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At three in the morning, Detective Reynolds woke choking on black fur. Someone else’s blood had dried beneath his nails. He rolled onto his side and coughed into his palm. Something coarse caught between his tongue and teeth. George gagged, pulled it free and stared.

A knot of dark hair lay across his skin. Not human hair. Too thick. Too coarse. Wet with saliva and streaked red. For several seconds, George did nothing. The bedside clock changed from 3:00 to 3:01. Moonlight entered through a narrow gap in the curtains and divided the bedroom floor into pale and black. Nothing moved inside either half. George looked towards the door. The flat was silent. His chest rose too quickly. “Right.”

His voice barely worked. “Perfectly normal.” The joke died before it reached the room. He pushed the sheets aside. His body felt as though someone had beaten him while he slept. Pain sat deep in his shoulders and along his ribs. His right hand throbbed worst of all. George held it towards the moonlight. Five fingers. He counted twice. Still five. Relief came too quickly to be comforting. In the dream, there’d been six.

He’d stood barefoot in a cellar with blood around his ankles and a sixth finger growing from his right hand. Black nails had curved from each fingertip. Symbols cut into the stone walls had opened and bled. Somewhere beyond the dark, chains had dragged across the floor. Then the cellar had become his bathroom. White tiles. Porcelain sink. A mirror covered in steam. Chris standing behind his reflection. Dead. Smiling. What’s the matter, Georgie?

George closed his fist. The movement pushed dried blood from beneath his nails. It flaked onto the sheet. He stared. The dream hadn’t put that there. Neither had the whisky. George lifted his hand towards his nose. Copper. Sweat. Something animal.

His stomach tightened. He got out of bed. The carpet felt solid beneath his feet, but he tested each step before trusting it. In the dream, the floorboards had vanished. Soil had pushed between his toes. Trees had risen around him before twisting into stone pillars and ceiling beams. He looked down. No soil. Only dirt smeared across both soles. George stopped. The bedroom window was closed. The front door had been locked. He remembered checking it.

Or thought he did. The final hours of the evening sat behind a wall inside his head. He could feel their shape but find no door through them. The lounge. Skip. Whisky. An argument, or laughter. Blood. After that, nothing. George crossed the hall and entered the bathroom. He switched on the light. The bulb flickered. Once. Twice. Then held. His reflection waited above the sink.

Bloodshot eyes. Grey skin. Damp hair pushed into every direction. Stubble darkening his jaw. He looked exhausted. Human. George approached carefully. The man in the mirror did the same.

“Five fingers,” he said.

His reflection appeared unconvinced. George turned on the tap. Clear water struck the basin. The sound returned him briefly to the dream. He’d stood here gripping the same porcelain while blood poured from the tap. Chris’s corpse had leaned closer inside the glass; his waxy mouth stretched into the smile George remembered from better days.

You always did hate being the last to know. George pushed both hands beneath the water. Pink spread across the basin. More blood than he’d expected. He scrubbed beneath his nails. Dark residue remained trapped around the cuticles, packed too deeply to remove without taking skin with it. There were no cuts on his hands. No wounds on his body large enough to explain the blood. A cough tightened his chest. George bent over the sink.

The first spasm brought up nothing. The second tore through his throat. Something shifted inside it. He gagged. The obstruction climbed slowly, scratching as it came. George gripped the basin. Another clump of black fur dropped from his mouth. It landed beside the plughole with a wet slap. He stared at it. A thin trail of blood hung from his lower lip. “No.”

Another cough folded him forwards. More hair spilled into the basin. Greasy strands tangled with saliva and something dark enough to be tissue. The smell reached him. Burned meat. Decay. The cellar. George retched until his stomach cramped, but nothing else came. He remained bent over the sink, breathing through his nose.

“What the fuck is wrong with me?” The question returned from the tiles in a smaller voice. No answer followed. George opened the tap fully. Water struck the fur. The black strands turned once around the basin, then disappeared into the drain. He watched until every trace had gone. That was what frightened him. The ease of it. Evidence vanished all the time. George had spent most of his adult life searching for what people washed away, burned or buried.

Now he was doing it himself. He lifted his head. Blood marked his chin and chest. For one moment, the reflection behind him darkened. A man stood near the bathroom door. Broad shoulders. Head tilted. George spun around. The doorway was empty. When he looked back, steam covered the mirror. The room was cold. The tap ran clear. There was no reason for steam.

A line appeared across the glass. One slow stroke, as though traced by a fingertip from the other side. Then another. Six vertical marks. George stepped back. The steam cleared.

Nothing remained. “Chris?” The name left him before he could stop it. Silence. Chris was dead. George had seen the body. He’d seen what the bullet had done.

A man didn’t return from that because his best friend drank too much and slept badly. But Chris had returned in the dream. Not as he’d been at the end. Worse. Emptied out. Something wearing the remains. Do what’s necessary, Georgie. George shut off the tap. The sudden silence hurt. He grabbed a towel and wiped his mouth, then wrapped it around his bleeding palm. He still couldn’t find a wound.

His reflection watched him. For most of his life, George had treated mirrors as evidence. They showed what was present. Nothing more. Tonight, he no longer trusted this one. He left the bathroom light on. The lounge lay beyond the hall. George stood at its entrance. The room looked orderly at first. Curtains closed. Television dark. The armchair angled towards the coffee table.

Then the details separated themselves. An empty bottle of Jack Daniel’s stood beside two tumblers. One glass remained upright. The other lay on its side near the sofa. A Glock pistol rested on the coffee table. Beside it sat his warrant card and a portable tape recorder. He remembered none of them being there.

His coat had been dropped near the door. One sleeve was torn. Mud dried around the cuff. Skip’s scarf hung over the back of the sofa. George stared at it. Skip had been here. A fragment returned. The older man standing near the window. Ruddy face unusually serious.

George saying something that made him angry. Skip gripping his shoulder. Then blood. George looked towards the sofa. Clean fabric. No mark. Yet he remembered a dark splash across the cushions. More on the carpet. A handprint near the table. He crossed the room. The scent remained. Faint. Metallic.

Someone had cleaned the blood but not well enough to fool him. George crouched beside the sofa. The carpet fibres were damp. A pale area spread around one leg where something had been scrubbed. His stomach clenched.

“What happened here?”

The flat offered no answer. He looked towards Skip’s scarf again. Skip was built like a brick wall and had spent enough years in uniform to know how to handle himself. Even at George’s strongest, a fight between them would have ended quickly. But George no longer knew what his strongest looked like.

In the dream, his hands had not been hands. They had been tools for opening flesh. He reached for the telephone. Stopped before touching it. Call Skip. Hear his voice. Make sure he’s alive. The decision should have been easy. George pictured the telephone ringing inside Skip’s immaculate house. The old man waking, grumbling and answering before the fourth ring because he always did.

