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PROLOGUE

“The most terrifying thing is not violence without reason — it’s violence with it.”

The perfect crime begins with perfect patience. Control was his signature. Death was his art.

The sound of Elaine Greer’s heels tapped a steady rhythm against the pavement, echoing softly in the chill of the November night. It was just past nine, the last of the rush-hour stragglers long since dispersed from the train station behind her. The streets were nearly silent, save for the distant churn of a bus engine and the hum of overhead sodium lights flickering into life.

Elaine thirty-two, marketing executive, well-liked, meticulous walked the same route every evening. Past the shuttered florist, across the pedestrian crossing, then the shortcut through Park Vale Alley. She knew the statistics. Knew the warnings about quiet footpaths and shortcuts. But habit had a way of dressing itself in false confidence.

She pulled her scarf tighter, tucked her gloved hands into her coat pockets, and cast a quick glance behind her. Nothing. Just the amber glow of the footpath and the skeletal branches of the park trees swaying above. She wasn’t frightened. Just alert. She always walked fast, shoulders squared, bag clutched tight under her arm.

But someone was already there.

He had been watching her for weeks.

Tucked into the shadowed mouth of the alley just ahead, half-hidden behind the silhouette of a city-issued recycling bin, the man stood motionless. Not much older than Elaine. Nondescript clothing. Neutral posture. Workwear meant to blend in. His gloves were already on.

He’d arrived early fifteen minutes, as always. Just like last Tuesday. And the Tuesday before that.

Routine was his camouflage.

His breath was calm. He didn’t twitch. Every motion had been rehearsed. Not just once, but many times in his head, in simulations, in theory. There was no frenzy in him. No anger. Only precision.

He didn’t think of himself as cruel. He wasn’t driven by rage or madness or lust. Those were the trademarks of impulsive men. Weak men. He was something else.

He believed in structure. In choosing. In perfect executions.

The alley was quiet except for the distant drip of water leaking from a broken pipe nearby rhythmic, persistent, like a metronome counting down. This sound comforted him. It reminded him that even the smallest elements in life followed rules.

His fingers brushed the edges of a small notebook hidden inside his coat pocket. Tonight’s observations, notes from past attempts, a mental map of angles and timings. Details others might miss the height of streetlamps, the texture of surfaces, the scent carried on the night breeze. Every detail catalogued, analyzed, and filed.

And tonight, it was Elaine’s turn.

The moment arrived with the faint, familiar scent of her perfume YSL Black Opium, sweet and spiced, drifting toward him as her heels clicked past the bin.

She entered the narrow alley. A dim cone of light from a dying streetlamp stretched across the middle of the path. She was halfway through when he moved silent, efficient.

She heard the shift of weight behind her, just a fraction too late.

Her head turned surprise in her eyes, not fear. Not yet. Then the cord slipped around her throat.

Her gasp was instant. Reflex. No time for words. No time for screams. Her body arched in panic, boot scraping his shin as she kicked back hard. He didn’t flinch. He’d been kicked before.

The handbag fell first, then her glasses. Her phone clattered and skidded across the damp ground. She clawed at his arms, fingers slipping against the coarse fabric of his sleeve. One hand reached for his face connected with nothing.

He didn’t rush. Didn’t panic. He simply held. Calculated pressure.

Elaine’s movements grew less wild. Her hands slowed. The fight was leaving her body. A small, wet sound escaped her mouth  not a scream. Just air.

Then: stillness.

He held her upright a moment longer. Almost gently. Like a dance partner pausing at the end of a slow waltz.

Then he lowered her to the ground, easing her body into a resting position behind the bin, out of sight. Careful not to let her head strike the concrete.

He bent to collect her glasses one lens cracked. He wiped them clean with a folded white handkerchief and placed them beside her bag. Always beside the bag. A touch of order.

He looked at her face once. Not to gloat. Not even to feel.

Just to confirm the symmetry.

Then he turned, drew his coat tighter around him, and walked away into the darkness footsteps already swallowed by the night.

He had to get home. There were notes to review. Observations to cross-check.

The next one required a different layout.

He was planning something more refined.


CHAPTER 1

“The Quiet Man”

“The silence of the murdered cannot cry out. But the silence of the living... listens.”  Rainer Maria Rilk




Portsmouth — 2:17 a.m.


The yellow police tape shivered in the sea breeze, brittle as laundry on a line, its thin strip quaking between the lampposts that boxed in the alley. The sound was faint, almost domestic, yet here it carried the wrongness of laughter in a funeral hall.


The alley dead-ended between red-brick tenements, mortar seams glistening under sodium light. Shrubs pushed through fence gaps, clawing into the narrow passage, their wet leaves dripping steadily. The air hung damp and raw, tinged with soil, foliage, and the briny sting blown in from the Solent.

Detective Inspector Lara Haggerty stood just beyond the cordon, one boot balanced on the curb, the other sinking into wet grass. Hands buried in her navy wool coat, thumbs hooked against the lining, she looked still to anyone passing. But her gaze told otherwise sharp, methodical, never pausing as she mapped every detail: the sag of the tape, puddles gathering in the cracks, faint scuff marks whispering across the wall.

