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The woman had been nailed beneath Gunmakers’ Lane Bridge, and George Reynolds smelled her before he saw her. Blood first. Not the thin, dry trace left on carpets or shirt cuffs. This was fresh enough to cut through rain, diesel and canal rot. It reached him halfway down the towpath and slid beneath his skin like an invitation.

George stopped. His breath left him in a white plume. The East London canal lay to his left, black and slow, carrying broken moonlight between floating bottles and scummed weed. On the opposite bank, warehouses crouched behind fencing, their upper windows dark except where the city reflected weakly in cracked glass.

The smell came again. Blood. Wet rope. Cold iron. Something else beneath it. Something old enough to make the roots of his teeth ache. “Wonderful,” George muttered. “Exactly what the evening needed.” His voice sounded wrong in the open air. Too loud. Too human. He kept walking.

The call had come sixteen minutes ago. Female victim. Suspended beneath bridge. Possible ritual element. Murder Task Force requested. DI Thompson had sounded as though he’d bitten through three cigarettes and a superior officer before lifting the phone. George had been awake anyway. Sleep had become a disagreement he kept losing.

Three weeks had passed since Canton House burned for the second time. Three weeks since black water had swallowed the lower chamber, Simon Vale and the woman George still couldn’t name without his chest tightening. Three weeks since he had learned his life had not begun beneath a cellar chain.

The body remembered more than the mind. That was the problem. His right hand throbbed inside his glove. George flexed his fingers once. Five. Still five. The reassurance came easier now, which worried him more than the fear had. He’d taken the longer route to the bridge without deciding to. The official cordon sat on the road above. Any sensible detective would’ve gone straight there, shown his warrant card, accepted a cup of terrible tea and waited for the forensic circus to arrange itself.

George had followed the water instead. Instinct, if he wanted the polite word. Paranoia, if honesty was required. The killer might have left by the towpath. Or by boat. Or by the low service gate half-hidden behind nettles twenty yards ahead. George had no evidence for any of that, only the unpleasant certainty that the canal was not finished with tonight’s business.

The rain came sideways, needling his face and collar. His new coat was already soaked through at the shoulders. Dalton had told him not to wear the good one to a waterway death scene.

George had worn it anyway. Contrariness remained the one condition Vale had failed to cure. The path narrowed beside skeletal railings flaking old black paint. Beyond them, the water moved with sluggish patience. A canal always looked as though it had time. It had carried rubbish, bodies, secrets, beer cans, wedding rings and the sort of evidence men threw away because they believed depth was the same as disappearance.

George knew better now. Nothing stayed buried. Not blood. Not memory. Not children taken from blue doors. A fox appeared beneath a warehouse arch on the opposite bank. Its eyes shone yellow in George’s torch beam. He stopped. The fox held his stare for one silent second, then slipped back into the dark.

“Show-off.”

Something moved under the bridge. Water lapped against stone. George turned his torch towards the sound. The beam skimmed rain, railings and a thick brown rope coiled around a moss-blackened mooring post. One frayed end trailed into the water. Something dark marked the fibres. George crouched. He didn’t touch it.

Fresh blood sat beneath the grime, half-washed by rain but still bright where the rope had split skin. Not much. Enough to matter. The rope itself had been pulled hard recently. Strands had snapped along one side. The knot was wrong for casual use and too clean to belong to the mooring.

He stood and scanned the towpath. No obvious drag marks. No discarded tool. No second rope. A person could’ve controlled the body from here. Or lowered something. Or someone. George looked towards the bridge. The smell strengthened. His stomach tightened, but not from nausea. That was new too.

Before Canton House, blood had made him alert. After Canton House, it made him hungry. George closed his eyes for one second. Helen asleep beneath half the blanket. Chris laughing with his mouth full. Hannah telling him he looked thin even when he didn’t. Skip saying his name like an order.

Charlie pushing tea across a table as if tea could patch anything God had missed. The hunger retreated. Not gone. Never gone. But leashed. George opened his eyes and continued towards the cordon. Voices reached him before the blue lights did.

“Can see her insides from here.”

“Shut up, mate.”

“She’s nailed like Christ. Look at the hands.”

“Oi. Less of that.”

The small crowd had gathered where the towpath widened beneath the road. Always the same. People who would insist later they wished they hadn’t looked while leaning for a better view. A uniformed constable stood before the tape in a high-vis coat too large for him. Rain shone across his cheeks. He looked relieved to have something official to do when George arrived.

“Sir?”

George showed his warrant card. “DC Reynolds. Murder Task Force.”

The constable lifted the tape. “DI Thompson’s up top. DS Dalton’s below the bridge.”

“Dalton’s supposed to be on medical leave.”

The constable wisely said nothing. George ducked under the tape. The scene opened around him in layers. Blue lights washed across wet stone. Fire crews worked near the bridge wall, their ropes running down into the dark below. A police photographer waited under a canopy; camera bag pressed to his chest like a shield. Two forensic officers stood beside a folding table, both trying and failing not to look towards the underside of the bridge.

The body hung ten feet above the water. For a moment, even George stopped. The woman had been fixed to the timber and metalwork beneath the bridge. Arms spread. Wrists pinned. Feet crossed and nailed together against an old support beam. Rainwater ran along her bare legs and dropped from her toes into the canal below.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Blood followed the water in darker threads. The killer had positioned her with care. Not haste. Not panic. Care was worse. Care meant time, and time meant confidence. A black plastic sheet had been rigged beneath her by the LFB water-rescue team, stretched from their inflatable boat to catch anything dislodged during recovery. Helmet lights moved below, turning rain into silver needles.

George looked at the body again. Female. Late twenties, perhaps early thirties. Bare feet. Dark hair plastered to her face. Dress torn at one shoulder. Bruising visible even from here along the ribs and upper arms. Head tipped forwards. Mouth open. Something pale showed inside it. Not teeth. Paper. George descended the short steps to the lower path.

Dalton stood beneath the bridge, hunched against the rain with a cigarette unlit between his fingers. He looked awful. Which, for Dalton, represented only a modest change. His face remained yellow around one eye from healing bruises. His coat hung badly over the bandage George knew still wrapped his side. The doctors had ordered rest, reduced hours and avoidance of stress.

Dalton had apparently interpreted that as “attend a crucifixion beneath a bridge before midnight.”

George stopped beside him. “You know medical leave traditionally involves leaving medicine to work.”

Dalton turned. “Evening to you too.”

“You look like death.”

“Professional courtesy. Didn’t want her feeling self-conscious.”

George glanced up at the victim. “Not funny.”

“No. But I’ve got very little else.” Dalton tried to tuck the cigarette behind his ear. Rain had already ruined it.

George nodded towards his side. “You bleeding?”

“Not currently.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the best you’re getting.” The old rhythm between them should’ve helped. It did, in a way. It also reminded George of the factory, the guillotine, Dalton pale beneath falling phosphorus light, all of them measuring survival in seconds.

Dalton followed his gaze to the body. “First one back,” he said.

“Don’t sound so delighted.”

“I’d planned a burglary. Maybe a domestic gone wrong. Something with carpets and witnesses who lie badly. Then this.”

George looked at the woman’s hands. The nails had been driven through the palms, not wrists. The feet had been fixed through bone. The killer had not been concerned with anatomical efficiency. The display mattered more than suspension.

“Who found her?”

“Cyclist. Six twenty-two. Thought it was a coat caught under the bridge until she got closer.”

“Touched anything?”