What have you done now, Georgina? Then George pictured the telephone continuing to ring. No answer. Blood drying somewhere George could not see. His hand fell away. Coward. The word came in Chris’s voice. George turned. The lounge remained empty.

“Shut up.”

Nothing responded. He looked down at Skip’s scarf. Concern from strangers was manageable. George could dismiss it, resent it or turn it into irritation. Concern from Skip was different. It came too close to love. George had spent years pretending he didn’t need that from anyone. Chris had known better. So had Helen. Both were dead.

George picked up the pistol. The magazine was loaded. No round sat in the chamber. Had he checked it? Had Skip? He placed the weapon farther across the table. His warrant card lay beneath it. Detective George Reynolds. The photograph showed a younger man with clearer eyes and fewer reasons to distrust himself.

George had worked hard for that card. It had not been ambition. It had been proof. The boy passed from foster home to foster home had become useful. Reliable. The kind of man people called when the worst thing in their lives had already happened. Rules gave George shape. Evidence gave him certainty. The job provided answers in a world that had never explained him. Without it, he wasn’t sure what remained. Tonight, the evidence pointed towards him.

Missing time. Blood. A weapon. A room someone had cleaned. George imagined his colleagues standing where he stood. He knew exactly what they would see. An unstable detective. A history of blackouts. A dead friend. Alcohol. Blood beneath the nails. They would take his warrant card before the first interview ended. Perhaps they should.

His childhood returned in fragments whenever he was tired enough to lose control of it. Locked doors. A woman’s green eyes. Smoke filling a corridor. A dark-haired boy gripping his hand and whispering, Don’t look behind us. Charlie. George hadn’t spoken to him in eleven years. That had been George’s decision, though he’d spent most of those years pretending distance had simply happened.

Charlie knew things. He’d always known where the missing pieces belonged, even when he refused to hand them over. If Skip was alive, Charlie would be next. The thought should have comforted him. It felt more like another debt becoming due. George sat in the armchair. The whisky bottle stood empty. He lifted it anyway, holding the neck over one tumbler. Nothing came. “Useful.”

He set it down. The recorder waited beside his warrant card. George stared at it. It was an old habit from difficult cases. When thoughts became too loud, he recorded them. Facts sounded cleaner once spoken. He could not remember switching it on. A thin strip of tape showed through the plastic window. Used. George reached towards the play button.

His finger stopped above it. He’d spent his career telling frightened witnesses that uncertainty was usually worse than truth. He’d never entirely believed it. The kitchen clock ticked behind him. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock.

In the nightmare, the sound had become chains striking stone. George looked towards the hallway. For a moment, he smelled smoke again. Not cigarette smoke. A burning house. Charred flesh. A scent he’d known before he was old enough to name it.

His childhood was full of rooms he remembered without knowing where they had been. Faces with no names. Names that left nothing behind. At the academy, an instructor had once told the recruits they couldn’t know where they were going until they knew where they had been. The others had written it down. George had heard a threat.

He pressed play. The mechanism clicked. Tape hiss filled the room. For several seconds, there was only static. Then breathing. Fast. Wet. George recognised it as his own. Something scraped across the floor in the background. Slowly. Closer with every pass. George leaned towards the recorder. His recorded voice emerged. Quiet. Unsteady.

“It’s happening again.”

A long pause followed. On the tape, George began to cry. Not loudly. The restrained breathing of a man trying to keep someone else from hearing. Present-day George held still. He had not cried since Helen’s funeral. Not where anyone could hear. A second voice entered the recording. Low. Close to the microphone. Familiar enough to make George’s chest ache. Chris.

“Tell them what you did, Georgie.”

George stopped breathing. The tape continued. His recorded voice whispered: “I don’t remember.”

Chris laughed softly. “That’s never stopped you before.”

A floorboard creaked behind George. Not on the tape. Inside the flat. George turned towards the open doorway. A figure stood at the end of the hall. Only for a second. Tall. Head bowed. Red eyes lifting through the dark. Then the hallway was empty. The recorder clicked off. George looked down. Six bloody fingerprints marked the plastic casing.
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Morning sunlight filled the flat with lies. It warmed the curtains, glinted across the coffee table and turned the dust above the floorboards to gold. Outside, the street looked harmless. Parked cars. Empty pavements. A neighbour dragging a bin towards the kerb.

Nothing about it suggested that George had woken at three in the morning with blood beneath his nails and black fur caught in his throat. Chris’s face remained behind his eyes. Waxy skin. Hollow sockets. That smile. Do what’s necessary, Georgie. George swallowed.

The raw scrape in his throat brought the sink back immediately: blood, saliva and greasy black fur circling the drain. His stomach tightened. He’d told no one. How could he? Even inside his own head, the truth sounded like the opening statement in a psychiatric assessment. I dreamed I had six fingers. My dead friend spoke through a mirror. Then I woke and coughed up fur. He stood in the lounge with a mug of untouched coffee cooling between his hands.

The room looked calm now. Almost respectable, if he ignored the empty Jack Daniel’s bottle on the table, the service pistol beside the recorder and the bruises blooming across his chest. George pulled up the hem of his T-shirt. Purple marks spread beneath his ribs and along one side of his stomach. Scratches crossed his skin in thin red lines, some beginning to scab.

He didn’t remember receiving any of them. The blood that had covered the room was gone. The blood beneath his fingernails hadn’t been his. At least, not all of it. George lowered his shirt. Perhaps Skip could explain some of the night. He’d been there. They had drunk together. Listened to the tape. Then Skip had left.

After that, George remembered fragments. Whisky. The recorder. His own voice. A shape passing the lounge window, though the curtains had been closed. Then nothing. The telephone rang. George flinched hard enough to spill coffee across his knuckles. The second ring sounded sharper. Accusing.

He set the mug down and lifted the receiver. “Hello?”

“Morning, sunshine.” Skip. Relief moved through George before suspicion had time to stop it. “You all right, Georgie?” Skip asked.

George closed his eyes. Skip’s voice was steady. Familiar. A large, dependable thing in a world that had begun changing shape around him. Not a cure. Close enough.

“Yeah,” George said.

The lie came too quickly. Skip heard it. “You sound rough.”

“Headache.”

“Whisky tends to do that.”

George looked at the empty bottle. “Quick question,” he said. “When did you leave last night?”

A brief pause. “Why?”

“Can’t remember.”

“That isn’t exactly breaking news.”

“Humour me.”

Skip gave a low chuckle, but the sound lacked its usual warmth. “There was still plenty left in the bottle when I went. You were on the sofa, tending to your war wounds.”

George’s fingers tightened around the receiver. “What wounds?”

Another pause. “Don’t mess about, George.”

“I’m not.”

“You came back looking like you’d rolled down three flights of stairs. Split lip. Scratches. Bruising all over you.”

George touched his mouth. The cut was small enough that he’d barely noticed it.

