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Sarah Hallow stopped at the doorway of Flat 4B.

She didn't go in.

The uniform beside her started to speak. She raised a hand. He stopped.

She checked the hallway first. Carpet runner, no marks. Small table against the wall — keys, a folded receipt, nothing displaced. The door frame was intact. Lock undamaged. No signs of forced entry, no scoring around the plate.

"Time?" she said.

"Four," the uniform said. "Neighbour found him. Knocked at half three, nothing. Came back twenty minutes later. Used a key."

"She touch anything?"

"Says no."

Sarah looked past him toward the stairwell. "No one else entered between her leaving and coming back?"

"She says she pulled the door closed behind her. Wasn't locked. She came straight back up when there was no answer at half three."

"Did she hear anything? Between half three and four?"

"Nothing. Said the flat was quiet when she knocked both times."

Sarah stepped inside.

The kitchen was straight ahead. Lights on — overhead and counter lamp, both steady.

The man sat at the table facing the window. Back straight. Right hand near the plate, left in his lap. Head slightly forward.

Food on the plate. Half eaten. Fork resting against the rim, tines down.

Sarah stopped at the kitchen doorway. She looked at the floor first. Tile. Clean. No marks, no shift. The chair legs were aligned. No displacement.

She stepped closer.

The table was set. Plate. Glass. Cutlery. Salt and pepper, side by side, centred.

She looked at the salt shaker. Took a tape from her pocket. Measured the distance to the edge.

One inch.

She checked it again. Same result. She put the tape away.

Moved around the table. Checked the neck. The wrists. No marks. No pressure. She paused, turned one wrist slightly, checked again. Nothing. No compression. No sign the hands had moved.

She straightened. Looked at his face.

No expression.

"Name?" she said.

"Daniel Kerr. Sixty-eight. Retired. Lived alone."

Sarah nodded. She was already looking past him, toward the counter.

A small digital timer sat beside the sink. Red numbers. Counting down.

00:08:41

She stayed on it. Checked the wall clock. Then her watch.

4:31 AM.

She looked back at the timer.

00:08:29

"Was this running when you got here?"

"Yes. Didn't touch it."

She kept her eyes on the numbers.

00:08:21

"What was he cooking?"

The uniform checked his notes.

"Nothing on the hob. Oven's off. Possibly reheating. Microwave."

Sarah looked at the microwave. She opened the door. Empty. Clean inside. She closed it.

She looked at the hob. All four rings cold to the eye, no residue, no recent heat marks on the surface. She checked the oven. Off. She opened it briefly. Dry, clean, nothing inside.

She straightened and looked at the sink. Dry. No utensils, no residue, nothing soaking. She checked the counter surface on both sides of the timer. No moisture. No heat marks. No evidence anything had been prepared or reheated recently.

She looked at the timer again.

00:08:14

The timer didn't match anything in the room. Not the plate. Not the microwave. Not anything she could see. It was counting toward something that no longer existed.

She watched it a moment longer. Then turned away.

She checked the rest of the flat.

Living room. Undisturbed. Remote on the arm of the chair. She picked it up, turned it over, set it back in exactly the same position.

Bedroom. Bed made. Book on the nightstand, a bookmark three-quarters through. Glass of water on the other side. She touched the glass. Room temperature, not cold, not recently filled.

Bathroom. Dry. Towels folded on the rail. She checked the basin. Dry. Shower tray. Dry. No recent use.

Nothing interrupted. Nothing out of place. A flat that had been lived in normally until some point in the evening, and then had not been touched.

When she came back the coroner's assistant was crouching beside the chair, examining the hands.

"Defensive wounds?" she said.

"None."

He turned one hand over. Checked the palm. The nails.

"Nothing here. No bruising. No impact marks."

He set the hand back. Paused.

"It's like he didn't—"

He stopped.

"It's like he didn't know," he said.

Silence.

He seemed to realise he'd gone further than the evidence. He straightened. Didn't add anything else.

Sarah looked at the man in the chair. Same position. Same stillness. No interruption.

She stepped back to the counter and looked at the timer again.

00:00:14

She checked her watch. 4:43 AM.

She looked back at the numbers.

00:00:09

She didn't move.

The timer reached zero.

Three short pulses.

She listened.

Then silence.

She waited.

Nothing followed. No second sound, no mechanical response, nothing in the flat that the timer had been connected to.

It had simply finished.

Outside, the street was empty. A fox crossed between two parked cars and disappeared.

She looked up at the third-floor window. Light still on.

She checked her watch. 4:44 AM. She lowered her wrist.

Somewhere in the city, it was already over. Nothing showed it.
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Paul Moran was awake before the alarm.

He lay still for a few seconds. Then reached over and turned it off before it sounded.

05:30.

He got out of bed.

The kitchen was small. One window over the sink. Light already on.

He filled the kettle. Switched it on.

Opened the cupboard.

Mug. Tea bag. Spoon.

Set them on the counter. He adjusted the mug slightly. Aligned it with the edge.

The kettle clicked. He poured the water. Left the spoon in the cup.

He stood while it cooled.

No radio. No television.

He watched the surface settle. Then lifted the cup.

He drank it in three passes. Set it down between each. Finished it.

Rinsed the mug. Left it upside down on the rack. Handle facing left.

He dressed.

Shirt. Dark trousers. Shoes by the door.

Checked his phone. No messages.

Checked the time. 06:02.

He picked up his keys. Checked them once in his hand. Left the flat.

The hallway lights were on a timer. They clicked off as he reached the stairs.

He didn't stop.

Outside, the street was quiet. A bin truck moved slowly at the far end. A man in a high-vis jacket stood beside it. The truck stopped. Then moved again.

Paul walked to the bus stop.

Three people already there. A woman with a bag over her shoulder. A man in a suit. Another looking at his phone.

They stood apart. No one spoke.

The bus arrived on time.

He got on. Tapped his card. Moved down the aisle.

Sat halfway down. Left side.

He held the rail as it pulled away. Then let go.

The route was the same each morning. Two stops before the junction. Four through the main road. Then the turn toward the industrial park.

He looked out the window.