“Vomited on her own shoes and ran screaming to the main road. So, emotionally yes. Forensically no.”

“Time of death?”

“Pathologist says don’t rush him, which means he doesn’t know yet. Body temperature suggests three to five hours. Rain’s made everything irritating.”

“Rain does have a gift.”

Dalton looked at George properly then. “What do you smell?”

George kept his eyes on the body. “Blood. Rope. Canal. Something chemical.”

“Chemical?”

“Sweet. Medicinal.”

“Drugs?”

“Maybe.”

“Or your kind of strange?” George didn’t answer immediately. Since Canton House, Dalton had become careful with words. Not frightened of George. That would’ve been easier. Instead, he behaved as if language might accidentally wound a thing both of them were still learning how to live beside.

George looked towards the woman’s mouth. “There’s a note.”

Dalton sighed. “Course there is.”

“Tongue’s gone too.” 

The older detective followed the line of George’s torch. “Lovely.”

“It wasn’t removed here.”

“How do you know?”

“Not enough blood beneath her.”

Dalton gave him a look. “You can see that from down here?”

“I can smell it.”

“Right. Forgot we were doing that now.”

“You asked.”

“Did I? Foolish of me.”

George moved closer to the edge of the lower path. The canal slapped softly beneath the bridge. Above, one of the LFB crew called down instructions. Rope creaked. The suspended body swayed half an inch.

George’s hand tightened. The woman’s eyes were open. Clouded. Rain-bright. Looking past him at nothing. No ghost stood near her. That didn’t comfort him. Some dead waited. Some were taken. Some, George had learned, had never been allowed the dignity of choosing.

“Victim ID?”

“Nothing confirmed. No bag. No phone. No shoes. No jewellery except one ring.”

“Wedding?”

“Thumb.”

Dalton gestured towards the left hand. George raised the torch. A narrow silver band sat on the woman’s thumb, pressed tight above swollen skin. Something had been etched into it, but rain and distance blurred the mark.

“Can we photograph that before they move her?”

“Already shouted at someone about it.”

“Good.”

“I do provide occasional value.” A shout came from the recovery team. One of the nails had shifted. The woman’s right hand dropped an inch, tearing through softened flesh before the rope took the weight. A wet sound echoed beneath the bridge. Several officers looked away. George didn’t. The hunger stirred. Not at the gore itself. At the helplessness. The scent of exposed meat. The idea of a body opened and offered.

He dug his thumbnail into the side of his forefinger until pain cut through it. Five fingers. Still five. Dalton noticed. “You all right?”

“Never liked bridges.”

“Since when?”

“Since now.”

“Fair.”

The LFB crew began cutting around the remaining fastenings rather than pulling the nails free. Smarter. Slower. The body lowered in stages towards the black sheet stretched across the water.

George watched the rope lines. The killer had known the bridge’s underside. Known where to fix the weight. Known how long the display would last before discovery. Probably knew emergency services would need water access to retrieve her cleanly. Someone local. Or someone who had studied the canal.

The note in the mouth bothered him most. Bodies could be staged for the public. Notes were for selected readers. “Has Thompson seen the mouth?” George asked.

“He saw enough to threaten retirement.”

“Again?”

“Monthly tradition.” George looked up towards the road. DI Thompson stood near a police van, one hand pressed to his phone, head lowered against rain and bureaucracy. Even from here, George could read the mood. Furious. Afraid. Trying not to show either. Good. Fear made some detectives stupid. Thompson’s made him thorough. The body reached the rubber sheet.

The crew guided it carefully aboard the rescue boat. For a few seconds, the woman lay above the water, arms still spread, mouth still open, rain striking her face as if trying to wake her. George thought of Helen’s transfer form. Mother deceased. Live infant transferred. He pushed the memory away before it took him. Not here. Not now.

The boat moved towards the temporary landing beneath the bridge. Two forensic officers stepped forwards with clean gloves and evidence bags. George and Dalton followed. The woman’s body was placed onto a low stretcher beneath the canopy. The photographer began working in silence. Flash. Pause. Flash. Details recorded before anyone dared alter them.

George leaned over the mouth. The tongue had been cut out close to the root. Clean blade. More precision than rage. A folded square of paper had been tucked into the cavity. Rainwater had soaked the visible edge but not enough to destroy the writing inside. The pathologist, a narrow man named Mehta with permanently disappointed eyebrows, looked at George over his glasses.

“No touching.”

“I wasn’t planning to lick it.”

“Good. Personal growth.” Dalton snorted. Mehta used forceps to remove the folded paper.

The sound it made leaving the mouth was soft and obscene. He placed it into a clear evidence tray. Everyone waited while he unfolded it with two instruments. The first line had been written in black ink. No. Not ink. George smelled iron before the paper lay flat. Blood. The message was short.

SHE SPOKE FOR THE WATER.

Below it, a symbol had been drawn. A circle broken by three vertical lines. George had seen thousands of symbols since Canton House. Some carved into stone. Some hidden inside files. Some drawn by dead men who had not known why their hands moved. This one was different. It didn’t pull at his memory. It pulled at the canal. Behind him, the water slapped once against the landing. Hard. Everyone looked round. A ripple moved outward from beneath the bridge though nothing had fallen.

George stared at the black surface. For one second, something pale opened below the water. A hand. Small. Child-sized. Then it was gone.

“George?” Dalton said. He’d heard the change in George’s breathing. George kept looking at the canal.

“Did missing persons flag anyone recently?”

Dalton’s expression hardened. “Bow has enough missing people to need its own filing cabinet.”

“Women?”

“Several.”

“Children?”

Dalton didn’t answer quickly enough. George turned. “How many?”

“Three in six weeks.”

“Why wasn’t that in the briefing?”

“Because one came home after two days, one is with a non-custodial father according to the mother, and one is officially a runaway.”

“Officially.”

Dalton looked towards the note. “She spoke for the water.”

George’s skin tightened. From somewhere beneath the bridge came a sound. Low. Almost swallowed by rain. Not a voice. Not yet. A hum. Three notes. George went still.

Dalton saw it. “What?”

George listened. The sound came again, threaded through the canal, through the bridge supports, through the black water moving under London as if it had been carrying the tune for years. Three notes. Not the same as Canton House. Close enough to remember. His right hand twitched. Five fingers. For now.

“Reynolds!” Thompson’s voice cracked from above.

George looked up. The DI leaned over the bridge rail, rain dripping from his chin. “Tell me someone has something I can use before this becomes tomorrow’s headline.”

Dalton lifted the evidence tray slightly. “We’ve got a note.”

Thompson swore. “Of course we’ve got a note.”

George looked back at the body. A faint line marked the victim’s throat above the collarbone. Not a cut. More like pressure. A cord had been tightened there earlier and removed before she was nailed beneath the bridge.

The rope on the mooring post. The blood in its fibres. He stepped away from the canopy and returned to the towpath edge. “George?” Dalton followed, slower than he pretended.

“Her throat was bound first.”

“Strangled?”

“Controlled.”

He crouched beside the rope. Rain had thinned the blood further, but in the torchlight, he saw something caught inside the frayed end. A strand of hair. Long. Dark. Wrapped around a sliver of pale material. George used tweezers from his pocket kit and lifted both free. The material wasn’t cloth. Not paper. Skin. Thin and translucent from water.

Dalton leaned closer. “That from the victim?”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe not?”

George held it in the torch beam. The skin bore part of a mark. Black ink beneath the surface. A tattoo. Or a brand. Only three lines visible. Vertical. Matching the symbol on the note. The canal slapped again. This time, the water beneath the bridge bubbled. Not from air. From below.