The constable at the cordon shifted his weight, boots squeaking on wet pavement. His unease was obvious eyes flicking toward the alley, then back to her, waiting for instruction. Lara didn’t acknowledge him, not yet. Better to let him stew; nerves revealed things steadier men missed.

The drizzle had thickened into that peculiar in-between, not quite rain, not quite fog. It blurred edges, softened outlines, and turned the lamps into hazy golden spheres. Moisture clung to her lashes, settled on her collar. The alley seemed to breathe with it, heavy and close.

Cold didn’t bother her. She had grown through harsher winters under skies so flat and gray they seemed intent on splitting a person open. Portsmouth’s damp sting was an irritation at most. What unsettled her tonight wasn’t the weather.

It was the scene. The same scene. Again.

She exhaled slowly, a ribbon of vapor unwinding into the mist, and felt the weight of the pattern pressing down relentless, tidal, untuning.

Again. Three.

Three women. Three cities. Three identical signatures.

Lara Haggerty was no stranger to crime scenes. Fourteen years on the force ten of them in Major Crimes had tempered her against shock. She had stood above countless bodies and learned how to compartmentalize, how to silence the reflex to flinch. Yet this one still worked beneath her skin.

Not because of the death.

Because of its precision.

The tarp had been peeled back just far enough for the lens. Rhian, the crime scene photographer, moved with unhurried efficiency compact, silver-haired, her posture carrying the muscle memory of decades on the job. Each click of her shutter punctuated the damp air like a metronome, steady and precise. She didn’t speak. She never did while working. Lara preferred it that way; words would only clutter what the camera saw clearly.

The victim lay on her right side, cheek almost brushing the moss-darkened brick. Early thirties, Lara estimated. Well-dressed but not dressed up slim jeans, a cashmere coat, a burgundy blouse still clinging softly despite the wet night. Not the aftermath of a party. Not office fatigue. Something in between. Heading home from a dinner. Leaving a second date unfinished. Ordinary. Entirely ordinary.

Except here.

Her glasses small, round, wire-framed had been folded with careful precision and set beside her handbag. The act was too exact to be natural, a gesture stripped of impulse. No blood. No defensive marks. No trace of struggle.

Just quiet arrangement.

Not the quiet of peace, but the absence that follows interruption. As if someone had pressed pause on a reel, stepped away, and left the scene hanging waiting for a cue that would never come.

It was too neat. Clinical, almost. Life extinguished, then boxed and squared for inspection.

Lara exhaled slowly through her nose. The damp air carried the mineral tang of wet stone, laced with the sour trace of city mildew. Her mind ticked forward, filing details like receipts: the curve of the elbow, the inward fold of the right foot beneath the left, the measured space between body and wall. Each element slotted into place like choreography deliberate, unbroken, intentional. Behind her, a young constable shifted his stance near the cordon, restless, the sound reminding Lara that witnesses were watching as closely as colleagues.

Around the station she was known as methodical, never cold. People mistook her quiet for distance, assuming detachment meant a lack of empathy. They didn’t understand. It wasn’t that she felt nothing she felt too much. She had simply learned where to put it.

A Yorkshire childhood, lived under the sharp scrutiny of a controlling mother, had taught her how to shrink into silence, how to survive without drawing notice. The hit-and-run that killed her brother at fifteen had taught her something crueller: justice didn’t reward the polite.

She hadn’t waited since.

She had trained herself to notice everything. To speak only when it mattered. To fold her grief away like a relic in a locked drawer untouched, but never absent.

Detective Chief Inspector Havelock, gruff and blunt, had once called her “a pain in the arse with a memory like a trap.” She’d taken it as praise. And tonight, staring at the symmetrical cruelty laid before her, she suspected that memory would be exactly what the case demanded. “Morning,” came a voice from behind her.

Peter Chilton. Forensics. A good head, competent in his work. Forty-something, still clinging to button-up shirts and clipped hair as if professionalism could ward off the daily horror they stepped into. His expression sat where it usually did somewhere between clinical focus and mild irritation.

“She was carrying pebble glasses,” he said, eyes skimming his tablet. “Old style. Textured lenses to cut glare. Not a common prescription anymore.”

“Pebble glasses,” Lara repeated, tasting the words. “Bit of an antique.”

Chilton gave a short nod. “Like the rest of the scene.”

Lara crouched beside the body. Damp seeped cold through the fabric of her trousers, but she ignored it. Her breath rose in a faint fog, dissolving quickly into the air, a soft cloud that vanished before it had formed.

The alley told her almost nothing and that was precisely the problem. No scuff marks. No displaced gravel. No defensive wounds she could see. No scattering of personal items. The absence itself felt intentional.

Then there. Ten feet away, half-hidden in the grass. A phone, facedown, its screen fractured like a spiderweb. Not dropped, she thought. Flung. Likely at the moment the cord went round her neck.

