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​Chapter 1 : The Girl Beneath Blackfriars Bridge
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Rain had a way of changing London.

It softened the city at first. The hard stone streets gleamed beneath gaslight, carriage wheels hissed across wet roads, and the river swallowed every sound beneath its endless dark current. But after midnight, the rain became something else entirely. It turned the city cruel.

Dr. Milo Hart pulled his coat tighter as the cab rolled through narrow streets slick with water and mud. Fog drifted low along the road, wrapping around the lamps like pale smoke. Somewhere in the distance, church bells struck two in the morning.

Across from him sat Mr. Sebastian Holt.

Perfectly still.

The detective’s long fingers rested against the silver handle of his cane while his pale eyes stared through the rain-covered window. Milo had known him for years now, yet there remained moments when Holt appeared less like a man and more like a machine disguised in human skin.

“You’ve said exactly three words since Baker Street,” Milo muttered.

Holt did not look at him. “Four.”

Milo sighed. “You truly are unbearable after midnight.”

“After midnight,” Holt replied quietly, “most people begin lying.”

The cab slowed.

Ahead, several constables stood beneath lanterns near the entrance to Blackfriars Bridge. The yellow glow reflected against puddles while curious onlookers gathered beneath umbrellas despite the weather.

Never a good sign.

Milo felt the familiar heaviness settle into his chest.

Another body.

Inspector Cedric Hale spotted them immediately and hurried forward through the rain. He looked exhausted already, his coat soaked through, dark circles hanging beneath tired eyes.

“Thank God you came,” Hale said.

“I was asleep,” Milo answered.

“You?” Hale snorted. “Doctors never sleep.”

Holt stepped from the carriage without a word. Rain tapped softly against the brim of his dark hat as he surveyed the bridge, the officers, the river.

Then his eyes moved downward.

Toward the shape beneath the white sheet.

Hale lowered his voice. “Young woman. Early twenties perhaps. No identification yet.”

“Witnesses?” Holt asked.

“None.”

“Time of death?”

“Likely within the last two hours.”

Holt crouched near the covered body but did not touch it immediately. Instead, he studied the surrounding pavement first.

Water patterns.

Mud.

Boot marks.

Carriage tracks.

Tiny details invisible to everyone else.

Milo watched him work quietly. That strange sharpness always appeared in Holt’s face during investigations, as though the world suddenly became clearer to him than it was to ordinary people.

Finally Holt lifted the sheet back.

Milo inhaled sharply.

The girl could not have been older than twenty-five.

Dark hair clung wetly against her face. Her pale blue dress was soaked from the rain, and her eyes remained half-open toward the black sky above. There was almost no blood visible.

At first glance, she looked peaceful.

Then Milo saw the wound.

A thin precise cut circled the small mole beside her lips.

Not deep.

Not random.

Deliberate.

“Good Lord,” Milo whispered.

Hale rubbed his jaw nervously. “Strangest thing I’ve ever seen.”

Holt leaned closer.

“Cause of death?” he asked.

“We’re uncertain.”

Milo knelt beside the body carefully. Even in the rain he could see faint bruising near the throat.

“She was strangled,” he said quietly. “Likely from behind.”

“No defensive wounds,” Hale added. “No torn clothing. Nothing stolen.”

Milo frowned. “That makes no sense.”

“It makes perfect sense,” Holt said softly.

The inspector looked irritated already. “Then perhaps you’d care to explain it to the rest of humanity.”

Holt ignored the sarcasm.

“She knew him.”

Rain continued falling steadily around them.

“The killer approached calmly,” Holt continued. “No struggle. No panic. No attempt to flee. She trusted him enough to stand close.”

“You gathered all that from bruises?” Hale asked.

“No.” Holt pointed lightly toward the dead woman’s right hand. “From the fingernails.”

Milo leaned closer.

Clean.

No skin.

No broken nails.

Nothing.

Holt stood slowly. “A frightened woman fights for survival. This one never expected danger.”

The inspector exhaled through his nose. “Wonderful. So we’re hunting a polite murderer now.”

But Holt was no longer listening.

His eyes had settled upon the girl’s face again.

Specifically the mole beside her lips.

Small.

Perfectly shaped.

Almost beautiful.

And carved carefully by the killer.

Not mutilated.

Circled.

As if it mattered.

Holt’s expression changed ever so slightly.

Milo noticed immediately.

“What is it?”

Holt remained silent for several moments.

Then quietly:

“The wound is the message.”

—
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An hour later the rain worsened.

The body had been removed, though the stain of death still lingered beneath the bridge. Milo stood beneath a nearby archway smoking while officers wandered through puddles searching for evidence they would never find.

Holt remained near the original crime scene.

Motionless again.

Thinking.

Hale approached Milo with visible frustration. “Does he always stare at the ground like that?”

“Yes.”

“And eventually says something disturbing?”

“Usually.”

The inspector groaned softly. “Marvelous.”

Milo almost smiled. “You asked for him.”

“I ask for him because unfortunately he’s rarely wrong.”

From beneath the bridge Holt suddenly called out:

“Inspector.”

Both men hurried over.

Holt pointed toward the stone railing overlooking the river.