George heard a whisper. No one else reacted. It came from the water and from nowhere. A woman’s voice. Tongueless. Don’t let him open it. George stood too fast.

Dalton caught his arm. “Careful.”

George shook him off more sharply than intended. Dalton’s face changed. George noticed. Regretted it. “Sorry.”

Dalton studied him. “Are we back in that world?”

George looked at the body under the canopy. The note. The symbol. The water breathing beneath the bridge. Then he looked at the crowd beyond the cordon, phones raised despite the constable trying to stop them. Ordinary London curiosity. Human cruelty. People wanting horror safely contained behind tape.

The hidden world never stayed hidden for long. “It might be trying to come through.”

Dalton rubbed both hands over his face. “Brilliant.”

“You can still request desk duty.”

“And miss all this glamour?”

A shape moved beneath the bridge. Not in the water. On the underside of the stone arch. George raised his torch. For one moment, a wet handprint darkened the brick above the place where the woman had hung. Then another appeared beside it. Then a third. Small. Too small.

Child-sized prints crawling upwards against gravity. Dalton stared. This time, he saw them. “Oh, I hate that.”

The prints stopped halfway along the arch. Between them, letters began to form as water seeped from the stone. Not blood. Canal water. Dark and glistening. SHE WAS THE FIRST TO ANSWER.

Dalton whispered a curse. George’s phone vibrated. He didn’t recognise the number. For a moment, nobody moved. Even the rain seemed to hold itself back. George answered No voice came at first. Only water. Lapping. Dragging against wood.

Then a child spoke very softly. “Detective Reynolds?”

George closed his eyes. Not again. “Yes.”

“They know what you are.” The call ended.

Across the canal, beneath the warehouse arch, the fox watched him with yellow eyes. Then the lights on Gunmakers’ Lane Bridge went out.

✦ ✦ ✦

By the time the emergency lamps came on, the handprints had vanished. Not faded. Vanished. Only wet brick remained beneath the bridge, darkened by rain and old soot. Dalton stood staring up at it as if persistence alone might shame the evidence into returning.

“That was there,” he said.

“Yes.”

“You saw it.”

“Yes.”

“Good. Terrible, but good.”

Thompson arrived beneath the bridge with two uniformed officers behind him and the expression of a man who had just discovered paperwork could breed. “What happened to the lights?”

“Power cut,” Dalton said.

Thompson looked at him. “In one bridge?”

“Selective power cut.”

“Try again.”

George slipped his phone into his pocket. “Someone’s watching the scene.”

Thompson turned to him. “Someone?”

“Likely the suspect. Or someone connected.”

“You have a reason for that beyond atmosphere?”

George looked up at the blank underside of the arch. “Yes.”

Dalton coughed. Thompson narrowed his eyes. “Is this going to be another one of those conversations where everyone knows things I’ll regret hearing?”

“Probably,” Dalton said.

Thompson closed his eyes briefly. “I hate this team.”

“No, you don’t,” George said.

“I hate this team with administrative complexity.” The attempt at normality lasted less than three seconds. One of the forensic officers called from the canopy. “Sir? You need to see this.”

George reached the body first. Mehta had lifted the victim’s left hand. The silver thumb ring had been removed and placed into a tray. Without it, a narrow groove remained in the swollen skin. Something had been hidden beneath the band. Not a tattoo. A word cut into the flesh. Small, precise letters. MARA

Dalton leaned in. “Name?”

“Could be,” Mehta said.

“Victim’s?”

“Or killer’s.” George looked at the paper note again. SHE SPOKE FOR THE WATER. Mara. A woman speaking for water. A body nailed above the canal. Three missing children in Bow.

“Get Missing Persons to search Mara,” George said. “First name, surname, alias, anything tied to the canal, waterways, houseboats, churches, occult groups, environmental campaigns, whatever comes up.”

Thompson’s eyes sharpened. “Occult groups?”

George didn’t look away. “The staging’s religious. The symbol isn’t.”

“And you know that because?”

“Because I don’t like it.”

Dalton smiled faintly. “Strong evidential standard.”

George looked at him.

“It’s worked before.”

“It very nearly killed us before.”

“But it worked.”

The forensic officer handed Mehta a second evidence tray. Something else had been found in the victim’s mouth after the note. A small object lodged deep against the cut root of the tongue. Mehta lifted it with forceps. A child’s milk tooth. The whole bridge seemed to draw colder around them. Dalton stopped smiling. George stared at the tiny white tooth.

One side had been marked with black ink. Three vertical lines. The symbol again. Thompson spoke quietly. “Reynolds.”

George heard the water answer beneath them. Not words this time. Laughter. Small. Wet. Far away. He looked towards the canal. Whatever this case was, it had already found children. And whatever had called him by name knew exactly which part of him would answer.

✦ ✦ ✦

Across the canal, behind the broken upper window of an abandoned warehouse, a figure lowered the binoculars. The police moved beneath Gunmakers’ Lane Bridge like insects around an opened fruit. Blue lights struck the water. Officers argued. Fire crews packed equipment. The body lay beneath white plastic now, already losing the shape that had made it beautiful.

Shame. She had looked almost holy in the dark. The figure touched two fingers to the glass. On the bridge below, George Reynolds turned suddenly and looked up. Too far away to see. Too dark. Still, he looked directly at the window. The figure smiled.

“So, you do hear it.”

A second person stood deeper in the room, hidden where moonlight did not reach. “You were told not to test him.”

“I didn’t.”

“You rang him.”

“That was the child.”

“You let the child ring him.” A pause. The figure at the window lowered the hand. “He came back from Canton House different.”

“They all do.”

“No,” the figure said. “He came back remembering.”

Below, George remained by the canal. The old detective beside him said something, and George turned away. The hidden figure watched the water beneath the bridge. Ripples moved against the current. One circle. Then three lines.

“The first tongue has been paid,” the figure said.

The person in the dark shifted. “And the door?”

The smile returned. “The door listens.”

Far beneath the bridge, below weed, silt, shopping trolleys and bones no one had thought to count, something knocked softly against the canal bed. Once. Twice. Three times. Waiting to be opened.
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The first photograph caught the woman as the killer had wanted her seen. Arms spread. Head fallen forwards. Mouth open. Rain on her face. Blood running down the bridge supports in thin, dark threads. The next photograph made her human again. Not completely. Nothing could do that here. But enough.

A bruise beneath the left eye. A shallow cut across one cheek. A strand of wet hair caught against her lower lip. Mud on the soles of her bare feet. One thumbnail broken close to the quick. George stood beneath the canopy while the photographer worked, watching Rachel Darnley become evidence one flash at a time.

The name had been sitting in her handbag. Driving licence. Keys. A half-used lipstick. Receipts. A school lanyard folded around a plastic ID card. RACHEL DARNLEY YEAR FOUR TEACHER ROMAN PRIMARY SCHOOL Thirty-one years old. Almost thirty-two. A woman who had probably marked spelling tests, confiscated crisps, told children to stop swinging on chairs, reminded them to use indoor voices and died with a child’s milk tooth lodged where her tongue should’ve been.

George looked away. That was the trouble with names. They ruined the useful distance. Dalton stood beside him with both hands in his pockets and his shoulders hunched against the rain.

“You thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Depends whether you’re thinking something useful.”

“I was thinking I hate schools.”

“Then no.”

“Children are terrifying.”