Shops closed. Lights off. One café open. A man inside wiped down the counter. He wiped it once. Then again.

The bus slowed. Stopped. People on. People off. No change to the route. No delay.

Paul checked the time. 06:41. He looked back out the window.

He got off at the park. Walked through the gate.

The building was already open. Lights on across the main floor.

Inside, the office was arranged in rows. Desks. Screens. Headsets. A low level of conversation.

Paul went to his desk. Sat down. Logged in.

The system loaded.

Shipment board first. Then routing. Then exceptions.

Three flagged.

He opened the first. Delayed transfer, Midlands to South East. Missed connection overnight. He checked the route. Scrolled. Closed it.

Opened the second. Incorrect allocation. Same route, same window. He adjusted the sequence. Moved one load forward. Reassigned the second. Saved. He checked it once more. Saved again.

The third cleared automatically.

A man leaned over the partition.

"Morning."

"Morning," Paul said.

"Had that Midlands delay?"

"Sorted."

"Good. Was stacking up."

He moved away.

Paul checked the board. No new flags. He refreshed the screen. Same result.

He moved to the next queue. Delivery windows. All within tolerance. He adjusted one by ten minutes. Saved. Checked it again. Saved.

The office filled gradually. More voices. More movement.

Someone laughed at the far end of the room.

Paul kept working.

At 07:12 a new exception appeared.

Late scan at depot. No confirmation of departure.

He opened the feed. Timestamp held.

He waited.

Five seconds. Six.

The scan came through.

He closed the exception. Refreshed the board. No backlog.

At 07:30 he went to the kitchen. Coffee machine. Paper cup. He filled one. Watched it reach the line. Stopped it.

He took it back to his desk. Set it beside the keyboard. Aligned with the edge.

He did not drink it.

A message came through on the internal system.

Can you check Bay 3 routing? Looks off.

He opened the file. One entry misaligned. He corrected it. Saved. Reopened it. Checked. Closed.

He typed: Fixed.

The reply came back: Thanks.

Paul checked the main board. No delay. Everything moving.

At 08:00 the shift manager walked the floor. Stopped at Paul's desk.

"All good?"

"Yes."

The manager nodded. Moved on.

Paul looked at the screen.

Rows of entries. Times. Locations. All aligned.

He picked up the coffee. Took a sip. It had cooled. He drank it anyway. Set it back in the same position.

At 08:12 he opened the next day's schedule. Reviewed the early routes. Adjusted one start time by five minutes. Saved. Reopened it. Checked. Saved again.

He checked the clock.

08:16.

He wrote it on the small pad beside the keyboard. Closed the schedule.

Nothing else required input.

He refreshed the board. Same result.

The system held.

Paul sat back slightly. Hands on the desk. Eyes on the screen.

Outside, traffic had started to build. Inside, the office noise rose. Phones. Conversations. Movement.

Paul did not look away.

The next exception would appear when it appeared.

He waited.
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Sarah Hallow stood outside the entrance to Platform 3.

Tape was already up. Two uniforms at the barrier, rail staff beside them, a small group of commuters held back at the far end. Morning traffic had started — trains moving on the outer lines, announcements cycling overhead. Inside the tape the platform was clear. No one standing near the bench. No one looking at it.

"Time?" she said.

Marsh checked his watch. "05:12. First report came in at 04:48."

"Who found him?"

"Driver on the inbound service. Thought he was asleep. Didn't move when the train came in. Driver radioed it in, staff came down."

Sarah nodded. She watched the platform for a moment before moving. Nothing drew the eye. No cluster, no disturbance, no focal point. Just a bench with a person on it who wasn't moving.

She ducked under the tape.

The body was on a bench halfway down the platform. Male, late thirties. Work clothes — heavy-duty trousers, reflective strips on the jacket. The high-vis jacket itself was folded and placed on the bench beside him. Not dropped. Folded.

He was sitting upright. Back against the bench, head angled slightly to the right, hands resting on his thighs, feet flat on the concrete. No displacement around him. No disturbed grit, no scuff marks, nothing knocked or shifted.

Sarah stopped a few steps away and looked at the ground first. Concrete. Dry. No drag marks, no scuffing near the shoes. She moved closer and checked the bench legs. Aligned. No lateral shift, no pressure marks in the surface beneath suggesting the bench had been moved or braced against.

She looked at the cup near his left foot. Takeaway coffee, lid still on. No spill. She crouched slightly and looked at the base of the cup. It was sitting flat. It hadn't been knocked and reset. She stood again.

She stepped into the space beside him and checked the hands. Open, relaxed, no tension in the fingers. She turned one wrist carefully and checked the underside. Nothing. No marks, no bruising, no compression lines. She checked the other. Same. She checked the neck on both sides. Nothing visible.

She stepped back and looked at the full position. He had sat down. That was all. Everything after that was absence.

She stepped past the bench, stopped, and turned to look at it from the other direction. Same result. She moved two steps to the left and changed angle. The line of sight from the gate to the bench was clear — no obstruction, no column or structure that would create a blind spot. Anyone walking from the gate would have passed within ten feet of him.

She walked back to her starting position. She crouched and looked under the bench. Nothing dropped, nothing discarded, nothing that shouldn't be there.

She stood. Same result from every angle.

"Name?" she said.

"Mark Halley," Marsh said. "Thirty-seven. Maintenance worker. Early shift."

"He was due in somewhere?"

"Depot at Stratford. Six AM start. They logged him absent when he didn't check in."

"Anyone call it in from here?"

"Not until the driver. He'd been sitting there for the best part of an hour before anyone looked twice."

Sarah looked back at the bench. An hour on a busy commuter platform. People walking past him in both directions.

The coroner's assistant was kneeling beside the bench, working methodically through the hands.

"Defensive wounds?" she said.

"None." He turned one hand over and examined the palm, then each finger individually. "Nothing here. No bruising, no impact marks, no skin disruption of any kind." He set the hand back carefully in the same position, then checked the other. Same result. He paused before standing.

"It's like he didn't—"

He stopped.

"It's like he didn't know," he said.

He straightened and stepped back. "Prelim only. Full exam will follow."