“You didn’t ask where they came from?”

“I did.”

“And?”

“You told me to mind my own bloody business.”

That sounded like him. Too much like him.

“What time did you leave?”

“Just after midnight. Maybe quarter past.”

“And I was definitely alone?”

Skip stopped breathing for half a second. George heard it.

“Yes,” he said. “Why?”

“Just checking.”

“Checking what?”

George stared towards the bathroom. The door stood open. Morning light reached halfway across the tiles but stopped before touching the mirror.

“I woke up in bed,” George said. “Couldn’t remember getting there.”

“That happens when you drink enough to sedate a horse.”

“There was blood.”

The words escaped before he could stop them. Silence filled the line. George immediately regretted it. “What blood?” Skip asked.

“Nothing. Forget it.”

“No. You don’t get to say blood and then change the subject.”

George rubbed his forehead. “I thought there were stains in the lounge. Might’ve spilled something.”

“Blood doesn’t look much like Jack Daniel’s.”

“I know that.”

“Was anyone there?”

“No.”

“You sure?” George looked down at his nails. The skin around them was pink from scrubbing.

“George?”

“I’m sure.” Another lie. Skip exhaled heavily.

“After that tape, you were drinking twice as fast as me. Whatever was on it got under your skin.”

George’s gaze drifted towards the recorder. It sat where he’d left it after replaying the final words. It’s happening again. He still did not remember recording them.

“What did I say while we listened?” George asked.

“Mostly nothing.”

“Mostly?”

“You kept asking me whether I could smell burning.”

George went still. “Could you?”

“No.”

“You’re certain?”

“I know what fire smells like.”

So did George. That was the problem.

Skip’s voice softened. “You need to slow down, Georgie. Take some time. Sleep properly. Stop trying to solve your own head like it’s one of your cases.”

George looked through the window. The pavement remained empty. No police cars. No neighbours watching from behind curtains. No dark figure standing beneath a streetlamp.

“Panic over,” he muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

George needed the conversation to become ordinary.

“How’s Rebecca?” he asked. “And the kids?”

Skip hesitated at the sudden turn. “They’re managing.”

“That bad?”

“Better than I expected. Worse than they admit.” George nodded, though Skip couldn’t see him. “All things considered,” Skip added. There it was again. The careful phrase people used when the real words were too heavy.

“Give them my best.”

“I will.”

“And tell Rebecca I’m sorry I haven’t—”

“Tell her yourself when you’re ready.” George looked away. Ready had become another word for never. Skip continued, gentler now. “One step at a time, yeah? You don’t need to rush back into work or start pulling at every loose thread.”

“I’m not.”

“You are. I can hear you doing it.”

George almost smiled. Almost. His eyes found the faint mark around his wrist. It had darkened overnight. Yesterday it had looked like bruising. Now the lines seemed deliberate, almost tattooed beneath the skin: branching curves around a central shape he couldn’t quite identify. He rubbed it with his thumb. The mark seemed to tighten. Nausea stirred. Charlie.

The name surfaced with the inevitability of something long submerged. Charlie had always been there at the edge of the missing years. Not clearly. Nothing from that time was clear. But George remembered a boy with dark curls. A hand gripping his beneath a table. A voice telling him not to look behind them.

If anyone could tell George what the dreams meant, it was Charlie. If anyone knew what George had once been, it was him.

“I’m going to call Charlie,” George said.

The line went quiet. “Charlie?” Skip repeated. George recognised the change in his voice.

“Yeah.”

“You haven’t mentioned him in years.”

“I haven’t needed to.”

“And now you do?” George stared at the recorder.

“If anyone knows what’s happening, it’ll be him.”

Skip’s reply came carefully. “What exactly is happening?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

Skip sighed. “Be careful, Georgie.”

“Of Charlie?”

“Of what you go looking for.” George’s grip tightened. “Some doors are better left closed,” Skip said.

George glanced at the bathroom mirror. The glass reflected the empty room.

“I don’t think I closed them properly the first time.” Neither man spoke. Then Skip said, “Call me afterwards.”

“I will.”

“Promise.” George nearly laughed at the word. “Yeah,” he said. “I promise.” He ended the call before Skip could hear how little the promise meant.

George made fresh coffee. The first mug had gone cold. He poured it down the sink without looking too closely at the drain. Charlie’s number remained written in an old address book beneath three crossed-out addresses and a name George no longer recognised. He hadn’t spoken to him in eleven years. Life hadn’t simply pulled them apart. George had let it.

There had been missed calls at first. Messages. A Christmas card returned unopened. Then silence had done what silence always did. Turned neglect into history. George dialled. The phone rang once. Twice. Three times.

A tired voice answered. “Hello?”

George’s throat tightened. He knew the voice. Older. Rougher. But unmistakable. “Charlie?”

“Who’s asking?”

“It’s George.”

Nothing. For a moment, George wondered if the call had dropped. Then Charlie gave a short laugh with no humour in it. “Of course it is.”

“Can we talk?”

“We are talking.”

“I need your help.”

The silence that followed felt heavier than the first. When Charlie spoke again, his voice had sharpened. “You disappear for over a decade, then ring me before breakfast because you need something?”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Charlie—”

“I figured you’d an army for this sort of thing. Police mates. Old drinking partners. People who still get birthday cards.” George closed his eyes. Charlie had every right. That didn’t make listening easier.

“This isn’t police business.”

“What have you done?”

“I haven’t done anything.” The words came out too quickly. Charlie noticed.

“That convincing, was it?” George rubbed the bridge of his nose.

“I don’t know who I can trust.”

“And you trust me?”

“I used to.”

Charlie laughed again. “That’s nearly touching.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.” George could hear movement at Charlie’s end. A cupboard opening. Glass touching wood. His breathing sounded rough, as if he’d either just woken or hadn’t slept.

“It’s too much to explain over the phone,” George said.

“Try.” George looked towards the lamp beside the sofa. The small listening device had been hidden inside it for months before he found it. No fingerprints. No useful serial number. No explanation. As he opened his mouth, a sound entered the line.

Click-click-click. A pause. Click-click-click.

Then again. Three groups of three. George froze. Not static. Not an accidental crossed line. Too regular. Too deliberate. His gaze moved to the window. The street was still empty.

“They’re listening,” he whispered.

“What?”

The clicking stopped. George pressed the receiver closer to his ear. Only the faint hiss of the connection remained.

“You winding me up?” Charlie snapped. “Because if you are, I’m hanging up. My bullshit meter’s been in the red since you said your name.”

“I’m not messing about.”

“You whispered something about them listening.”

“I heard interference.”

“You called me on a landline in London. Congratulations.”

“It wasn’t normal interference.”

Charlie gave a weary groan. “George, I haven’t heard from you in eleven years. I’m not letting you drag whatever paranoid police nonsense you’ve got into my home.”

“I know I’ve been a dick.”