“There.”

At first Milo saw nothing unusual.

Then he noticed it.

A faint mark against the wet stone.

Lipstick.

Dark red.

Hale frowned. “Could belong to anyone.”

“No,” Holt said.

“Why not?”

“Because the rain did not wash it away completely.”

The inspector blinked. “And?”

Holt touched the railing lightly with gloved fingers.

“She was standing here recently. Speaking with someone face to face.”

Milo looked over the river uneasily. “Before she died.”

“Yes.”

Hale crossed his arms. “And how precisely do you know it was the victim?”

Holt looked at him calmly.

“The same lipstick remains on her mouth.”

Silence.

Rain hammered harder overhead.

Hale muttered something under his breath.

Milo crouched near the railing. “So she met the killer willingly?”

“Most likely.”

“And then?”

Holt glanced toward the dark river below.

“She never saw death coming.”
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Near dawn they returned to Flat 4, Harrow Court.

Milo collapsed heavily into a chair beside the fireplace while Mrs. Graves, their exhausted housekeeper, silently brought tea without asking questions. Years of living beside Holt had apparently destroyed her ability to be surprised by anything.

Holt removed his wet gloves carefully and pinned several notes onto the wall near his desk.

Victim.

Bridge.

Lipstick.

No struggle.

Precision wound.

Milo watched him through tired eyes. “You suspect something already.”

“I suspect many things.”

“Such as?”

Holt lit a cigarette.

“The cut.”

Milo frowned. “You keep returning to it.”

“Because it is personal.”

“Personal how?”

Holt exhaled smoke slowly.

“A killer does not carve meaningless symbols into a victim after death. Especially not with such control.”

Milo rubbed his temples. “Perhaps he’s simply insane.”

“Yes,” Holt replied calmly. “But insanity has structure.”

That was the troubling thing about Holt. He spoke about murderers the way scholars discussed mathematics.

Carefully.

Respectfully.

As though evil itself followed rules.

Milo stared into the fire. “You think he knew her?”

“No.”

“Then why choose her?”

Holt walked toward the window overlooking the rain-soaked street below.

“Because of the mole.”

Milo looked up immediately.

“What about it?”

Holt was quiet.

“Most killers remove identity,” he said softly. “This one emphasized it.”

The room fell silent except for rain against glass.

Milo suddenly felt cold again.

—
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By afternoon London already buzzed with rumors.

Young woman found murdered.

No witnesses.

Possible madman near the river.

Newspapers moved quickly in the city. Faster than police.

Milo accompanied Holt through crowded streets toward the morgue while vendors shouted beneath umbrellas and carriage wheels splashed muddy water along the roads.

“You truly believe the mole matters?” Milo asked.

“Yes.”

“It could still be coincidence.”

Holt gave him a brief sideways glance. “Coincidence is what people name patterns they fail to recognize.”

Inside the morgue the smell of chemicals and death settled heavily in the air.

Dr. Leonard Finch, the medical examiner, looked irritated before they even entered.

“Oh splendid,” Finch muttered. “The bloodhound arrives.”

Holt ignored him entirely.

Finch pulled back the sheet covering the young woman’s body once more.

Under proper lighting the wound looked even stranger.

Thin.

Circular.

Almost delicate.

Milo swallowed uneasily.

Finch adjusted his spectacles. “Cause of death confirmed. Strangulation from behind with a narrow cord.”

“Time?” Holt asked.

“Approximately one-thirty in the morning.”

Holt nodded slightly.

Finch continued. “No assault. No robbery. No signs of prolonged torture.”

Milo frowned. “Then why the cut?”

“That,” Finch admitted quietly, “is the interesting part.”

He leaned closer toward the body.

“It was done after death. Carefully. Extremely carefully.”

Holt’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning the killer took his time.”

A heavy silence followed.

Finch glanced uneasily between them. “You think this is the beginning of something.”

Neither Holt nor Milo answered.

Because they were both thinking the same thing.

Yes.

—
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That evening Holt played violin near the fireplace while Milo attempted unsuccessfully to read.

The music drifting through the flat sounded haunting tonight. Slow. Uneasy. Almost angry.

Finally Milo lowered the book. “You’re thinking too loudly.”

Holt continued playing.

“She mattered to him.”

“The victim?”

“The mark.”

Milo sighed. “You speak as though the killer was in love with a mole.”

Holt stopped abruptly.

Then he looked toward Milo with that sharp terrifying intelligence in his eyes.

“Not with the mole,” he said quietly.

“With the woman who once possessed it.”

Milo stared.

A strange silence filled the room.

Slowly the realization settled between them.

Not random.

Not impulse.

Memory.

Obsession.

Somewhere in London existed a woman connected to that beauty mark.

And somewhere else walked a man who could not forget her.

A knock suddenly echoed at the door downstairs.

Urgent.

Mrs. Graves appeared moments later looking pale.

“Inspector Hale is here again.”

The inspector entered drenched from rain, breathing hard.

“There’s been another one.”

Milo felt his stomach drop instantly.

Holt did not move.

“Where?”

“South district. Near the opera quarter.”

Hale looked deeply unsettled now.

“She had the same mark.”
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