Sarah said nothing. She looked at the hand he had just replaced. Same position as before he touched it. He had been careful about that. She noted it.

She looked down the length of the platform. People at the far end, held behind the barrier tape, watching. A train pulled in on the opposite track. Doors opened, passengers moved, doors closed, announcement. The flow continued without hesitation. On this side of the tape, nothing changed.

A second train entered on the near track and slowed to a stop. Doors opened. The passengers who stepped out looked toward the tape, registered something unusual, and looked away. Within thirty seconds the platform had absorbed them and they were gone. No one held position. No one came back to look again. The city had other business.

She looked back at the bench. Unchanged.

"Witnesses," she said.

Marsh gestured to the rail staff member standing near the barrier. The man stepped forward. Mid-fifties, name badge clipped to his high-vis vest, the particular expression of someone who had been waiting to tell this story and was now slightly unsure of it.

"I came on shift at five," he said. "Saw him when I walked the platform. Thought he was asleep — you get that sometimes, overnight passengers or people who've missed their stop. I gave it a minute, then went over."

"You touched him?"

"Shoulder. Light touch. No response." He paused. "I knew straight away. There's a difference."

"Did you touch anything else? Move anything?"

"No. I stepped back and called it in."

"Anyone else interact with him before you? Between the last train and when you found him?"

"There were two or three people waiting for the early Stratford service. They were at the other end. I don't think they came near him." He looked past her. "Nobody mentioned anything."

Sarah nodded. "I'll need to speak to them."

"Already taken their details," Marsh said.

"Where did he come from?" she said.

Marsh checked his notes. "Card entry at the main gate at 04:21. Came through alone. No one with him on the entry log."

"Camera coverage on the gate?"

"Full coverage. We've pulled the feed."

"His phone?"

"Tracked to this location. Last signal at 04:23."

Sarah looked at the gate, then back at the bench. He had come through the gate, walked to the bench, sat down, and placed his coffee beside his foot. In the space of two minutes he had gone from the gate to this position. After that, nothing.

People had passed within feet of him for the next hour and a half. No one had stopped.

"He sat down," she said.

Marsh looked at her.

"Looks that way."

"He sat down," she said, "and didn't move again."

Marsh didn't answer.

"Time of death," she said.

"Likely around four," the assistant said. He was making notes and didn't look up.

Sarah looked at him. "He came through the gate at 04:21."

Now he looked up. He held her gaze for a moment then looked back at his notes. He didn't answer.

She checked her watch. 05:18. She looked at the coffee cup.

"Still sealed," she said.

"Bought before entry," Marsh said. "Receipt in his jacket pocket. Timestamped 04:19 at the kiosk on the main concourse."

"Still warm?"

The assistant reached down and picked the cup up carefully by the base. He held it for a moment. "Warm." He set it back in exactly the same position.

Sarah watched him place it. No shift. Same position. She looked at the receipt timestamp and the gate entry and the time on her watch and said nothing.

She stepped back and looked at the bench one more time. Same position. Same stillness. Nothing had changed since she arrived. Nothing, she suspected, had changed since he sat down.

"Run it against the first," she said.

"Already doing it," Marsh said.

"Do it again. Everything. Times, locations, presentation, attending officers. Everything."

He nodded.

She moved toward the barrier and stopped once more before ducking under. She looked back down the platform. Bench. Body. Folded jacket. Coffee cup. No interruption. The scene had the quality of something that had simply continued without an event.

She checked her watch. 05:24. Two scenes. Same condition.

She turned. "CCTV," she said.

CCTV ROOM

The room was small, no windows, two desks pushed against the wall and three monitors mounted above them. A technician sat at the central desk with a headset around his neck and a coffee going cold beside the keyboard. He had already pulled the relevant feeds.

Marsh briefed him quietly while Sarah stood behind him and looked at the screens. Four camera angles from the platform and gate area. She picked the gate camera first.

"Gate feed from 04:00," she said.

The footage loaded. For the first twenty minutes it was sparse — a handful of early commuters, a cleaner with a cart, two transport staff. At 04:21:13 Mark Halley appeared at the barrier. He tapped his card, walked through the gate at a normal pace, and turned toward the platform without hesitation. He was carrying the coffee in his right hand and his phone was in his jacket pocket. She could see the outline of it.

"Run it forward," she said.

He walked along the platform, passed two people standing near the centre without acknowledging them, reached the bench, and sat down. He placed the coffee beside his left foot and leaned back against the bench. He didn't look at his phone. He didn't look at anything in particular. He simply sat.

"Slow it," she said.

Frame by frame from the moment he sat. He adjusted his position once, a minor shift of weight, and then settled. After that there was nothing. No further movement, no checking of the phone, no reaction to the train that passed on the far track three minutes later. The air movement from the train shifted his jacket slightly. He didn't react.

"Forward."

04:27. Two passengers walked past him. One glanced at him briefly and kept moving. At 04:31 he was still. At 04:36 a woman stood at the far end of the platform looking at her phone. She didn't look at him. At 04:41 a man sat down two benches away, checked his watch, and looked at his own phone. He didn't look at Halley. At 04:45 Halley was still. At 04:48 the rail staff member entered frame, approached, touched the shoulder, stepped back.

The technician paused the footage.

"No gap," Marsh said. "Nobody near him. Nobody interacting."

"No," Sarah said. "Run it again."

They watched it through a second time at normal speed and a third time slow. Same result. She had the technician isolate the gate camera and watch the entrance only, looking at everyone who came through in the window before and after Halley. Spacing was normal. No one followed him through. No one entered immediately before him and waited.

"From 04:15," she said. "Gate only. Everyone through."

She watched each person. Fourteen people came through the gate between 04:15 and 04:30. She had the technician pause on each one. Most she dismissed immediately. At 04:21:05, eight seconds before Halley, a figure appeared at the far edge of the frame. Half-visible, already turning away from the camera as he came through the gate.

"Pause."

The frame froze. Mid-forties, office clothes, neutral expression on the partial face visible. Already turning away.

"Run him forward."