“That covers the opening paragraph.”

“I’m sorry.” Silence. George forced himself to continue before pride stopped him.

“You can give me all the grief you want. You probably should. But hear me out first. Please.”

The word tasted unfamiliar. Charlie did not answer immediately. George pictured him pacing, one hand pressed against his forehead, weighing whether the past was worth reopening. When Charlie spoke again, the anger remained, but something beneath it had changed.

Fear. “Not here,” he said. “You’re not bringing this to my door.”

George looked again at the lamp.

“Where, then?”

“Public place.”

“Name it.”

“Do you remember where Mother first took us for ice cream?” The memory struck with surprising force. A wobbling white table. A metal sundae dish. Charlie’s face across from him, younger than George had ever properly remembered him. Dark curls. Red cheeks. A spoon held too tightly in his fist. And the woman they had called Mother. Light-brown hair. Green eyes. Warm hands.

No face remained long enough to become whole. “Al’s Diner,” George said. He hoped it sounded certain.

Charlie gave a dry laugh. “That took you long enough.”

“Bethnal Green.”

“Bethnal Green Road. We were meant to go to the children’s museum, remember?”

George didn’t. He said nothing. Charlie continued. “You had a strawberry sundae. I got overwhelmed before we reached the museum, so she took us into the café instead.”

A flash. Charlie beneath a table, hands over his ears. Mother crouching beside him. George watching the door. Then gone.

“I remember the ice cream,” George said.

“Of course you do.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.”

“It didn’t sound like nothing.”

“You called me, remember?”

George gripped the receiver harder. “Do you still have photographs from back then?”

The question silenced Charlie. “One or two things,” he said eventually. “Why?”

“One of my problems might connect to what happened when we were kids.”

Charlie’s breathing changed. “You’re struggling again.”

George went completely still. Again. The word did not feel accidental. “What do you mean?” Charlie didn’t answer. “Charlie.”

“That confirms it.”

“Confirms what?”

“You seriously don’t remember?” George’s mouth went dry.

“Remember what?”

Charlie swore softly. “That was always your problem. Things happened and then they vanished. Whole days. Conversations. People.”

George sat down slowly. The room seemed to tilt around him. “What things?”

“You’d wake up covered in mud. Blood sometimes. Then look at me like I was the mad one when I asked where you’d been.” The dried blood beneath George’s nails returned to him. The black fur. The six-fingered hand.

“You never told me.”

“I tried.”

“I would remember.”

“That’s the bloody point.”

George pressed his free hand against his chest. His heart had begun beating too quickly. Charlie’s voice rose. “Everyone thought I was the one with a screw loose because I remembered. You got to forget everything. Then you grew up, put on a badge and decided none of us existed.”

“Charlie, slow down.”

“Don’t tell me to slow down.”

“I’m trying to understand.”

“No. You’re trying to make me explain your life to you so you don’t have to admit you ran from it.”

The words hit harder than George expected. He looked towards the service pistol on the table. The recorder beside it. The mark tightening around his wrist. “Then give me a refresher,” he said. His voice remained calm only because everything underneath it had gone cold. “Tell me what I forgot. Then I’ll tell you why it’s happening again.”

Charlie fell silent. George heard traffic at his end of the line. A distant horn. Someone shouting in the street. Then Charlie spoke, quieter now. “A refresher?”

“Yes.”

“Some truths aren’t refreshing, George.” A pause. “They change everything.” George said nothing. “Three o’clock,” Charlie continued. “Al’s Diner.”

“I’ll be there.”

“Don’t bring anyone.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“No police. No Skip. No one.” George frowned.

“How do you know about Skip?”

The line went dead. George kept the receiver pressed to his ear. “Charlie?” Nothing. He listened for the clicking. Three bursts of three. It didn’t return. For several seconds there was only static. Then, beneath it, a low feedback hum began. Faint. Steady. Almost too deep to hear. George’s wrist burned. The hum changed. Not louder. Closer. And somewhere inside it, a voice drew breath.
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The diner smelled of scorched coffee, hot grease and bacon left under a heat lamp too long. George’s stomach responded despite everything. He checked his watch. 2:45 p.m. Fifteen minutes early. He’d left the flat more than an hour ago, though the journey should have taken half that. Before leaving, he’d paced from the lounge to the bedroom and back again until the pattern became ritual.

Check the windows. Check the lock. Check the car park. Start again. Every few minutes, he’d returned to the lounge window and written down another registration number. Blue Vauxhall. Silver BMW. White Transit with a dented rear door. By the time he left, two pages of his notebook were filled with vehicles that had probably done nothing more sinister than park near his building. Probably.

The dried blood had survived another round of scrubbing. Only faint traces remained beneath his nails, but George could still feel it there. A dark pressure caught between skin and memory. Human blood. Not his. The recorder’s words followed him down Bethnal Green Road. It’s happening again. He still did not know what it was. Sunlight flashed across shop windows and passing windscreens. People moved around him carrying shopping bags and takeaway coffees, faces fixed on ordinary problems. A bus sighed at the kerb. Somewhere behind him, a horn sounded.

Nothing about the street looked dangerous. That made George trust it less. Dalton’s warning circled his mind. Old times. Skeletons he’d forgotten. George glanced over his shoulder. A traffic warden stood beside a hatchback, tapping details into a handheld device. Middle-aged. Heavy around the waist. Grey sideburns moving in the breeze. The man looked up. Their eyes met. George kept walking. The warden returned to the ticket.

Just a tired man doing a thankless job. Unless he wasn’t. George hated that his mind had begun doing this. Measuring every glance. Rewriting every stranger. Turning normality into camouflage. He reached the entrance to Al’s Diner and caught his reflection in the glass. Bloodshot eyes. Unshaven jaw. Shoulders held too high. He looked less like a detective meeting an old friend and more like a man waiting for an arrest.

Was calling Charlie a mistake? The question had followed him since dawn. George had already dragged enough people towards the edge of whatever was happening. Chris was dead. Skip was involved whether he admitted it or not. Dalton knew too much and explained nothing.

Charlie had spent eleven years outside George’s life. Perhaps he should have stayed there. Then something flashed farther down the road. George turned. A white Ford panel van sat about thirty metres away, parked crookedly between two cars. Black film covered the side windows, bubbling at the edges where it had been applied badly. He recognised the shape. White Transit. Dented rear door.

The one from outside his flat. George’s pulse tightened. A pinprick of light flashed behind the windscreen. Once. Then again. Sunlight catching glass. Or a camera lens. George stepped away from the diner entrance. The van’s engine started. It pulled sharply into traffic, tyres squealing against the road. A taxi sounded its horn as the van cut across it and disappeared beyond the junction.

George stood motionless. Bile rose into the back of his throat. Coincidence. Surveillance. Paranoia. He’d no idea which frightened him most. Whoever had been inside the van hadn’t wanted George approaching. That meant they were afraid of being recognised. Or afraid of what he and Charlie might say. George touched the shape of the Glock beneath his coat. Skip had told him to keep it after the attack. Just in case.