“Still no.”

Dalton watched the forensic officer place Rachel’s thumb ring into an evidence tray. “Mara,” he said.

George glanced at him. “The word under the ring. You reckon it’s a name?”

“Could be.”

“Victim’s?”

“Doesn’t match the ID.”

“Middle name?”

“Maybe.”

“Secret girlfriend?”

“Maybe.”

“Cult nonsense?”

George looked back at the body. “That’s where everyone will want to go first.”

“And you don’t?”

“I don’t like being led.”

“Funny. You usually enjoy making everyone else feel dragged.”

The ring had left a narrow groove in Rachel’s swollen thumb. Beneath it, the cut letters remained clear enough to make the skin around George’s own hands tighten. MARA Not written. Carved. Small and careful, as if the killer had wanted the word hidden until the right person removed the ring. Or as if Rachel had hidden it herself.

“Could be warning,” George said.

Dalton’s eyes shifted to him. “From her?”

“Or to her.”

The canal slapped once against the landing. Both men looked towards it. Nothing moved except rain. Dalton cleared his throat. “Still hearing it?”

“No.”

“Liar.”

George said nothing. The whisper had gone quiet since the lights returned. That did not mean it had left. The water beneath Gunmakers’ Lane Bridge carried sound differently now. It held itself still between movements, waiting for attention.

Behind them, Mehta placed the milk tooth into a separate tray. The pathologist had an impressive gift for looking unimpressed by horror. George suspected it came from staring too long at the dead and not long enough at the living.

“Adult victim,” Mehta said, “child’s tooth.”

“Definitely human?” Dalton asked.

Mehta looked over his glasses. “No, Detective Sergeant. I frequently mistake decorative beads for human dentition in murder victims’ mouths.”

Dalton nodded. “Fair. Deserved that.”

“Upper right central incisor,” Mehta said. “Likely from a child between six and eight, depending on development. The root has resorbed naturally.”

George stepped closer. “So, it fell out.”

“Or was removed after it became loose. No fresh root trauma visible.”

“Marked after removal?”

“The ink sits on the enamel. I’ll confirm under magnification.” The three vertical lines on the tooth were crude compared with the symbol on the note. Whoever had marked it had used a finer tool, perhaps a pin or small brush. A child’s tooth marked with the same symbol as a dead woman’s message. SHE SPOKE FOR THE WATER. George felt again the phantom pressure of the phone against his ear.

They know what you are. He flexed his gloved hand. Five fingers. For now. A woman’s voice cut through the canopy from behind him.

“Please tell me nobody has been improvising.”

Dalton turned. “Ah. The cavalry, wearing sensible shoes.”

Two women ducked beneath the edge of the canopy. The first was small, blonde and pale enough that the blue police lights made her look briefly carved from ice. Thin-framed glasses sat neatly on her nose. Her coat was expensive, practical and buttoned with military precision.

The second carried a camera case in one hand and a field kit in the other. Dark hair in a tight bun. Brown eyes sharp. No wasted movement. She took in the body, the trays, the water, George’s gloves and Dalton’s cigarette-free fingers in roughly two seconds.

Dalton gestured between them. “George Reynolds, meet Dr Evelyn Walker, forensic pathologist attached to our delightful little experiment. And Anna Wainright, scene examiner, photographer, evidence tyrant and general enemy of sloppy bastards everywhere.”

Wainright smiled politely. “I prefer ‘uncompromising.’”

“Same thing, fewer syllables.”

Walker looked at Dalton. “You were advised to rest.”

“I am standing still.”

“Beside a corpse, in the rain, after being shot three weeks ago.”

“It’s more restful than paperwork.”

Walker’s gaze moved to George. “You must be Reynolds.”

“That sounds like a diagnosis.”

“Not yet.”

Dalton grinned. “He grows on you. Like damp.”

George nodded towards the body. “She was lowered ten minutes ago. Mehta removed the note and tooth. Ring came off after photography. Word under the ring. Mara.”

Walker put on gloves. “Cause of death?”

Mehta’s eyebrows lowered. “I enjoy being asked that before I’ve examined the body properly.”

“Best guess.” “Strangulation contributed. Tongue removal occurred either peri-mortem or immediately post-mortem. Nail wounds show vital reaction, so she was alive when fixed to the bridge.”

Wainright’s face tightened very slightly. Then it cleared. Professional. George respected that. Walker leaned over Rachel’s throat. “Cord or rope mark?”

“Rope fibres in the abrasion,” Mehta said. “Different from the hanging supports, I suspect.”

George looked towards the towpath. “There’s a bloodied mooring rope twenty yards east. Frayed end. Possible skin and hair caught in it.”

Wainright immediately turned. “Has it been secured?”

“Pointed out, not touched.”

“Lovely. Someone here does believe in procedure.”

Dalton placed a hand over his heart. “I’ve never been so moved by exclusion.”

Wainright handed her camera to a uniformed officer and removed a compact alternate-light source from her kit. “Before we move her, I want a pass over exposed skin.”

Walker glanced at her. “UV?”

“Near-UV first. Then blue light. Something about this feels dressed.”

“Everything about this feels dressed,” Dalton said.

Wainright ignored him and began with Rachel’s hands.

The beam travelled across cold skin, bruising, rainwater and blood. Nothing jumped out at first. Then, as it passed over the upper ridge of Rachel’s right forearm, a faint mark answered the light. George leaned in. At first, it looked like dirt. Then the shape sharpened. A cross. Upside down. Stamped rather than tattooed. Faint violet at the edges. More visible under the lamp than to the naked eye.

Dalton made a small noise. “Devil-worship?”

“Don’t sound so hopeful,” George said.

“I’m not. It’s just nice when killers label themselves for easy filing.”

Wainright adjusted the beam. “It’s fluorescent. Entrance stamp, possibly. Club, private event, bar, party venue. Ink transferred under UV.”

Walker examined the edges. “Recent?”

“Likely within twenty-four hours. It’s not degraded much, but rain complicates that.”

George studied the mark. Upside-down cross. Too obvious. Too conveniently evil. “Check venues along the canal,” he said. “Nightclubs, illegal parties, after-hours bars, private warehouse events. Anywhere using hand stamps.”

Dalton took out his pocketbook. “East London. Friday night. That narrows it down to several hundred morally doomed locations.”

“It’s Tuesday.”

“Morally doomed people don’t follow weekends.”

George glanced towards Rachel’s school lanyard. “She was a teacher. We need to know why she’d have that stamp.”

Walker straightened. “Teachers do leave the house occasionally.”

“Yes.”

“You sounded unconvinced.”

“I’m unconvinced by everything.”

“Healthy.”

“Not according to most people.” Wainright photographed the mark from three angles, then swabbed around it. George watched her carefully bag the sample. No shortcuts. Good. They would need people who respected evidence if this case continued behaving like a nightmare. Especially because George no longer trusted every kind of evidence.

✦ ✦ ✦

Thompson arrived beneath the bridge with a face built entirely from irritation. Rain had flattened his thinning hair to his skull. His coat collar sat turned up around his jaw. A paper cup of coffee steamed in one hand, which explained why he had not yet thrown anything. “Please,” he said, “someone tell me the upside-down cross is unrelated.”

“No,” George said.

“Excellent. I enjoy when hope dies quickly.”

Dalton lifted his notebook. “Victim identified as Rachel Darnley, thirty-one, teacher at Roman Primary School. Tongue removed. Note in mouth. Child’s tooth hidden behind it. Word Mara carved beneath thumb ring. Fluorescent inverted-cross stamp on forearm. Likely body moved here from another location.”