The figure moved through the gate and walked along the platform edge, keeping to the right side of the walkway. He did not slow near the bench. He did not look at Halley. He walked to the far end of the platform and exited frame toward the far exit.

"Again."

Same sequence. No variation. No pause, no hesitation, no interaction.

"Time stamp on his gate entry," she said.

"04:21:08," the technician said.

Five seconds before Halley came through the gate.

"Zoom on the face."

The technician enlarged the frame. The image degraded — pixel loss, no recoverable detail. He tried a stabilisation pass. Slight improvement. Not enough.

Sarah looked at the partial image. Mid-forties. Office clothes. Already turning. Nothing distinctive. Nothing to retain.

She sat back.

"You think that's something?" Marsh said.

"No," she said.

Pause.

"Pull it anyway."

The technician tagged the clip and saved it. Sarah had him run the full platform sequence one final time, end to end. No approach. No contact. No event. A man sitting on a bench, and then not moving.

"Same window," she said.

Marsh nodded. "Same result."

CORONER

The room was white light and stainless steel, the particular brightness of a space designed for clarity. Halley lay on the slab, position corrected. The coroner was reviewing the chart when they came in.

"Prelim?" Sarah said.

"Same as the first." He set the chart down. "No trauma. No external injury. No defensive wounds. No indication of struggle of any kind."

"Cause?"

"Pending. Tox pending. Nothing visible to work with."

He moved to the side of the table and lifted the arm, then let it fall back. "No tension in the musculature. No acute stress response. No markers consistent with a cardiac event in a man this age and build." He replaced the arm. "Nothing that tells me what happened."

"Adrenaline?" Sarah said.

"Not seeing it."

"That's not possible," Marsh said. "If something happened to him he'd have reacted. Some kind of stress response."

The coroner looked at him steadily. "Normally, yes."

"Then what are you saying?"

The coroner checked the chart again, then looked back at the body. He adjusted the position of the arm slightly and let it settle. "I'm saying there are no indicators of reaction. Not suppressed reaction. Not overridden reaction. No reaction."

"Of what?" Marsh said.

"Of threat," the coroner said. He looked at Sarah. "He didn't respond to whatever killed him. There's no physiological evidence he was aware of it."

Silence.

"Two cases with this presentation?" he said.

"Two," Marsh said.

"Same result both times?"

"Yes."

The coroner nodded once, slowly. "Then it's not a coincidence," he said. "I don't know what it is. But it isn't that."

She checked her watch. 06:32. She looked at the body. Different location, same result. The flat had been private and contained. The platform had been public and open. Two different environments, two different victims, two different times. Same absence. Same stillness. Same lack of any evidence that what happened had been perceived by the person it happened to.

She turned away.

"Run everything," she said. "Both cases, full comparison. Times, environments, victim profiles, attending staff, everything that overlaps and everything that doesn't."

Marsh nodded.

They left the room. In the corridor people moved past them, conversations continued, phones rang, doors opened and closed. The building functioned.

Sarah walked toward the exit and stepped outside.
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The room was already active when Sarah entered.

Not loud. Not chaotic. Movement.

People standing. Sitting. Talking in short exchanges.

Screens on the wall. Feeds running. Maps loading.

Marsh was at the far end with a man in a suit. Press office.

Sarah stayed by the wall. Listened.

"—two incidents," the man was saying. "Different locations. Same presentation. That's already out there."

"Out where?" Marsh said.

"Online. Feeds. Local desks. It's moving."

A uniform placed two folders on the table.

"Scene reports."

Marsh opened one. Read standing.

Sarah watched the room.

Transport police. Met. Forensics. Analytics.

No one leading it.

A screen at the far wall updated.

Map view. Two markers. Different points. Same colour.

No line between them.

Someone refreshed the feed. Same result.

"What are we calling it?" someone said.

The question held.

"Nothing," Marsh said.

"That won't hold," the press man said.

"It will for now."

"It won't," the man said. "They've already named it."

He turned his phone. Screen facing the table. Headline.

THE STILL MAN STRIKES AGAIN

The name held.

No one spoke.

A second passed. Then another.

Someone shifted in their chair. A pen tapped once against the table. Stopped.

Sarah looked at the screen.

She looked at the people in the room.

No one was reacting to the words. They were reacting to the fact of them.

Another phone lit up. Same headline. Different outlet. Same wording.

"That's two," someone said.

"Three," another voice said.

No one checked.

The screen remained on the table. No one moved to turn it over.

"That's quick," someone said.

"Second body did it," the press man said. "Public location. Clean scene. They've joined it."

"They don't have enough to join it," Marsh said.

"They don't need enough. They need something that reads."

"What does that even mean?" a uniform said.

"The name?" the press man said. "No movement. No struggle. They stay where they are."

"We're not using it," Marsh said.

"You don't get that call," the man said.

"I do in this room," Marsh said.

"Not outside it."

Silence.

Forensics spoke.

"Two cases. No trauma. No defensive wounds. No scene disruption."

She checked her notes.

"Time window aligns. Around four a.m."

"Cause?" someone said.

"Pending."

"Any sign of entry?" a voice said.

"No," someone replied.

"Forced?"

"No."

"Known associates?"

"Nothing yet."

"Random then," someone said.

No one answered.

"Pattern?" another voice said.

No one answered.

Someone at the far end of the table spoke. Stopped. Looked down at the file in front of them.

"Two points isn't a pattern," another voice said.

"Same presentation," someone replied.

"That still isn't a pattern."

Silence.

Sarah looked at the screen on the wall.

Two markers. Same colour. No line between them.

She didn't speak.

A screen changed. Timeline view. Two entries. Time stamps aligned.

Someone adjusted the filter. Expanded the window. No additional hits.

Sarah stepped forward slightly.

"Locations," she said.

Marsh looked at her.

"Flat. Platform. No connection yet."

"Radius?"

"Roughly two miles."

She nodded.

"Timing holds," she said.

Marsh looked at her.

"Too early."

She didn't respond.

The press man leaned forward.

"You need a line," he said. "Public reassurance. Something repeatable."

"There isn't one," Marsh said.

"Then we use process. Presence. Visibility. We're aware."