The phrase felt more dangerous every time he heard it. He pushed open the diner door. A bell chimed overhead. Warm air rolled across him, carrying coffee, frying onions and disinfectant struggling beneath both. Red vinyl booths lined one wall. Small white tables filled the rest of the room, several wobbling beneath the weight of mismatched sugar dispensers and laminated menus. The logo above the counter stirred something in him. A red-and-blue sundae glass.

The curved lettering of AL’S. For a moment, George saw a smaller table. Charlie’s dark curls. A woman’s green eyes. A metal spoon tapping against glass. Then the image dissolved. He chose a table beside the window. From there, he could see the entrance, the counter, most of the diner and a section of the street outside. Old habits. Or new fears. George sat facing the door.

A couple shared chips beneath the front window. An elderly man read a newspaper near the counter. Two builders argued quietly over football. A woman with a pram stirred tea without drinking it. Normal. Everyone looked normal until you watched for too long. George picked up the menu. He already knew he would order coffee, but the act gave his hands something to do.

A waitress approached. Mid-thirties, perhaps. Bright red hair shaped too carefully around her face. Lipstick the same shade. Her uniform was spotless, right down to the white apron tied neatly at her waist. Too neat. The black high heels were worse. No one worked a full shift in a place like Al’s wearing shoes like that. Her name badge read MARY.

George looked from the badge to her face. She smiled. “Afternoon. What can I get you?” Northern accent. Faint. Not impossible in East London. Still, something about it sounded worn rather than natural, as though she had practised the shape of the vowels but not where to place them.

“A flat white,” George said. Mary’s pen stopped above the pad. “Sorry?”

“Flat white.”

“Yes. Right. Of course.” She waited. George waited too.

“Double espresso,” he said eventually. “Steamed milk. Less foam than a latte.”

“Right. Obviously.” She wrote something down. The diner served instant coffee, filter coffee and tea. George had seen the menu. No flat white.

That was partly why he’d ordered one. “You new?” he asked.

Mary looked up too quickly. “No.”

“How long have you worked here?”

“Years.”

“How many?” 

Her smile tightened. “Long enough.”

She gave a small laugh, but her fingers worried at the edge of the pad. “Crazy day,” she added. “You know how it is.”

George looked around. Half the tables were empty. “Must be.” Mary glanced towards the counter. Someone there gave the smallest movement of their head. George couldn’t tell who.

“I’ll bring that over,” she said. She walked away, heels clicking against the tiled floor. Too deliberate. George watched her reach the coffee machine. She stared at it for several seconds before asking another waitress something in a whisper. Not new. Years. George checked the street. No white van. The diner door opened behind him, and cold air moved through the room.

“I see you beat me here.” George knew the voice before he turned. Charlie stood inside the doorway. Older. Leaner. Worn down around the edges. His black curls were streaked with grey, and an uneven beard darkened the lower half of his face. He wore a heavy coat despite the mild afternoon and carried a faded blue holdall in one hand. For a moment, neither man moved. George saw the boy beneath the years. Not clearly.

A smaller face. Dark curls. Eyes always checking the room. Then Charlie shifted, and the boy disappeared. George checked the clock. Three o’clock exactly.

“Still punctual,” he said. Charlie gave him a flat look. “One of us had to turn out reliable.” Fair enough. George nodded towards the opposite seat.

“I’ve been here fifteen minutes. Coffee?”

“Not yet.”

Charlie lowered himself into the chair, moving carefully. His free hand hovered near his ribs before settling on the table.

George noticed. “You all right?”

“Fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

“Dentist pulled a tooth yesterday.”

Charlie touched one side of his jaw.

“Split a back one biting into a biscuit.” George raised an eyebrow. “What kind of biscuit?”

“A dangerous one.”

Despite himself, George nearly smiled. A flicker of something familiar passed between them. Then Charlie’s expression closed again. “So,” he said. “What’s got your knickers in a twist?”

George looked towards the counter. Mary was still struggling with the coffee machine. Every few seconds, she glanced in their direction. At the rear of the diner, a man sat alone beneath a framed photograph of Bethnal Green in the sixties. Baseball cap pulled low. Checked shirt. Heavy jacket. He might have passed for a long-distance driver if his clothes hadn’t looked selected rather than worn. The sort of outfit chosen by someone who had seen truckers on television. His right leg bounced beneath the table.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

One weathered hand rested around a coffee mug. The other remained below the table. George studied him through the reflection in the window. The man shifted his foot. His trouser leg lifted. Black leather showed above the ankle. A holster. Small revolver. George’s body tightened. Civilian handguns weren’t exactly standard diner accessories.

His own weapon felt suddenly heavier beneath his coat. Charlie followed George’s gaze. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“That look has never meant nothing.”

George turned back to him. “Someone followed me here.” Charlie didn’t laugh.

That bothered George more than disbelief would have. “What kind of someone?”

“White panel van. Parked outside my flat earlier. Blacked-out windows. Took off when I approached.”

Charlie’s face remained unreadable. “Police?”

“Maybe.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

“I’m not convinced by much lately.” Mary arrived carrying a cup and saucer. Her heels clicked louder as she approached.

“Flat white,” she announced. The drink looked like filter coffee with warm milk poured into it. George accepted it without comment. Mary looked at Charlie.

“Anything for you?”

“Tea.”

“What kind?”

Charlie glanced at her. “The wet kind.”

Mary laughed half a second too late. “Milk?”

“Yes.”

“Sugar?”

“No.” She wrote each answer down as if committing evidence to paper.

“Anything to eat?”

“No.”

“Right. Tea.” She retreated. Charlie watched her go.

“She works here?”

“Says she has for years.”

“She didn’t know which tap did the hot water.”

George glanced towards the armed man. “He’s carrying.”

Charlie didn’t turn. “Who?”

“Back table. Cap. Ankle holster.” Charlie reached for George’s coffee and took a sip. He grimaced. “That’s criminal.”

“Focus.”

“I am. No one should be allowed to serve that.”

“Charlie.”

“I saw him when I came in.”

“And?”

“And if he wanted us dead, sitting beside a window probably wasn’t your finest tactical decision.”

George looked outside. “Window gives me sightlines.”

“Window gives him glass to shoot through.” That also sounded familiar. Charlie had always met fear with irritation, as though danger were a rude stranger who needed telling off.

George leaned forward. “Whoever’s watching me might know why Chris died.”

Charlie’s expression changed. Only slightly. But George saw it. “Chris?”

“My best friend.”

“I gathered that.”

“He was shot.” Charlie’s fingers tightened around George’s cup. “Staged as suicide.”

Charlie stared at him. “What?”

