. Jude’s."

There
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