"That's fine," Marsh said.

"And the name stays," the man said.

Marsh didn't answer.

Sarah looked at the screen again.

Wrong.

It would stay.

"Public safety?" a uniform said.

"Say what?" another replied.

"Stay aware. Report unusual activity."

"Of what?"

No one answered.

"Next steps," someone said.

Marsh straightened.

"CCTV expansion. Both sites. Full window."

"Already pulling," someone said.

"Victim background. Full. Work. Movement. Contacts."

"Nothing obvious so far."

"There won't be," someone else said.

That held.

Someone started speaking. Stopped. Looked at the table.

No one filled the space.

Then movement resumed.

"Keep it clean," Marsh said.

Chairs moved. Phones lifted. People started working.

The room shifted.

Sarah stayed where she was.

The press man stepped closer to Marsh. Lower voice.

"You need to contain this," he said.

"With what?"

"Clarity."

"There isn't any."

The man glanced at Sarah. Then back.

"They'll fill the gap," he said.

"They already have," Marsh said.

The man nodded. Left.

Sarah stepped closer.

"You're not using it," she said.

"No."

"They will."

"Yes."

They stood for a moment.

"You're seeing it," Marsh said.

She didn't answer.

"Say it," he said.

"No," she said.

He watched her.

"Why?"

She looked at the screen. At the headline.

"It assumes a reason," she said.

Marsh didn't respond.

They left the room.

CORRIDOR

Movement again. Phones. Conversations. Doors opening and closing.

A door opened behind them.

"Media briefing in twenty," someone said.

"Who's taking it?"

No answer.

Another voice:

"We need language."

"What language?"

The door closed.

"They'll push it," Marsh said.

"Yes."

"It will stick."

"Yes."

"You're not saying it," he said.

She didn't answer.

They walked.

OUTSIDE

Across the street, a news crew was setting up.

Camera. Microphone.

The reporter checked notes. Looked up.

"...second incident in less than twenty-four hours. Both victims found with no signs of struggle. Police have not confirmed a connection, but sources are already referring to—"

"The Still Man."

The words carried. Flat. Clear.

A man walking past slowed. Stopped. Looked toward the camera.

Another followed his gaze. Then another.

No one approached. No one asked a question.

The reporter reset. Said it again. Same tone. Same words.

A second crew arrived. Set up beside the first. Same framing. Same angle.

The first man who had stopped moved on. The others followed.

The space closed.

Sarah watched.

Nothing changed.

Marsh stepped beside her.

"It will stick," he said.

She didn't respond.

Across the street:

"The Still Man—"

She turned away.

They moved.
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The call came at 09:06.

Sarah was at a desk she hadn't claimed, in a room that didn't belong to her, with two reports laid side by side. Flat. Platform. She wasn't reading them. She was looking at the margins — the timestamps, the location references, the attending officer names. Nothing connected them except the condition of the bodies.

Marsh took the call at the door. Listened. Didn't interrupt.

"Where?" he said. Pause. "Time?" Another pause. "Stay there. We're coming."

He ended the call and looked at her.

"Office," he said. "Third victim."

She stood.

The building was six floors. Glass front. Reception desk. Security barrier with card readers on both sides. The kind of building that logged every entry and exit, every floor change, every access event in a timestamped record that survived indefinitely.

They arrived at 09:32. Uniforms at the entrance. One building manager, a woman from HR standing just outside the barrier.

"Found at 08:50," the manager said. "Fourth floor. Meeting room."

"Access logs," Sarah said. "Full system from midnight."

"Already pulled," the uniform said.

She took the printed sheet before she went upstairs. She read it in the lift.

Building closed at 22:00. Security sweep logged. First entry at 06:12 — cleaning staff, authorised, card matched to staff record. Exit logged at 06:47. Next entry: 08:12:07, badged as Daniel Price, fourth floor corridor.

No entries to the fourth floor between 22:00 and 08:12.

She checked the internal door sensor logs below. All internal doors required card access. No unlogged contacts between 22:00 and 08:12.

She folded the sheet and put it in her coat pocket.

The fourth floor corridor was standard office layout. Glass partitions, doors closed. The meeting room at the far end, door open, a uniform outside.

She stopped at the glass before touching the door.

Male. Mid-forties. Seated at the near end of the table. Jacket on the chair back, folded. Laptop open. Hands near the keyboard. Head slightly forward.

She looked at the room before she entered. Chair square to the table. No scuffing on the floor beneath the chair legs. The other chairs evenly spaced and pushed in. A coffee cup to the right of the laptop, lid on, no spill.

She stepped in.

Floor first. No marks, no drag, no disturbance. She moved around the table and checked the hands — both of them. Open, relaxed. No tension in the fingers. She checked the wrists. No marks. She checked the neck on both sides. Nothing. She looked at the face. Eyes open, fixed on the screen at a natural reading distance.

She looked at the laptop. Email open. Cursor in the reply field. The received email timestamped at 08:17.

She did not touch the keyboard.

"Name?" she said.

"Daniel Price," Marsh said from the doorway. "Forty-six. Operations manager."

"On camera at 08:12," she said.

"Entering the building. Badge and CCTV both."

She noted the email timestamp. 08:17. She checked her watch. 09:14.

"Last confirmed alive on camera at 08:12," she said. "Active email session at 08:17. Found at 08:50."

She looked at the coffee cup. Full, by the look of it. Lid sealed.

The coroner's assistant arrived at 09:45. He worked through the body methodically. Hands, wrists, neck, face, positioning against the chair.

"Defensive wounds?" she said.

"None. No external trauma. No bruising. No compression marks." He paused. "Same presentation."

"Time of death," she said.

He looked at the body. "Preliminary puts it at four to five in the morning."

Marsh stepped in. "He was on camera at 08:12. Moving normally."

The coroner's assistant looked at him steadily. "Then your timeline is wrong."

"It isn't," Marsh said. "Badge log, cameras, server log."

The assistant looked at the body. Then back at Marsh. "Then something else is."

Nobody answered.

She went to the security office with Marsh and the building manager. Three monitors. The fourth floor camera feed already cued.