“The detective running the investigation keeps warning me off. Says my life is coming full circle. That there are things in my past I’ve forgotten.” Charlie looked away. George continued. “He mentioned Sergeant Morris. Said we should talk about old times.”

“Morris?”

“You know him?”

“No.” The answer came too quickly.

George sat back. “The skipper has gone quiet. Dalton keeps speaking in riddles. Someone planted a listening device in my flat. I’m being followed.”

“And you thought bringing that to lunch was a good idea?”

“I thought you might know why.” Charlie’s eyes hardened.

“Why would I?”

“You knew about Skip.”

Charlie’s jaw shifted. “People talk.”

“I hadn’t spoken to you in eleven years.”

“You weren’t exactly difficult to keep tabs on. Local hero. Detective Reynolds.”

The bitterness was unmistakable. “That doesn’t explain how you knew his name.” Charlie said nothing. George let the silence sit. At the rear table, the man’s leg continued bouncing.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

“Was Chris working a case?” Charlie asked.

George narrowed his eyes. “How did you know we worked together?”

“You said best friend.”

“That doesn’t mean colleague.”

“You work all the time. It wasn’t a leap.” It might have been a reasonable answer. Charlie made it sound rehearsed.

“He’d been looking into something,” George said. “I’m not sure what.”

“And this Dalton?”

“Detective on the case.”

“Close to you?”

“No.”

“Does he know about your childhood?” George’s suspicion sharpened.

“That’s what he wants to understand.”

Charlie leaned forward. “He mentioned the homes?”

“Not directly.”

“The Reynolds?”

“No.”

“Mother?” George’s wrist began to ache beneath his sleeve.

“Why are you asking?”

Charlie realised he’d gone too far. He sat back. “Because you said it connects to your past.”

Mary returned with Charlie’s tea. The cup rattled faintly against the saucer. “Here you go.”

She placed it down too close to the edge of the table. Charlie caught it before it tipped. “Thanks.”

Mary stared at the blue holdall. Then at the papers barely visible inside the open zip. Her eyes moved to George.

“Anything else?”

“No,” George said. She remained there. “Bill when you’re ready,” she said eventually.

“We’ve just started.”

“Right.”

Mary walked away. Charlie watched her. “She isn’t a waitress.”

“I know.”

“And the bloke at the back isn’t a trucker.”

“I know.”

“So, either you’re right and someone followed you, or this is the strangest amateur theatre production in London.”

George reached beneath his coat. Charlie’s eyes flicked down.

“You brought a gun?”

“It’s complicated.”

“It usually is with you.”

“Do you have the photographs?”

Charlie looked at him for a long moment. Then he unzipped the holdall. “No photographs.”

George’s stomach tightened. “What did you bring?”

“Things Mother kept.” Charlie reached inside and removed a bundle of folded papers. The edges had yellowed. Deep creases crossed the surfaces. Some had been repaired with tape that had long since browned. Charlie rested one hand on top of them. “You asked for the past,” he said. “Don’t blame me when you don’t like it.”

He slid the bundle across the table. George did not touch it immediately. The diner seemed to recede around him. Cutlery. Conversation. The hiss of the fryer.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

The armed man’s foot beneath the rear table. Every instinct told George to leave. Take Charlie somewhere secure. Search Mary. Call for backup. Instead, he unfolded the first page. A crayon drawing. The colours had faded, but the image remained clear enough. A park beneath a bright blue sky. Four figures stood in the foreground, holding hands. One tall man. One woman with light-brown hair. Two boys. Each had been labelled in unsteady handwriting.

MUM. DAD. CHARLIE. ME.

George stared at the smallest figure. A round face. Black hair. A smile drawn too large. At the bottom of the page, another hand had written: Charlie, age ten. George, age seven. George’s mouth went dry.

“I drew this?” Charlie nodded. “It looks happy.”

“It was meant to.”

George looked again. Something faint marked the background. He lifted the paper closer. Ten figures stood beneath the trees. Light-grey crayon. Barely there. All facing the family. None had faces. Above each one, the same word had been written. DEAD. DEAD. DEAD. Ten times. George lowered the drawing.

“What the hell is this?” Charlie looked into his tea. “What does it mean?”

“You tell me.”

“I don’t remember drawing it.”

“That isn’t surprising.”

George unfolded the next sheet. A house with black windows. Another showed a boy standing beside a red shape. On the third, someone had pressed the crayon so hard into the paper that it had torn. George recognised none of them. His pulse beat against the mark around his wrist.

“What was wrong with me?”

Charlie gave a hollow laugh. “How long have you got?”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.” Charlie looked towards the window. For a moment, George saw exhaustion rather than anger. “You were a broken kid,” Charlie said. “So was I.”

“That doesn’t answer me.”

“You told stories at first. Things in the walls. A man standing outside the bedroom. People who came to speak to you after they died.”

George glanced back at the ten grey figures. “Kids imagine things.”

“Not things they couldn’t know.”

“What does that mean?”

Charlie’s gaze returned to him. “You drew people before we heard they were dead.”

Cold moved through George’s chest.

“No.”

“You asked me once why Mrs Lawson was crying. I didn’t know who you meant. Two days later, the police came and told us her husband had drowned.”

“That proves nothing.”

“You drew him floating face-down before they found the body.”

George pushed the paper away. “You’re lying.”

“I wish I was.”

Mary looked towards them from behind the counter. The man at the back stopped tapping his foot. George lowered his voice. “What else?”

Charlie rubbed his jaw. “You’d disappear.”

George went still. “Whole afternoons sometimes. Once, nearly two days.”

“And nobody called the police?”

“Of course they did.”

“Where was I?”

“You never said.”

“I would remember being missing for two days.” Charlie looked at him with something close to pity. “That’s always your answer.”

George’s fingers curled against the table. “I remember you coming and going,” he said. “Different homes. Social workers. Nothing like this.” Charlie’s face tightened. “You remember what suited you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means families wanted you.”

George frowned. “Once everyone thought you’d sorted yourself out, they loved you. Quiet little George. Polite George. Poor George who’d had such a terrible start.”

“And they didn’t want you?” Charlie looked down at the tea. “My family was dead. My head was damaged. I didn’t smile when adults told me to.” His mouth twisted. “You were mysterious. I was difficult.”

“That wasn’t my fault.”

“No.” Charlie’s answer came quietly. “But you made sure I knew the difference.”

George opened his mouth. Nothing came. The memories he had were incomplete but warm in places. A woman they called Mother singing in the kitchen. A man carrying George on his shoulders. Charlie watching from a doorway. Had George ever asked him to join them? He couldn’t remember. That frightened him more than accusation.

“Mum and Dad cared about you,” George said.

Charlie’s expression hardened. “Mum did.”

“And Dad?” Charlie stared at him. George felt something shift. “What?”

“We never worked out what made him leave.”

George blinked. “Dad left?”

