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​Chapter One: The Woman Who Wasn’t One
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Faizan Sheikh was eleven years old, and like most eleven-year-old boys who lived along the canal road, he had a routine that his mother believed was entirely virtuous and that was, in truth, only half virtuous: he woke before dawn to help his uncle load crates of vegetables onto a cart bound for the wholesale market, and on the walk back, in the twenty minutes that belonged to no one but himself, he searched the canal’s edge for anything the night’s rain might have washed up worth keeping — a coin, a good stick, once memorably an entire unbroken clay pot that his mother had scolded him for bringing home and then quietly kept.

The rain had stopped an hour before he found her, but the ground had not forgiven it yet. Water sat in the ruts of the old canal road in long silver ribbons, and it was in one of those ribbons, half-submerged beneath a torn sheet of blue tarpaulin someone had apparently discarded, that Faizan saw what he would later describe to a police constable, in a voice that kept trying and failing to stay steady, as “a doll someone had thrown away.”

He was wrong on both counts. It was not a doll, and no one had merely thrown it away.

He did not touch it. He would tell himself that detail for years afterward, a small mercy he clung to — that some instinct older than his eleven years had kept his hands in his pockets even as his feet carried him three steps closer than any sensible child should have gone. He ran the rest of the way home without his vegetable basket, which he would not remember losing until two days later, and by the time his uncle had walked back with him to see what had frightened the boy so badly that he’d wet himself a little on the way, a small crowd of early risers had already gathered at a respectful, horrified distance, and someone had already called the police.

By the time Inspector Zara Naqvi arrived at the scene, the canal road had been sealed off for two hundred meters in either direction, and the crowd along the yellow tape had grown into the particular hush that gathers wherever death has visited a public place — moths pressed against a lit window, unable to look away and unwilling to admit they were looking. Naqvi ducked under the tape, badge in hand though nobody had asked to see it, and walked toward the white forensic tent that had been erected over the tarpaulin.

“Ma’am.” The young constable who greeted her had the glassy, over-controlled look of someone who had thrown up twenty minutes earlier and was determined not to do it again. “We haven’t moved anything. Just as we found it.”

“Found her,” Naqvi corrected, more out of habit than reproach.

“That’s — that’s the thing, ma’am.” He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I don’t think we should say ‘her.’ Not exactly. Not yet. I don’t — I don’t have the words for what it is.”

Naqvi frowned and stepped into the tent.

The body lay on its back, arranged — that was the word that rose in Naqvi’s mind before her conscious thoughts could catch up to it, arranged, not dumped — with an unnatural symmetry that made the skin at the back of her neck tighten in a way twelve years on the force had not prepared her for. The victim was nude, and even in death there was something about the proportions that struck her as wrong before her eye could articulate why. The legs were too pale for the torso. The torso was too broad for the shoulders. And the hands — she crouched down, careful not to touch anything, and looked at where the hands lay folded over the chest, fingers together as if in prayer — the hands had no fingerprints. Not damaged, not burned. Simply gone, the pads of each finger sliced away with what looked, even to her untrained eye, like surgical precision, the wound sites already scabbed over in a way that suggested this mutilation had happened well before death, perhaps days before, and had been permitted to heal.

“Where’s the ME?” she asked without looking up, her voice coming out steadier than she felt.

“En route. Should be here in ten minutes.” The constable hesitated, and something in his posture told her he was working up the courage to say something he thought might sound foolish. “Ma’am, the tone of the skin. On the legs versus the torso. I noticed it too, and I thought maybe it was decomposition, uneven exposure, something like that. But look at the knees.”

Naqvi looked. Where the thighs met the lower legs, there was a thin, almost invisible line, slightly raised, slightly discolored — the kind of scar tissue that formed when a wound had been closed with extraordinary skill and extraordinary time. She had seen surgical scars before, in a dozen years of violent-crime work — amputation scars from accidents, reconstructive scars, the ragged marks left behind by trauma surgeons doing their desperate best in emergency rooms against a clock that never favored them. This was none of those. This looked deliberate in a way that had nothing to do with saving a life, and everything, she would come to understand over the following weeks, to do with the opposite.

Outside the tent, the crowd had begun to thin as the morning wore on and the novelty of standing behind police tape gave way to the ordinary demands of a Tuesday, but one figure remained pressed against the barrier longer than most — a woman in her thirties with a press lanyard half-tucked into her jacket, a notebook already filling with observations she did not yet understand the significance of. Her name was Rabia Sultan, a crime reporter for one of the city’s larger dailies, and she had covered enough scenes in her career to recognize, in the particular tightness of the constables’ faces as they came and went from the tent, that whatever lay beneath that tarpaulin was not an ordinary Tuesday morning body. She did not yet know how right she was, or how deeply her own reporting would end up entangled with the case in the months to come, but she wrote in her notebook, underlined twice, the words ask about the tarp, and turned to leave before anyone thought to ask her to.