"Run it from 08:00," she said.

The corridor was empty from 08:00 to 08:11. At 08:11:58 Price entered frame — walking normally, coffee in one hand, badge already extended toward the reader. No hesitation. Door opened, he went through.

"Slow it from 08:11," she said.

Half speed. Price appearing at the corridor camera. Foot placement consistent. No interruption in stride. Badge reader at 08:12:07. Door. Through.

"Continue at normal speed."

The door closed at 08:13. Nothing in the corridor until 08:50 when the young man who found him appeared, knocked, opened the door slightly, stepped back.

"Frame by frame from 08:11:30," she said.

They worked through it slowly. Nothing entered the frame between Price's arrival and the discovery. No second approach. No shadow at the door. No movement in the corridor behind him.

"Any frame loss in the full overnight window?" she said.

"None. Continuous recording from 22:00."

She checked the access log timestamp against the camera timestamp.

08:12:07 — badge log. 08:11:58 — camera.

Nine-second differential. Consistent with the distance between the camera position and the card reader. She checked the server log the manager had brought up. Email opened at 08:17. User-driven action — the manager confirmed it required direct keyboard input.

Three systems. Access log. Camera. Server.

08:09 phone location, 08:11:58 camera, 08:12:07 badge, 08:17 server. Sequential, consistent, no gap greater than nine seconds between any adjacent pair.

She aligned them and left them on the screen.

Access log confirmed by visual identification. Camera system verified, no interruption. Server log: user interaction confirmed.

All four held.

She wrote: Systems independently confirmed. Combined sequence does not resolve.

She went back to the corridor.

"Stairwell," she said. "Same window."

The technician pulled the stairwell camera from 07:45 to 08:50. Four people used the stairs in that window. She paused on each. Three ascending. One descending.

"08:10:52," she said. "The one going down."

Partial view. Dark jacket. Head angled away from the camera.

"Zoom."

The image degraded. No additional detail.

"Run it again."

The figure descended. Normal pace. Gone from frame in four seconds. She pulled the fourth floor corridor from 08:05. The figure appeared from the direction of the meeting room at 08:10:41 and walked to the stairwell door.

Twenty seconds before Price badged in.

She checked the access log for the stairwell door. No entry recorded.

She had the technician tag the clip. The figure's face was not visible on either camera. Jacket only.

"Pull everything from 08:05 on that corridor," she said. "Full resolution."

She went back to the meeting room alone. She walked the full perimeter. Window closed, locked from inside. Walls. No connecting door, no service panel. Ceiling tiles. Nothing displaced. She stood at the door and looked at the chair from five metres. She walked to it and stood beside the body.

He had sat down. The email had arrived at 08:17. The cursor was in the reply field. Everything after that was not recorded.

The HR woman was in the corridor. She confirmed Price's meetings, his last known movements, the discovery timeline. The young man who found him confirmed he had not entered the room fully, had stepped back and called from the doorway.

She walked out of the building with Marsh.

"Third one," he said.

"Yes."

"Same presentation."

"Yes."

She thought about the three cases. Kerr at his kitchen table. Halley on the platform bench. Price at the laptop.

She tested the conditions across all three. No trauma. No disturbance. No defensive response. No identified cause. No event in any of the environments that recorded them.

She tried the first alignment. Assume pathology is correct — Price dies between 04:00 and 05:00. Then badge entry at 08:12 and server activity at 08:17 are not possible. To accept it she would need to invalidate the access log and the camera simultaneously. No basis for that.

She tried the second alignment. Assume the timeline is correct — Price is alive and functional at 08:12, active at 08:17. Then the preliminary pathology estimate is wrong by a minimum of three hours on its lower bound. The coroner's assistant had told Marsh: not by that much.

She tried the third alignment. Both are correct simultaneously.

No sequence followed.

She stopped walking.

"What does that give us?" Marsh said.

She looked at the street. People passed without looking at each other.

"Nothing that holds," she said.

She took the card from her coat pocket and wrote one line on the back.

Third case. All systems verified. Sequence does not resolve.

"Run the radius," she said. "All unexplained deaths in a two-mile radius. Last eighteen months."

She put the card away.

They walked.
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The room they had been given was small and windowless, two floors below the incident suite. A folding table, four chairs, a whiteboard that hadn't been cleaned properly. Someone had left a half-empty box of evidence sleeves on the floor in the corner.

Sarah arrived at 07:40. Marsh wasn't there yet. She didn't wait for him.

She cleared the table, stacking the evidence sleeves in the corner with the box, and laid out the three scene reports side by side. Kerr on the left. Halley in the centre. Price on the right. She had printed each report herself and annotated the margins in the same hand — times, locations, attending staff, any detail that had been noted at the scene and might not survive the transfer to the official record.

She stood back and looked at all three.

She looked at the discovery times first. Kerr found at 04:00. Halley at 04:48. Price at 08:50. She wrote the discovery times along the top of each report in red and the estimated death windows below them in blue.

Kerr: approximately 04:00. Halley: approximately 04:00. Price: 04:00–05:00, provisional, contested.

All three intersected at approximately four in the morning.

She looked at that intersection. Then she started testing it.

She tested time of day. The 04:00 window held on all three, including Price on the provisional estimate. Single most consistent variable across the three cases. She noted it.

She tested location. Three different buildings in three different settings — residential flat, transit platform, office building. No shared environmental characteristics. Under two miles across all three. She noted that.

Victim profile did not hold. Kerr, sixty-eight, retired. Halley, thirty-seven, maintenance contractor. Price, forty-six, operations manager. Different ages, different employment, different household structures. Different health histories. No shared condition, no shared vulnerability.

Presentation held. No trauma on any of them. No defensive wounds. No evidence of disturbance at any of the three scenes. Kerr at his kitchen table, hands near the plate, head slightly forward. Halley on the platform bench, jacket folded beside him, coffee sealed on the ground. Price at the meeting room table, laptop open, hands near the keyboard. All three in position. All three undisturbed.

Mechanism was absent on all three. Unascertained pending toxicology. Preliminary bloods returning negative.

She looked at what held and what didn't.