Thompson stared at him. “I asked for one thing.”

“You asked in a murder scene. Optimism was your mistake.”

Thompson looked towards Walker. “You’re the new pathologist?”

“Dr Evelyn Walker.”

“Tell me something less awful.” Rachel’s body lay beneath the canopy, pale under the lights. Walker did not soften her voice, but she did keep it low enough that the constables beyond the tape couldn’t hear.

“Preliminary only. She appears to have been restrained before suspension. Ligature pressure at the throat suggests she was controlled, possibly rendered unconscious, before being positioned beneath the bridge. The nail wounds show bleeding consistent with circulation at the time of injury.”

“She was alive.”

“Yes.”

Thompson shut his eyes for a second. Walker continued. “There are blunt-force injuries along the ribs and abdomen. No conclusion on sexual assault until post-mortem. Her trousers and underwear were repositioned before discovery.”

Dalton’s jaw tightened. “Decency after torture.”

“Or staging,” George said.

Walker gave him a brief look. “Quite.”

Thompson turned towards the canal. “Primary scene?”

“Not here,” George said.

“Reason?”

“Not enough blood. No drag marks from the upper road. Mud on feet and clothing doesn’t match the immediate ground. Rope at eastern mooring suggests she was handled closer to the water before the bridge.”

Wainright rejoined them, sealing a small evidence bag. “The mooring rope has transferred biological material and a long dark hair. I’ll process it. There are also partial impressions in the mud near the service gate. One set of boots. Possibly two. Rain has damaged most of it.”

“CCTV?” Thompson asked.

“Uniforms are canvassing,” Dalton said. “Road cameras, warehouses, towpath entrance, flats, bus routes. If it records badly and points in the wrong direction, we’re collecting it.”

“Witnesses?”

“Cyclist who found her. Too shaken for anything beyond screaming and shoes. A man in a narrowboat claims he heard singing around half five but also claims the canal steals his socks, so we’re grading that carefully.”

George looked at him. “What kind of singing?”

Dalton’s expression shifted. “I was getting to that.”

Thompson saw the look between them. “What?”

Dalton checked his notes. “Three notes. Repeated. He said it sounded like a child trying to remember a nursery rhyme.”

The water beneath the bridge gave a soft knock against stone. George heard it too clearly. One. Two. Three. Thompson looked from Dalton to George.

“This is going to be another one, isn’t it?” George did not ask what he meant. Canton House had changed the department in awkward, unofficial ways. People who had seen too much either left, drank, joked, or developed a sudden respect for not asking George why he was looking at walls.

“Maybe,” George said.

Thompson swore into his coffee. From the road above, a uniformed constable called down. “Sir? We’ve got something from the service gate.”

Everyone turned. Two officers approached beneath the tape carrying a black handbag in a clear evidence sleeve. Its gold clasp shone under the canopy lights. Rainwater beaded across the leather.

“Found behind the bins near the gate,” one said. “Looks dumped.”

Wainright took immediate custody. “Gloves?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Where exactly?”

“Two metres inside the gate, left side, behind the commercial waste bin. It was dry under the lid.”

“Bag it, photograph the location, then nobody else goes near those bins.”

The constable nodded and hurried away. Dalton peered at the handbag. “That’s our ID source?”

“Driving licence and school badge,” Wainright said. “Already photographed before I touched anything.”

George watched her open the bag under the canopy. Keys. Lipstick. Purse. Crumpled receipt from a coffee shop near Mile End. A folded scarf. A blister pack of antihistamines. Two pens. A broken green crayon.

Wainright paused at the crayon. George noticed. “Children’s teacher,” Dalton said.

“Maybe.”

The final item was a small envelope. Plain white. No stamp. No address. Rachel’s name had been written across the front in blue ink.

Walker’s mouth tightened. “That looks placed.”

Wainright opened it carefully. Inside was a photograph. A classroom. Children sitting cross-legged on a carpet. Rachel Darnley stood at the front beside a whiteboard, smiling with that bright professional patience adults used when surrounded by small chaos. Three faces had been circled. Black ink. Three children. George felt the cold reach his back before the rain did.

Dalton leaned closer. “Missing?”

“We don’t know,” Thompson said immediately.

George looked at him. The DI hated that he had to amend it. “We don’t know yet.”

Wainright turned the photograph over. One line had been written there. THEY HEARD HER FIRST. Nobody spoke. The canal moved beneath the bridge. George thought of the phone call. They know what you are. He looked at Rachel’s body. She had spoken for the water. The children had heard her first.

“What class?” he asked.

Wainright checked the school badge again. “Roman Primary. Year Four.”

“Get the headteacher awake,” George said.

Thompson nodded to one of the uniforms. “Now.”

The constable went. Dalton looked at the photograph again. “Three missing kids in six weeks.”

George said nothing. “You think they’re hers?”

“I think we find out before someone else does.”

“Someone else?”

George looked across the canal. The broken warehouse window reflected blue light. For a moment, he felt watched from above. “Whoever left that photograph wanted us at the school.”

“Trap?”

“Probably.”

“And we’re going?”

George gave him a look. Dalton sighed. “Course we are.”

✦ ✦ ✦

Acting DI Locke arrived smelling of expensive aftershave and cold confidence. George smelled him before he saw him. Sharp citrus. Cedar. Leather gloves. Rain on wool. Beneath it all, the faint medicinal sweetness that had clung to the note from Rachel’s mouth. George turned. Locke descended the steps from the road with his hands in the pockets of a dark overcoat, collar raised against the weather. His hair was cut too neatly for this hour. His shoes were wrong for a canal-side murder scene and spotless enough to feel insulting.

Thompson saw him and looked older by several years. “Locke.”

“DI Thompson.”

“Still DI until Friday.”

“Of course.”

The pause after that did more damage than the words. Locke’s gaze moved to the body, the evidence trays, Walker, Wainright, Dalton and finally George. “DC Reynolds.”

“Acting DI Locke.”

“Back on duty already.”

“Apparently.”

“I heard you had a difficult few weeks.”

George held his stare. “People keep saying that.”

“With reason.”

Dalton shifted beside him. Locke noticed, and smiled as though the movement had been logged for later. “What’s the story?”

Thompson gestured towards Walker. “Dr Walker has preliminary findings.”

Walker did not appear impressed by Locke’s coat, face or timing. “Rachel Darnley. Thirty-one. Teacher. She was likely restrained and strangled before being fixed beneath the bridge while still alive. Tongue removed, note inserted into the mouth, child’s tooth concealed behind it. Thumb ring hid the carved word, Mara. Fluorescent inverted-cross stamp on forearm. Handbag recovered near service gate containing a photograph of her class with three children circled.”

Locke listened without interruption. Unlike many men in authority, he knew how to stand still.

That made George trust him less. “Sexual assault?” Locke asked.

“Unknown.”

“Robbery?”

“No.”

“Personal?”

“Everything is personal to someone.” Locke looked at her. Walker smiled very slightly. George liked her more.

Locke turned towards Wainright. “Chain of evidence secure?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

His gaze drifted to George again. “And you, Reynolds? Any impressions?”

Dalton muttered, “Careful what you ask for.”

George ignored him. “The scene is staged to look ritualistic, possibly satanic, but the details don’t line up. Upside-down cross is likely an entrance stamp. Note refers to water, not religion. The symbol repeats on the tooth and skin fragment from the rope. Body placement suggests the killer knew recovery would require water access. Whoever did this wanted the canal involved.”