The medical examiner’s name was Dr. Priya Osman, and when she arrived forty minutes later and folded back the tarpaulin fully for the first time, she did not speak for almost a full minute. She simply knelt beside the body with her gloved hands hovering an inch above the skin, tracing the seams without touching them, her face arranging itself into the particular stillness of a professional refusing to let horror become useful information too quickly, before she had properly looked.

“Inspector,” she finally said, still kneeling, still looking. “I need you to understand something before my team starts cataloguing this, because once we start, the report is going to read like clinical language, precise and bloodless, and I don’t want the language to let either of us look away from what it’s actually describing.”

“Tell me.”

“This is not one body.” Dr. Osman said it plainly, the way one might state a fact about the weather, because plainness was the only way she had of getting through it without her voice breaking. “This is at least four bodies. Possibly five. The legs belong to one woman — early twenties, I’d guess, based on bone density and skin elasticity, someone who exercised regularly, given the muscle development. The torso belongs to another, older, perhaps late twenties, and there’s a childbirth scar on the abdomen that the legs’ owner, judging by pelvic structure, would not have had. The arms are mismatched from each other — the left is longer than the right by nearly two centimeters, which means they came from two different women entirely, not even a matched pair. And the head—” She stopped, her hand hovering just above the closed eyes.

“The head?”

“The head was attached last, and attached with the most care of anyone involved in this. Whoever did this was not rushing by the time they got to the face. If anything, the face is the one part of this body that looks almost peaceful, almost — and I hate that this is the word that keeps coming to me — almost loved.”

Naqvi looked down at the face for the first time since she’d stepped into the tent, having until then avoided it the way one avoids looking directly at the sun. It was, she thought, a strangely beautiful face — a woman perhaps twenty-five, eyes closed, lips slightly parted, as if she had simply fallen asleep in the rain and had not noticed that her body no longer matched itself, that some careful, patient hand had spent hours, perhaps days, ensuring that death would not look like violence when it was finally discovered, but like a kind of terrible, misguided tenderness.

“Whoever did this,” Dr. Osman went on, straightening slightly, one glove already beginning to peel away at the wrist, “has surgical training. Real surgical training — not the kind you get from watching videos or reading textbooks in a hurry, but the kind that comes from years in an operating theater, years of learning where the vessels sit beneath the skin, years of practicing the exact tension a suture needs to hold without scarring badly. The vascular work alone would take a trained hand and steady equipment. And the fact that they removed the fingerprints from every hand involved, not just one—”

“They didn’t want any of them identified,” Naqvi finished, feeling the shape of the horror settle fully into her chest for the first time. “Not the whole, and not the parts. Not even separately.”

“That’s the part that frightens me most,” Dr. Osman said, standing now, peeling off the second glove with a snap that seemed obscenely loud in the quiet tent. “Because that means this isn’t the end of something. It means, statistically, there are at least three other women somewhere in this city whose families don’t yet know to be afraid, who are perhaps this very morning calling a daughter’s phone and getting no answer and telling themselves she’s simply busy, simply forgot to charge it, simply running late.”

Naqvi stood in the mouth of the tent for a long while after Dr. Osman’s team began their careful, methodical work, watching the crowd beyond the tape thin and reform as new onlookers arrived to replace the ones who’d finally gone to work, the particular restless energy of a city that has just begun to sense, without yet knowing why, that it is not as safe as it believed itself to be that morning. Somewhere out there, she thought, four women had gone missing without anyone connecting their absences to each other, four separate small silences that had not yet become a single loud one. Four families were, at this exact moment, still hoping.

She took out her phone and made the call that, three days later, would put the strangest case of her career into the hands of two men she had never met, and that would, though she could not have known it standing there in the gray morning light, eventually cost the city five more women before it ended.

“I need to speak to someone about bringing in outside consultants,” she said, when the call connected. “This is beyond what my department can handle alone. I need people who’ve seen things like this before, or I need people smart enough to understand it even though nobody has.”
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​Chapter Two: Hold and Milo
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The office above the old print shop on Aibak Road had no sign on its door, which was precisely how its two occupants preferred it. Ibrahim Holt — everyone from his commanding officer to his ex-wife called him simply “Hold,” a nickname born of a typo on an early case file that had somehow outlived every attempt to correct it — was leaning back in a chair that had been repaired with duct tape so many times it had become, structurally speaking, more tape than chair, when the phone on the desk began to ring.

“If that’s Naqvi again,” said the man across the room without looking up from the corkboard he was studying, “tell her the answer’s still no.”

“You haven’t heard the question yet, Milo.”

“I don’t need to. It’s Tuesday. Nobody calls this office on a Tuesday with good news. Tuesdays are for jewelry store robberies and unpaid invoices.”

Milo Reyes was, in almost every visible way, Hold’s opposite — younger by a decade, precise where Hold was rumpled, a man who had spent six years as a criminal psychologist for the federal police before deciding, rather abruptly, that he preferred working cases where he could actually see the people involved rather than reading about them secondhand in files forwarded by exhausted detectives who had already made up their minds before asking his opinion. He stood in front of the corkboard now with his sleeves rolled to the elbow, pinning up crime scene photographs
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