Time of day holds. Geographic proximity holds. Presentation holds. Mechanism absent on all.

Victim profile does not hold. Environment type does not hold. Demographic pattern does not hold.

The pattern was partial. She had not made it stronger than it was.

Marsh arrived at 08:15. He looked at the table.

"Early start," he said.

"Kerr was found at four," she said. "Halley at 04:48. Price at 08:50 but the estimated death window puts him at four or earlier."

Marsh poured himself coffee from the pot she had already made. He looked at the reports.

"Price's time of death is still unconfirmed," he said.

"Provisional. Same window."

"Provisional isn't the same as confirmed."

"No," she said. "It isn't."

She moved the three reports slightly, adjusting their spacing so the margins were aligned.

"What are you building?" he said.

"I'm not building anything," she said. "I'm reading it."

She had requested a map the previous evening. It arrived with Marsh — a printed street map, A1, showing a roughly four-mile radius of the central area. She pinned it to the whiteboard with four drawing pins, one at each corner.

She marked the three locations with red dots.

Kerr's flat in Aldgate. Halley's platform at Whitechapel. Price's office building in Stepney.

She stepped back.

The three points formed no obvious shape. She took a ruler and measured the distances. Kerr to Price: approximately 1.8 miles. Halley to Price: approximately 1.4 miles. Kerr to Halley: approximately 0.9 miles.

She tried a one-mile radius centred on Whitechapel. Too tight — it excluded Price. She extended it to 1.8 miles. All three inside.

She drew the circle at approximately 1.8 miles, enclosing all three with some margin.

"That's a big circle," Marsh said. "Half of East London fits in that."

"Yes," she said.

"That's not a radius. That's just a city."

"Three unexplained deaths in the same two-mile area in the same week," she said.

"There are unexplained deaths in every two-mile area every week. This is London."

She looked at the map. "Same presentation," she said. "Same death window. Same absence of any mechanism."

Marsh didn't answer.

She went back to the reports and worked through the victim profiles. No shared employer. She checked the commute routes. Kerr didn't commute. Halley's route went northwest from Bow. Price drove from Upminster and parked near the office. Their paths had not crossed. She checked the residential postcodes, the GP practices, the most recent financial records available. Different practices, different areas, no shared services, no shared bank.

No connection. Proximity only.

She wrote it on the whiteboard.

She looked at the three positions in which they had been found. Kerr at his kitchen table. Halley on a platform bench. Price at a meeting room table.

Seated. Seated. Seated.

No movement after.

She looked at the Halley report again. Coffee purchased at 04:19. Gate entry at 04:21. Death window: approximately 04:00.

He buys the coffee at 04:19. He sits down at 04:21. The death window starts at 04:00.

She set the report down.

"I want to pull similar cases," she said. "Last eighteen months. This area. Any unexplained death or death with inconclusive cause. No trauma, no obvious mechanism."

Marsh looked up. "That's a broad search."

"Then we filter," she said. "Age under seventy. No significant prior health history. Found in a fixed position. No signs of struggle."

He held the look for a moment. Then he picked up his phone and made the call.

The results came back an hour later. Forty-seven cases in the area over eighteen months matching the broad parameters. Marsh printed the list and they went through it together.

Most resolved within a line or two. She worked through four exclusion categories in order.

Confirmed prior health history: eight cases excluded. Cardiac conditions, seizure records, documented respiratory disease.

Evidence of distress or exertion at scene: seven excluded. A woman found in her garden with soil on her hands and knees. A man on a park bench with alcohol in his system and a history of seizures.

Subsequent tox or follow-up results confirming cause: six excluded. A woman whose toxicology had returned a prescription medication at twice the therapeutic dose.

Scene disturbance or witnesses to a preceding event: four excluded.

That left twenty-two. She went through those more carefully. Most resolved on closer reading — a missed prescription in the GP record that hadn't made the initial report, a witness account buried in the attending officer's notes placing the individual in visible distress earlier that day.

Eight did not immediately resolve.

One she set aside: a woman found collapsed in a supermarket eight months ago. No prior health history in the initial report, but a GP referral the previous month for unexplained fatigue. Not resolved. Not confirmed.

The rest she worked through one by one.

A man found at his desk in a shared workspace in Bethnal Green, fourteen months ago. Cause listed as unascertained. Coroner's inquest returned an open verdict. Forty-one years old. No prior health history. No trauma. No defensive wounds noted.

A woman found on a bus, twelve months ago. In her seat for two stops before another passenger noticed. Fifty-three. Inquest returned natural causes. The certifying doctor's notes included a flag about absent expected physiological markers. Not followed up.

A man found in a pub, sitting at a corner table with an unfinished drink in front of him. Nine months ago. Forty-four. Cause listed as cardiac event. She read to the end of the file. The certifying pathologist's notes included one line: no ante-mortem indicators consistent with cardiac episode identified at examination.

She read that line twice.

She looked at the Halley report beside it. Then the Price report. Preliminary pathology on both: no acute cardiac event. Brain: no acute event. No mechanism identified.

She looked at the pub report again.

She did not write anything beside it.

She set it in the unresolved pile.

Of the remaining cases, two held on closer review.

She had four unresolved cases now from the cold case list. She set the supermarket case in a separate pile — neither resolved nor confirmed.

She placed the four new reports on the table above the original three. Seven reports. She went to the map and marked the four new locations in blue.

Bethnal Green. A bus route running through Whitechapel. A pub in Stepney. A street in Aldgate.

She stepped back.

Seven points on the map. All within the same rough circle.

She aligned the shared characteristics across all seven.

No trauma: confirmed on five, notes insufficient on two. No defensive wounds: confirmed on five, not specifically noted on two. Early morning death window: confirmed or probable on five. Two had unspecified time of death. Found in fixed position: confirmed on all seven.

She did not draw any lines between the dots.

Marsh came to stand beside her.

"That could be coincidence," he said.

"Yes," she said.

"That area has one of the highest population densities in Europe."

"Yes," she said.

He looked at the map. "But you're going to keep pulling."

"Yes," she said.

She worked through the afternoon. Marsh came and went. She extended the search parameters outward and pulled another eleven cases. Most resolved. Two did not.