Charlie’s face changed from anger to disbelief. “You don’t remember that either?”

George searched his mind. A coat missing from a hook. A slammed door. Mother sitting at the kitchen table with a cigarette burning between her fingers. Nothing connected. “What happened?”

“He gave up.”

“On us?”

“On everything.”

“Why?” Charlie leaned back. “That’s what I spent years trying to understand.”

George looked down at the drawing. The family of four holding hands beneath ten dead figures. “Did he know about these?”

“He found them.”

“And?”

“He started looking at you differently.” A pressure gathered behind George’s eyes. “What did I do?”

Charlie’s fingers tightened around the saucer. “You really don’t know.”

“No.”

“No fragments?”

“Nothing I trust.”

Charlie stared at him for a long time. The diner carried on around them. A spoon struck a plate. The fryer hissed. Outside, a white van moved slowly past the window. George saw it. So did Charlie. Neither man acknowledged it.

“Tell me,” George said.

Charlie’s breathing had become shallow. “Until what?” George pressed. “You said I got better. That families wanted me once I’d sorted myself out. What happened before that?”

Charlie looked towards the counter. Mary was watching them openly now. The false trucker had stopped pretending to drink. Charlie leaned closer.

“Everything fell apart.”

“That isn’t an answer.”

“It’s the only one you ever left me with.”

“Charlie.”

“No.” George caught his wrist before he could pull away. Charlie flinched. Not from the grip. From George’s hand. His gaze dropped to the mark beneath George’s sleeve. The colour drained from his face.

“You’ve got it again.”

George released him.

“Got what?” Charlie shoved the papers back towards the holdall.

“Meeting you here was a mistake.”

“What is this mark?”

“We need to leave.”

“Charlie.” The white van stopped across the road. Its engine remained running. Mary slipped one hand beneath the counter. The man at the rear table leaned down towards his ankle. George reached beneath his coat.

Charlie gripped the edge of the table. “You wanted to know what happened,” he said.

“Yes.”

“You wanted to know why Dad left. Why Mother stopped sleeping. Why they sent you away.” George could hear his heartbeat now. “What did I do?” Charlie met his gaze. Cold. Frightened. Certain. “It wasn’t bad luck,” he said. “It wasn’t fate. It wasn’t some tragedy that happened around you.”

His voice dropped until George could barely hear it over the diner. “It was you.” The words landed harder than a fist. George sat motionless. No memory rose to defend him. No image. No explanation. Only the old hunger moving beneath his skin. And the terrible possibility that Charlie hadn’t brought him here to uncover the past. He’d brought him here to identify the thing that had survived it.
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The scrape of stainless steel against porcelain cut through the diner. George flinched. Across the room, someone set down a knife. A harmless sound. Ordinary. Yet his body had already prepared for violence before his mind caught up. He wrapped both hands around his coffee. It had gone lukewarm.

The drawings remained spread across the table between him and Charlie, their faded colours more unsettling than anything bright could have been. Childish suns. Square houses. Families holding hands. Dead people watching from the background. Charlie’s accusation still hung in the air. It was you.

George resisted looking at the final page again. “What does that mean?” he asked. Charlie didn’t answer. The silence between them had changed. It no longer felt like the awkward distance between brothers who hadn’t spoken in eleven years. It felt like fear. At the rear of the diner, the man in the baseball cap lifted his coffee but did not drink. He adjusted the peak with two fingers and glanced towards the window.

Then towards George. Calculated. Practised. The cup in front of him hadn’t moved since George arrived. The man’s right leg continued its steady rhythm beneath the table.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

George checked the clock. Nearly half past three. Mary crossed the diner carrying two empty plates. Her black heels clicked against the tired tiles, too polished and precise for a waitress halfway through a shift. Her uniform remained immaculate. No grease. No coffee stain. Not even a crease in the apron.

She caught George watching. He offered a small, empty smile. Mary returned it, but the expression stopped before reaching her eyes. Her heel caught on the same raised tile for the third time. She stumbled. Recovered. Kept walking. Someone who’d worked here for years would have known the floor. George’s attention returned to Charlie. His brother sat rigidly opposite him, one hand resting near the faded blue holdall. Whatever had brought him here, it wasn’t nostalgia.

“What did I do?” George asked again.

Charlie looked down at the drawings. “You said things.”

“What things?”

“Things a child shouldn’t know.”

“We established that.”

“No.” Charlie’s jaw tightened. “You keep turning it into something vague because vague is easier.”

George leaned closer. “Then make it clear.”

Charlie looked towards the window. Outside, afternoon traffic moved along Bethnal Green Road. Buses. Cyclists. A delivery driver wheeling crates towards an off-licence. The white van was gone. For now.

Charlie lowered his voice. “You came into the family during chaos. Mum and Dad were already struggling. Then you arrived and everything became...” He searched for the word. “Wrong.”

George’s fingers tightened around the cup. “Wrong how?”

“At first, it was stories. You said people stood outside your bedroom at night. You said they spoke through the walls.”

“Children have nightmares.”

“You weren’t asleep.”

“How would you know?”

“Because I could hear you answering them.”

George held his gaze. Charlie continued. “You’d sit in the dark and talk for hours. Sometimes you used voices that weren’t yours.” A familiar cold moved beneath George’s skin. Chris in the mirror.

What’s the matter, Georgie?

“What did I say?”

“I don’t remember all of it.”

“Try.”

Charlie rubbed one hand across his beard. “You asked them how they died.”

George said nothing. “You’d tell me their names,” Charlie continued. “Then someone would appear on the news. Missing. Murdered. An accident.” He nodded towards the drawings. “And you’d already drawn them.”

George looked at the ten grey figures beneath the trees. “That doesn’t mean I killed anyone.”

“I didn’t say it did.”

“You said everything fell apart because of me.”

Charlie’s eyes lifted. “I said you were the reason.”

“That sounds close enough.” The man in the cap adjusted his peak again. George noticed the holster above his ankle. Black leather. Small revolver seated inside. The man caught George looking. Neither reacted.

Mary appeared beside the table. “Anything else?” George hadn’t seen her approach. He looked up sharply. Her perfume reached him before he answered. Floral. Warm musk beneath it. For one disorienting second, the diner disappeared. A woman sat beside Charlie at a kitchen table. Blonde hair loose around her shoulders. Laughing as she tried to stop two boys throwing peas at each other.

George blinked. The memory vanished. Mary tilted her head. “Sir?”

“Same again,” George said.

“Sorry?”

“You were about to ask whether we wanted more coffee.” Mary glanced at his half-full cup. “Yes. I was.”

“Two coffees.”

Charlie shook his head. “Tea.”

George looked at him. “You’ve already got tea.”

“It’s safer than whatever that is.”

Mary gave a brittle laugh. “Two drinks,” she said, writing nothing on her pad. Her gaze dropped towards the drawings. Not casually. Reading. George placed one hand over them.