Locke’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Wanted the canal involved?”

“Yes.”

“That’s poetic.”

“It’s practical.”

“How?”

“The bridge display creates attention. The mouth creates message. The tooth creates urgency. The class photograph creates direction.”

“To the school.”

“Yes.”

“And the water?”

George looked towards the canal. “It’s either part of the method, part of the belief system, or part of the audience.”

Locke studied him for a beat too long. “The audience?”

George gave him nothing. Thompson spoke before Locke could press. “We prioritise the school, Rachel’s address, recent events near the canal and any club or venue using that stamp. Missing Persons cross-checks every child in Rachel’s class and every child linked to the three circled faces. I want names before sunrise.”

Locke nodded. “Reasonable.”

Thompson’s jaw tightened at the courtesy. “Glad you approve.”

“I’ll observe for now.”

“Generous.”

“Transition is smoother when people feel heard.”

Dalton coughed. George thought it sounded very much like “wanker.”

Locke either missed it or chose not to. His gaze returned to Rachel. “Who removed the note?”

“Mehta,” George said.

“The body was photographed first?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

The question seemed ordinary. The smell beneath Locke’s aftershave did not. Medicinal sweetness. Faint. Almost gone. George stepped closer. Locke didn’t move. “You’ve been near the body?”

“Only since arriving.”

“Near the canal?”

“I came over the bridge.”

George inhaled once. Locke’s eyes changed. Not fear. Awareness. A man recognising another man using an unexpected sense. Dalton saw it. So did Thompson.

George smiled without warmth. “New cologne?”

Locke smiled back. “New detective?”

The air tightened. Wainright saved everyone by sealing the classroom photograph. “I’ll get this scanned and circulated.”

Thompson nodded. “Do it.”

Locke stepped aside. George watched him avoid a patch of muddy water by the canopy leg. His spotless shoe remained spotless. Careful man. Careful men were usually hiding either competence or rot. Sometimes both.

A uniformed officer hurried down from the road. “Sir? Roman Primary has confirmed Rachel Darnley didn’t show for after-school club yesterday. Headteacher says three children in her class were absent today, but marked authorised by email.”

George turned fully. “Names.”

The officer read from his notebook. “Olivia Marsh, age eight. Arun Patel, age nine. Tyler Green, age eight.”

Dalton’s face drained. “Same three?”

The officer looked towards the photograph in Wainright’s evidence sleeve. “Yes, sir.”

George heard water move. This time, the whisper came from the note in the evidence tray. Not loud. Not for everyone. For him. They heard me. George looked at Rachel Darnley’s ruined mouth. Then towards the black canal beneath the bridge. The case had already stopped being about one body.

Locke spoke quietly behind him. “DC Reynolds?”

George turned. The acting DI’s expression remained almost polite. “If this becomes another private crusade, I expect to be informed before the bodies start multiplying.”

Dalton looked ready to say something. George beat him to it. “If bodies start multiplying, I’ll send a memo.”

Thompson pinched the bridge of his nose. “I am retiring at exactly the right time.”

The canal knocked once beneath them. One. Two. Three. A child’s rhythm. George looked at the classroom photograph. Three circled faces. Three missing children. One murdered teacher. Somewhere in London, a door was listening. And something on the other side had begun to answer.
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George saw the man because he wasn’t looking at the body. Everyone else was. That was the rule at murder scenes. Put enough horror in one place and people gathered around it like heat. Uniforms, photographers, pathologists, neighbours with phones, men pretending not to stare and women pretending they were only there because the tape blocked their usual route home.

Rachel Darnley lay beneath the canopy while rain hammered against plastic and bounced from the evidence trays. Dead teacher. Missing tongue. Child’s tooth. Three pupils circled in a classroom photograph. The scene had more than enough to hold attention.

Which was why the man in the crowd stood out. Second row back, beyond the tape. Tall. Six foot two, perhaps more. Broad shoulders beneath a dark hooded coat. Everyone around him shifted, leaned, whispered, craned for a better angle. He didn’t. His hood stayed low. Rain shone along its edge. His hands were hidden in his pockets. He stood as if waiting for George to notice him.

George’s skin tightened. “Locke.”

The acting DI was speaking quietly to Thompson near the evidence table. He did not turn immediately.

George kept his eyes on the crowd. “Locke.”

This time, Locke looked round. “What?”

“The man.”

Dalton followed George’s gaze. “What man?”

“Second row. Dark hood. Tall. Still.”

Dalton’s expression altered. The teasing dropped away so quickly George almost missed it. He knew by now that when George noticed something wrong, it rarely remained ordinary for long.

Locke stepped closer without making the movement obvious. “Description.”

“Male, likely. Six-two or six-three. Wide build. Black or navy hooded coat. Face mostly covered. Not filming. Not talking. Watching us.”

“Us or the body?”

“Me.”

Locke’s gaze sharpened. “Of course.”

George glanced at him. “That a problem?”

“It’s becoming a theme.”

A sharp pop cracked through the road above. Everyone ducked. One of the younger constables dropped his torch. Dalton’s hand went to his coat before he remembered where he was and who was watching. Thompson swore loudly enough to make the crowd recoil. Another pop followed. Then the cough and sputter of an old car engine. Backfire. The crowd stirred, embarrassment spreading through them in murmurs and nervous laughter.

George looked back to the second row. The hooded man was gone. “Damn it.”

Locke already had his radio up. “All units, suspect sighting from the scene. Tall male, dark hooded coat, six-two or above, broad build. Last seen among the public cordon, likely moving towards Old Ford Road or the eastern towpath access. Do not approach alone. I want names from anyone leaving the crowd quickly.”

The radio answered with static and voices. George kept watching the place where the man had stood. Not enough disturbance around him. No one turning to complain about being shoved aside. No startled movement as he pushed through. He’d simply stopped being there.

Dalton moved beside George. “Please tell me he didn’t vanish in a puff of canal mist.”

“No.”

“Good.”

“He just wasn’t where he should’ve been.”

“Less good.”

Dr Walker’s voice cut through the rain. “Reynolds.”

George turned. The pathologist stood beside Rachel’s covered body. Her gloved hands were held away from her coat. The expression behind her glasses had changed from professional dislike of mess to something more personal.

Unease. “What?”

“You need to see this.” George and Dalton joined her beneath the canopy. Wainright had repositioned one of the lamps near Rachel’s head. Mehta stood on the far side, silent now, his disappointed eyebrows drawn together.

That worried George more than any dramatic announcement would’ve. Walker gently tilted Rachel’s head. At the back of the skull, just beneath the occipital ridge, the wet hair had been parted around a dark puncture wound. Not large. Not enough to explain itself. The skin around it was bruised and stretched. The wound track seemed to disappear forward, beneath the skull base.

George stared. “Tell me that’s from the bridge.”

“It isn’t.”

“Tool?”

“Possibly.”

Mehta leaned in, voice low. “There is a channel. I cannot confirm until post-mortem, but the direction suggests someone worked from behind the head or upper neck.”

Dalton went very still. “For the tongue?”

Walker looked towards Rachel’s open mouth. “That may be how it was extracted.”

Silence settled beneath the canopy. Rain ticked against the plastic roof. The canal slapped softly beneath the bridge. Somewhere beyond the tape, a woman complained about being moved on by police.

George looked at Rachel’s mouth. At the hollow where her tongue had been. “You’re saying someone took it out backwards.”