She added those to the map.

Nine blue dots. Three red.

The blue points were older and more scattered. Two were on the eastern edge of the circle. One was slightly outside it.

She extended the circle with a dotted line.

Marsh came back at 16:30.

"How far back?" he said.

"Fourteen months. That's as far as the search went."

"And before that?"

"I don't know yet."

He looked at the two piles. Resolved and unresolved.

"Any connection between the unresolved cases?"

"No. Different ages, backgrounds, circumstances."

"Geography?"

"Same area. That's all."

"Before this goes anywhere officially," he said, "you're going to need cause of death confirmed on Price. You're going to need the unresolved cases reviewed by the same pathologist. You're going to need some kind of mechanism proposed, even speculative, or no one will move on it."

"I know," she said.

"Right now you have three deaths, a loose geographic cluster, and a time of day."

"And no defensive wounds," she said. "On any of them."

He looked at the three red reports. Then at the blue ones.

"Pathology notes on every unresolved case," he said. "Every single one. Before anything else moves."

She was already writing it down.

She left the building at 18:20. Before she left she wrote one line at the bottom of the whiteboard.

What holds: time. Presentation. No mechanism identified.

She left the room.

Outside, twelve points on a map. Same area. Same window where recorded. No defensive wounds. No indication of reaction. No connection between victims. No explanation.

She got in the car and drove.
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The exception appeared at 06:58, before most of the floor had arrived.

Paul had been at his desk since 06:30. The building opened at six and he had come in early because the previous day's schedule had ended with two unresolved delivery windows in the northern region, both flagged amber, neither escalated. He had resolved one before leaving. The second had required a supplier confirmation that hadn't come through in time. He had logged it and gone home. Now he opened it again.

The confirmation had arrived at 22:47 the previous evening. He read it, updated the window, rerouted the load to a depot that had capacity, and saved the record. He reopened it, checked the changes, and closed it.

The exception at 06:58 was different. A routing conflict in the southern distribution network — two loads assigned to the same vehicle on overlapping time windows in different locations. It shouldn't have been possible. The system had a conflict check built into the allocation process. He opened the exception log and looked at the entry time. It had been created at 23:14 the previous night, after the overnight batch processing run. The conflict check had not caught it because both loads had been entered separately, by different operators, and the batch run had processed them in the wrong sequence.

He looked at the two loads. One was time-critical, a pharmaceutical delivery with a hospital receiving window that closed at 10:00. The other was a standard commercial delivery with a flexible afternoon window. He reassigned the standard load to a second vehicle that had capacity on its morning run, adjusted the route, and recalculated the arrival estimate. It came in at 09:47. Within the original window. He saved it.

He reopened the file.

The original allocation timestamp remained unchanged. It still showed the first vehicle as assigned. The reassignment had saved correctly — the route and vehicle fields had updated. But the timestamp had not refreshed.

He closed it.

He opened the pharmaceutical load. Route confirmed. Vehicle confirmed. Driver signed on at 06:45. He checked the current location of the vehicle. Moving. On schedule.

He closed both files and refreshed the main board.

No further flags.

By half eight the floor was full. The noise level had risen in the way it always did — steadily, without any particular moment of change, until it was simply present. Phones, conversations, the particular clatter of people arriving and settling.

A woman from the southern team stopped at the partition beside his desk.

"Did you catch that routing conflict?" she said.

"Sorted," he said.

"I only saw it this morning. I was going to call it in."

"Already done," he said.

"The pharma one?"

"On schedule."

She nodded. "I'll update my log." She moved away.

Paul refreshed the board again. Same result. He moved to the next queue.

At 09:15 a more complex exception came through. A cross-regional transfer had been flagged by the destination depot as incorrectly documented — the load manifest listed twelve pallets, the depot had received eleven, and the discrepancy had only been identified when the driver had already left the site and was twenty minutes into the return journey.

Paul opened the load record. He checked the original manifest against the loading bay log from the origin depot. The loading bay log showed twelve pallets scanned out. He checked the vehicle weight record at departure. Consistent with twelve pallets. He checked the destination depot's receiving log. Eleven pallets scanned in.

One pallet had not been scanned on arrival. He checked the depot's exception log for the same window. There was an entry at 08:34 — a scanner malfunction, lasting approximately four minutes, during which three vehicles had been processed manually. Two of the three had corresponding manual correction entries in the receiving log. The third did not.

That was the vehicle. The pallet had been received. It had not been logged.

He wrote up the correction, attached the scanner malfunction log as supporting documentation, and submitted it to the depot for confirmation. He marked the load as pending resolution rather than flagged, which would remove it from the active exception queue while the confirmation came through.

He checked the time. 09:31.

He refreshed the board.

Two new exceptions had appeared while he was working the pallet discrepancy. He opened the first.

By eleven the board was clear. It had taken longer than usual — the morning had a higher exception volume than the daily average, and two of the cases had required calls to external depots to confirm details that weren't visible in the system. He had made both calls, noted the responses, updated the records, and closed the exceptions.

He stood and went to the kitchen. The coffee machine had a queue. He waited. When it was his turn he filled a cup, watched it reach the line, and stopped it.

He carried it back to his desk. Set it beside the keyboard. Aligned with the edge.

He looked at the board. Clear.

He sat back slightly and drank the coffee while it was still hot.

The man at the next desk was on the phone, talking through a scheduling query in a patient, slightly raised voice. The conversation had been going for several minutes. Paul could hear both sides — the person on the other end was disputing an arrival estimate, certain they were right, not checking anything.

Paul looked at his screen.

The arrival estimate on the relevant load was visible in the system. He could see it from where he was sitting. The person on the phone was wrong by forty minutes.

He did not correct it.

He finished the coffee. Set the cup back in the same position.

The conversation at the next desk continued.

At 12:30 he opened the afternoon schedule and began the preliminary review. Three loads flagged for potential delay based on traffic modelling in the northern routes. He worked through each one, adjusting the departure windows by small increments — five minutes on the first, twelve on the second, eight on the third. He recalculated the arrival estimates. The first
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