Mary looked up. “Family photographs?”

“Something like that.”

Her smile twitched. “I’ll get your drinks.” She walked away.

Charlie watched her reach the counter. “She knows what they are.”

“Or she’s nosy.”

“She knew which page to look at.” George followed Mary’s reflection in the window. Behind the counter, she leaned towards the cook and whispered. The cook glanced towards their table, then immediately looked away.

George turned back. “Who’s Helen?”

Charlie went still. The reaction was small but unmistakable.

“Where did that come from?”

“Her perfume.”

“Whose?”

“The waitress.”

Charlie’s eyes moved towards Mary. “What about it?”

“I remembered someone called Helen. Sitting beside you. Laughing.” Charlie stared at him. “Who was she?”

“You really don’t remember?” George’s patience thinned. 

“I’m getting tired of that question.”

“She was my wife.”

The words landed softly. Harder because of it. George searched Charlie’s face. “You were married?”

“For twelve years.”

“Were?”

George looked away. Charlie immediately regretted asking.

“What happened?”

“Not today.”

“George—”

“Not everything missing from my life is part of a conspiracy.”

The bitterness in his voice closed the subject. Charlie sat back. “I’m sorry.”

“Are you?”

“Yes.” George looked at him for several seconds.

“Good,” he said.  The diner sounds pressed in around them. Cutlery. Conversation. The hiss of the fryer. The soft tapping of the armed man’s foot. George dragged one fingernail across the table. The worn wood rasped beneath it. Charlie flinched. Not surprise. Fear.

George stopped. “You’re frightened of me.”

Charlie’s eyes hardened. “I’m cautious.”

“You nearly jumped out of your skin.”

“Look at your hands.”

George did. Brown residue remained beneath two nails. Blood, he’d not managed to remove. “What do you see when you look at me?” he asked.

Charlie’s gaze dropped towards George’s wrist.

The mark remained hidden beneath his sleeve, but Charlie had already seen enough. “A question I hoped I’d never have to answer again.”

George pulled the sleeve higher. The mark curled around his wrist like a dark root beneath the skin. Branching lines surrounded a central shape. Not quite a symbol. Not quite a wound.

Charlie’s face lost colour. “You said I had this before.”

Charlie nodded reluctantly.

“When?”

“When you first came to us.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“You recognised it.”

“I recognised seeing it.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“It’s all I’ve got.”

George leaned forward. “Covered in blood. Red eyes. Talking to dead people. Start there.”

Charlie’s hands curled into fists on the table. “You’d disappear.”

“You told me.”

“And come back looking like that.”

“Like what?”

“Not you.”

The answer quietened something between them. George’s throat tightened. “Explain.”

“Your eyes changed.”

“Red?”

“Sometimes.” George remembered the eyes burning in the bathroom mirror. Watching from behind Chris’s dead face. Charlie continued. “You’d come through the door soaked in blood. Dripping onto the floor. But there were never cuts on you. Mum would strip your clothes off and check every inch.”

“Whose blood was it?”

“We never found out.”

George looked towards his hands. The blood beneath his nails seemed to darken.

“This is happening again,” he whispered.

Charlie’s mouth tightened. “Maybe it never stopped.”

The words found the deepest part of him. George stared at the drawings. The clawed creature outside the burning house. The boy caught between the family and the black abyss.

“What about the red eyes?” he asked.

“You drew them everywhere. Walls. Schoolbooks. The underside of furniture.”

“Did I say what they belonged to?”

Charlie shook his head. “You called it the other one.”

George’s pulse stumbled. “The other one?”

“That’s all you’d say.” The other one. The whisper from the nightmare returned. George’s chair creaked beneath him. “What specialists did they take me to?”

Charlie rubbed his temple. “Several. Doctors. Social workers. A priest once.”

“A priest?”

“Mum was desperate.”

“And the man you mentioned?”

Charlie’s gaze moved towards the counter, then the window. His fear was no longer subtle. “One specialist stood out.”

“Name?”

“I don’t remember.”

“You remember everything else.”

“I remember what he looked like.”

“Which was?”

“Tall. Thin. Pale eyes.” Charlie paused. “Long black hair.” George glanced at the blue holdall. The movement did not escape Charlie.

“The man who came to your house?”

Charlie nodded. George felt the diner constrict around him. “The same man?”

“Older, obviously. But yes.”

“How is that possible?”

“I don’t know.”

“When did you last see the specialist?”

“I was ten.”

“That would make him—”

“Old,” Charlie said. “He didn’t look old.”

George’s fingers tightened around the cup. “What did he do to me?”

“Sessions. Tests. Took you away for hours.”

“Where?”

“No idea. Mum wouldn’t say.”

“And afterwards?”

“You improved.” Charlie didn’t sound convinced.

“What does that mean?”

“The drawings stopped. You slept. You stopped talking to people who weren’t there.”

“And the blackouts?”

“We thought those stopped too.”

George looked down at the mark. “Or he taught me to forget.”

Charlie’s gaze sharpened. “That’s what I wondered.”

George’s voice rose despite himself. “For eleven years?”

“You didn’t call.”

“That isn’t an answer.”

“It’s the only explanation I have.”

Mary approached with fresh drinks. Her heels clicked more quickly this time. She placed George’s coffee down first. The liquid shivered inside the cup, though her hand appeared steady. Then Charlie’s tea. Neither man thanked her.

Mary lingered. George looked up. “Something else?”

“No.”

“Then why are you still standing there?”

Her smile slipped. “Just making sure everything’s all right.”

“Is it?”

Her eyes flicked towards the rear table. The man in the cap had stopped tapping his foot.

“Yes,” Mary said. “Of course.”

She retreated. George watched her go. Charlie leaned closer. “The waitress is listening.”

Charlie’s hand moved towards the holdall. George saw it again. That reflexive, protective touch.

“What’s in the bag?”

Charlie’s fingers remained on the strap. “You tell me what’s been happening first.”

“I already told you.”

“You gave me the summary.”

George exhaled through his nose. “My blackouts started nine months ago.”

Charlie’s expression changed. “Exactly nine?”

“Near enough.”

“What triggered them?”

“I don’t know.”

“Someone died?”

“People die in my job.”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

George looked away. Chris’s ruined face rose in his mind.

“Not then.”

“A case?”

“Maybe.”

“What case?”

“I can’t discuss active investigations.”

Charlie laughed sharply. “You brought a gun into a café and told me someone planted military surveillance equipment in your flat, but confidentiality is where you draw the line?”

George leaned closer. “The first blackout I remember happened after I found a body.”

“Whose?”

“A woman’s. Melissa Grant.”

Charlie’s brow furrowed. “Did you know her?”

“No.”

“You sure?”

“I investigated her death.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

George’s irritation flared. “I didn’t know her.”

“What happened?”

“She was mutilated. Symbols cut into her skin. No sign of
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