“I’m saying the anatomy has been interfered with in a way I’ve never seen,” Walker said. “I am not saying anything more poetic until I’ve opened her properly.”

“Good rule,” Dalton muttered.

Wainright photographed the wound with grim precision. Locke had joined them. He looked at the injury without flinching. George watched him watching. Most people reacted first to gore. Locke reacted to meaning. His eyes moved from the wound to the note, then to the canal.

“This detail stays out of the press,” Locke said.

Thompson gave him a flat look. “Thank you, Acting DI. I had planned to include ‘tongue removed through skull’ in the morning briefing for morale.”

Locke ignored the jab. “If the man in the crowd was watching Reynolds, he may have been waiting to see whether we found this.”

George looked back towards the empty space beyond the tape. “Or making sure I saw him.”

“Why?”

“Because it worked.”

Dalton gave a low sigh. “I miss burglary.”

George moved closer to Rachel’s body. The fluorescent inverted cross on her forearm had faded under the harsher light, but he still knew exactly where it sat. Upside down. Too obvious. Too theatrical. It pulled one part of the scene towards devil worship while the note pulled another towards water, vows and judgement.

Too many signs. A killer who left too many signs either wanted to be understood or misunderstood. George suspected both.

✦ ✦ ✦

The rope was gone. George knew before he reached the mooring post. Rain had washed the towpath into streaks of mud and black water. The post stood at the edge of the canal, slick with moss, its old metal ring shining dully beneath George’s torch.

Earlier, a thick brown rope had been looped around it. Blood in the frayed end. Hair. A piece of translucent skin bearing part of the same three-line symbol. Wainright had sampled the transfer and bagged the loose material, but the rope itself had remained secured for full collection.

Now only two severed fibres clung to the ring. Someone had cut the rest away. Dalton stopped beside him. “You’re joking.”

“I save jokes for funerals.”

“Since when?”

“Since they became less frequent than murder scenes.”

Dalton crouched with effort, one hand unconsciously protecting his healing side. His torch moved across the post, mud, ring and edge of the water. “Could Wainright have taken it?”

“No.”

“You sure?”

“She would’ve left a marker. Photograph log. Evidence tag. And she’d have told us because she’s alarmingly competent.”

“Agreed.”

George studied the cut fibres. Clean blade. Sharp. Fast. Whoever had done this had removed the rope while the bridge was crowded with police, fire crew, forensics and spectators. That required either remarkable nerve or permission.

Dalton looked back towards the cordon. “You thinking one of ours?”

“I’m trying not to.”

“Generous.”

“It won’t last.”

George stepped closer to the water. The canal surface moved around the base of the post in small, dark folds. Rain made rings. Beneath those rings, something else disturbed the surface from below. He listened. No hum now. No whisper. Only water pretending to be water.

His phone remained in his pocket like a threat. Detective Reynolds? They know what you are. He’d checked the call log. Unknown number. No traceable return. Of course.

Dalton stood. “So, someone watches from the crowd. Someone removes the rope. Someone phones you from a number that doesn’t exist. Meanwhile three children connected to our victim are missing.”

George looked at him. “You make it sound bad.”

“I’m known for flair.”

“We need to get the second message looked at.”

Dalton’s expression shifted. “The one tucked behind the class photo?”

“Yes.”

“Wainright’s still processing it.”

“She sent the image.”

“Did she?”

“She sent it to Thompson. Thompson sent it to me by accident.”

“Did he?”

“No.”

“Ah. So, we’re back to theft.”

“Digital borrowing.”

Dalton rubbed his face. “You’re a nightmare in a decent coat.”

“Thank you.”

“I didn’t mean that as encouragement.”

George looked once more at the severed rope fibres. “What are you having?”

Dalton blinked. “What?”

“Indian. You’ve mentioned it sixteen times.” The older detective’s face brightened despite the rain, the corpse, the missing rope and the likely corruption of their scene.

“Rogan josh.”

“Obviously.”

“And onion bhajis.”

“Ambitious.”

“And a pint.”

“You’re on painkillers.”

“Then half a pint. Medicinal.”

George started back towards the road. Dalton followed, slower than before. “You’re buying.”

“Why?”

“Because if I bleed internally, you’ll feel terrible.”

“I’ll feel inconvenienced.”

“There he is.” George glanced once more at the canal. A faint ripple moved against the current. Then it vanished.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bhouraj Palace occupied the ground floor of a narrow building squeezed between a closed betting shop and a newsagent with metal shutters. The name promised more than the carpet delivered. Inside, heat fogged the windows. Heavy red curtains hung beside framed photographs of dishes George suspected had never resembled anything served in the restaurant. The air smelled of cumin, fried onions, old beer and disinfectant.

It was wonderful. After rain, blood and canal water, George would’ve accepted almost anywhere with chairs and no visible corpse. The host greeted them with heroic cheerfulness for half past ten on a Tuesday night.

“Table for two, gentlemen?”

“Corner,” George said.

Dalton added, “And menus large enough to hide police work behind.” The host’s smile faltered for only a second.

“This way.” His name badge read IRFAN. He led them to a table near the back, beneath a framed print of the Taj Mahal that had faded almost blue. George sat with his back to the wall and a view of the entrance. Dalton noticed.

“You ever going to sit like a normal person?”

“Unlikely.”

“Thought so.”

Irfan handed over menus. “Drinks?”

“Two shandies,” Dalton said before George could object. “Poppadum’s. Onion bhajis. Rogan josh. Chicken madras. Pilau rice. Naan. And whatever keeps him from looking at the door like it owes him money.”

Irfan wrote rapidly. “Very good, sir.”

George waited until he left. “You ordered for me.”

“You were busy brooding.”

“I might have wanted vindaloo.”

“You’re not that brave.”

George removed his gloves and laid them beside the menu. His right hand looked ordinary under the table light. Knuckles bruised. Nails clean. Five fingers. Still, the moon pressed against him from outside the window. Not full yet. Close enough. Since Canton House, the moon had not caused the change. Vale had been right about that much. George’s body did not need lunar permission to become dangerous.

But the moon made everything louder. The hunger. The hearing. The sense of another shape waiting beneath his skin.

Dalton watched him with irritating care. “Saturday?”

George looked up. “What?”

“The moon.”

“I know when Saturday is.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“What are we doing?”

George opened the menu without reading it. “Same plan.”

“That is not a plan. That is a location with optimism.”

“Hackney Wick warehouse. Boiler room. Reinforced chains. Charlie outside the door with the tranquiliser gun he pretends not to enjoy holding. You at a sensible distance.”

“Skip?”

George’s fingers tightened on the menu. “Still not answering.”

Dalton sat back. “He will.”

“You know that?”

“No. But I’m pretending confidence suits me.” George almost smiled. Skip had vanished two weeks after the fire at Canton House. Not entirely. He answered one message in four. Left no return address. Sent money for equipment George had not asked for. Then silence.

Andrew Morris had spent sixty years carrying memories that were not only his. George had no right to resent the old man for needing distance. He resented him anyway.

Dalton leaned forwards. “Your eyes.”

George closed them. Heat gathered behind the lids. Not pain exactly. Pressure. When he opened them again, the restaurant looked too sharp. Colours bruised at the edges. Dalton’s pulse beat visibly beneath the skin of his throat.

George looked at the table instead. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologise. Just don’t bite anyone before the starters.”

“I’ll try to preserve the evening.”

“That’s all friendship is.” Irfan arrived with drinks and poppadom’s. He glanced from George to Dalton, then to the menus propped between them like barricades.

“Everything all right?”

“Romantic evening,” Dalton said.

Irfan decided not to pursue that. When he left, George took out his phone. The image Wainright had sent was crisp enough despite the poor light. The second folded slip had been hidden behind the classroom photograph inside Rachel’s envelope. Not in the mouth. Not with the tooth.

This message had been meant to survive handling. George turned the phone so Dalton could see. The paper looked older than it was. Yellowed edges. Artificially aged, perhaps. Or stored somewhere damp. The writing had been done in black ink with a nibbed pen. Neat. Patient. Almost ceremonial.

Dalton read aloud under his breath. “She made the vow to forsake all others, and till death we part. Now the world may forsake her, as those who seek new pastures forsake the old water. My judgement will be true.”

He stopped. “Cheery.”

George zoomed in on the bottom edge. A second line sat there, so faint it had nearly vanished into the fibre of the paper. Not English. One word. KANAIMA

Dalton looked at it. “What’s that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Surname?”

“Maybe.”

“Place?”

“Maybe.”

“Demon?”

George looked at him. “Why would you jump to demon?”

“Because I’ve worked with you for three weeks.”

“Fair.”

Dalton took a drink. “Could be a club name. Kanaima. Sounds like the kind of place that charges twelve quid for a warm beer and has toilets full of despair.”

George stared at the word. It didn’t pull at him the way ANUBIS symbols had. No hidden memory opened. No blood answered. But something about it felt old in a different direction. Not English occult nonsense. Not Victorian theatre. Not Vale’s pseudo-scientific cruelty wearing mythology as a coat.

This word had teeth. “What vow?” Dalton asked.

“Marriage, at first glance.”

“She wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.”

“Thumb ring.”

“With Mara underneath.”

“Mara could be wife. Lover. Witness. Group name. Something else entirely.”

“Helpful range.”

“Thank you.”

Dalton broke a poppadom and ate half of it. George watched him. “How can you eat?”

“I was shot, nearly decapitated, almost burned by phosphorus and then dragged into another ritual murder case. My body has decided food is the only reasonable protest left.”

George looked again at the message. She made the vow to forsake all others. Rachel Darnley had worked with children. Three of those children were missing. She spoke for the water. They heard her first. A vow. A judgement.

A strange word at the bottom of the page. “We need Rachel’s personal life,” George said. “Partners. Exes. Religious groups. Parent complaints. School disputes. Any connection to waterways or boats.”

“And clubs with upside-down cross stamps.”

“Yes.”

“And Kanaima.”

“Yes.”

“And Mara.”

“Yes.”

Dalton sighed. “We’re going to need a bigger incident board.”

George’s phone buzzed. For a moment, his whole body tightened. Not a call.

A message from Wainright. The stamp doesn’t match any obvious club in our local list. Checking wider. Also: residue from Rachel’s fingers is brown clay mixed with plant matter. Not towpath mud. Possibly riverbank or marsh origin. Will update.

George showed Dalton. “Marsh,” Dalton said.

“Or planted.”

“Everything’s planted until proven otherwise with you.”

“Evidence keeps misbehaving.”

Their food arrived. For twelve minutes, they pretended to eat like men not sitting inside the edge of a nightmare. Dalton managed better than George. He always did. Halfway through the madras, George caught his own reflection in the dark window beside their table.

For one second, his eyes looked red. Not glowing. Not yet. Just too deep with colour, as if blood had gathered behind the iris and waited for instruction. Behind his reflection, another figure stood at the restaurant entrance. Tall. Dark hood. George turned. The door was empty. Irfan polished glasses behind the counter.

A couple sat near the front sharing rice and not speaking. No hooded man. No wet footprints. No sign anyone had entered.

Dalton saw George’s expression and set down his fork. “Outside?”

George looked through the window. A car passed, tyres hissing through rain. Beyond it, the street held only orange light and moving shadows. “I don’t know.”

“That’s becoming our team motto.”

George’s phone buzzed again. This time, the screen lit with an unknown number. He didn’t answer.

Dalton’s face hardened. “Same one?”

“Probably.”

The phone continued vibrating across the table. The couple near the front glanced over. George let it ring. At last, it stopped. A voicemail notification appeared.

Dalton looked at him. “You going to play it?”

“Not here.”

“Good. For one terrifying second, I thought you’d become sensible.”

George put the phone face down. Outside, rain travelled down the window in thin vertical lines. Three of them, side by side.

✦ ✦ ✦

George got home after one. He didn’t sleep until after three. The flat felt smaller since Canton House. Every room contained objects that had been touched by too many versions of him. Whisky glass. Old recorder. File boxes. A mirror he had covered with a towel for two days after seeing Chris smile behind him. He uncovered it on the third day because shame became irritating.

Tonight, he left the bathroom light on. He listened to the voicemail once. Only once. Water. A child breathing. Then a voice too faint to hold a gender, age or distance.

“They hear through her now.” A pause. “Don’t let the door learn your name.”

Then three knocks. The message ended. George sat on the edge of his bed for a long time afterwards, phone in one hand, the other pressed flat against his right thigh until the claws stopped threatening. At seven exactly, the landline rang.

George opened his eyes. He was already sitting upright. “Of course.”

The phone rang again. He reached across the bedside table and lifted the receiver. “Reynolds.”

“George?” Frank Locke. Not Thompson. Not Dalton.

George looked at the clock. 07:00. “Do you know what time it is?”

“Yes.”

“That was rhetorical.”

“There’s been another.”

The room changed. Not visibly. The air simply lost whatever small mercy morning had offered. George stood. “Where?”

“Victoria Park.”

“What part?”

“The lake.”

George closed his eyes. Water again. “Victim?”

“Male. Early thirties. We think.”

“You think?”

“There are complications.”

“Meaning?”

Locke breathed once through his nose. Controlled. Too controlled. “His tongue is missing.”

George gripped the receiver harder. “Same staging?”

“No.”

“Then why are you calling me before Thompson?” A pause. Tiny. Enough. George listened to it. “What aren’t you saying?”

Locke’s voice lowered. “The body was found sitting on a bench facing the water. Hands folded in his lap. No shoes. No eyes.”

George waited. “There was a message carved into the bench.”

“For us?”

“No.”

“Locke.”

“For you.”

George looked towards the covered bathroom mirror. “What does it say?” Another pause. Then Locke said, “It says: THE ONE WHO REMEMBERS MUST LISTEN.”

George’s skin went cold. “What about the children?”

“We still don’t have them.”

“Dalton?”

“I’ve tried him. No answer.”

George was already pulling clothes from the chair beside the bed. “He’s probably asleep.”

“I sent a car.”

That stopped him. “Why?”

Locke’s voice became flatter. “Because there was blood on the voicemail you forwarded.”

“You tested an audio file for blood?”

“Not the audio. The phone it came from.”

George stilled. “What phone?”

“The unknown caller dumped it outside the station at six. In an evidence bag. Addressed to you.”

The room narrowed. Locke continued. “There’s one more thing.”

“There always is.”

“The phone had a photograph on it. Taken outside Bhouraj Palace last night.”

George looked towards his dark bedroom window. “Of me?”

“You and Dalton.”

“From the street?”

“No.”

Locke’s answer came quietly. “From inside the restaurant.”

George turned towards the hallway. The flat remained still. Somewhere in the pipes, water knocked once. Then twice. Then three times. “George?”

“I’m here.”

“I think the killer wants an audience.”
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