She knew what she’d find under the collar. Light bruising. A thin, unbroken ligature mark narrow, even. Cord or wire. Nothing improvised. The killer had brought exactly what he needed and had taken everything else with him.

“Who found her?” Lara asked, still kneeling, eyes tracing the line between body and phone as if the space might whisper an answer.

“Street sweeper,” Chilton replied. “Started at two. Turned at the alley’s end and saw her feet. Panicked. Didn’t touch anything.”

She nodded. Good. Panic was preferable to curiosity. Curious people moved things. Disrupted patterns.

DCI Havelock hadn’t wanted her here. Out of jurisdiction, he’d said. Let Hampshire handle it. She had ignored him. Some cases belonged to her, whether the paperwork agreed or not. This one did. She had a pattern to protect and she knew it better than anyone.

It had begun as instinct after the second body, no more than a faint itch at the back of her mind. Now it was fact.

And the pattern she guarded wasn’t only for the investigation it was for herself. Patterns proved that chaos followed rules. And if rules existed, then maybe her brother hadn’t died for nothing. Maybe silence had an author. One she could still confront.

Three women. Each alone, walking home from the train or after a late dinner. Each killed in an alley or side street never the same city, but always the same kind of place.

No forensic evidence left behind. No sexual assault. No robbery.

Just silence. And symmetry.

He was staging them.

Lara had known killers who relished disorder, leaving chaos like a calling card. This one preferred precision a meticulous control that stripped the scene bare, leaving only what he wanted her to see.

Lara straightened, her knees offering a quiet protest, and reached into the deep pocket of her coat. Her fingers closed around the familiar grain of leather smooth in places, worn soft at the edges. Not the standard-issue logbook tucked in her kit, but the personal one. The one that never left her side.

The black cover was scuffed, its corners blunted from years of use. Inside, the pages crowded with cramped handwriting and restless arrows looping into margins. Dates without times. Names without explanations. Words underlined twice, sometimes thrice thoughts that didn’t belong in official reports, but mattered to her all the same.

She flipped to the most recent entry, paper whispering beneath her gloves. A single line stared back, the ink slightly blurred from the drizzle earlier that morning.

Case #3: Portsmouth.

She wrote beneath it: Neat fold. Pebble glasses. Bag untouched. Shoes clean.

Then, after a beat:

Same as Leeds. Same as Croydon.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She let it buzz once more. Havelock. She could already hear the clipped rant about overstepping bounds and going rogue.

She answered anyway.

“Haggerty.”

“You’re still there,” Havelock said. No preamble just accusation. “Jesus, Lara, I told you to let it go. Portsmouth’s CID has it covered.”

She angled her body slightly away from the cordon, turning her back to the alley. “They’ll cover it just fine,” she said evenly. “And they’ll miss the pattern.”

Silence brief, but heavy.

“How certain are you?”

She closed her eyes for a moment, as if weighing her words. “Same coat. Same shoes. Same glasses. Same method. No fingerprints. No defensive wounds. No mess. It’s him.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do.”

Another pause. Longer this time, as if he were measuring how far to press her.

“You’re chasing ghosts again, Lara.”

A faint smile tugged at her mouth. “Maybe. But this one leaves footprints.”

She ended the call before he could respond. She didn’t need permission. She needed time.

Behind her, Chilton called from the cordon. “We’ve got CCTV from across the street. Doesn’t show the alley entrance, but it covers the pavement for about twenty meters. Might give you a tail.”

“Pull everything from midnight to three,” she said, already picturing the playback. “Any sightings of the victim alone. Anyone shadowing her no matter how far back.”

He nodded and disappeared into the van, the door clanging shut behind him.

Lara turned back to the alley not just a crime scene now, but an altar. The air was still except for the fine patter of rain. Every brick glistened as if polished for display. Every shadow seemed placed with intent, as though the darkness itself had been invited. She crouched again, the posture closer to kneeling before a riddle than processing evidence.

This time, she pulled the tarp back just enough.

The woman’s face seemed caught between moments, her expression suspended mid-breath. There was no horror in it, no agony only a subtle, startled confusion, as though she’d been interrupted mid-thought. That was what always struck Lara hardest: these deaths came so swiftly, the brain barely had time to register it was dying.

Behind the victim’s ear, something. The slightest mark bruise or pressure point, she couldn’t yet tell. She would let the coroner confirm it, but her pen was already moving.

Behind right ear delicate pressure mark. Check previous two victims.

She lingered a moment longer, eyes narrowing as the drizzle clung stubbornly to her lashes.

“I know what you are,” she murmured not to the corpse, but to the killer. “You’re not just hunting.” Her voice dropped lower, almost drowned beneath the rain. “You’re curating. Arranging. As if grief were a gallery and these ” she glanced at the still form “were your installations.”

The rain gave no answer. Yet in the muffled hush, something about the silence felt… permissive.

The drizzle had deepened into steady rainfall. Heavy drops slid from her collar, carving a cold line down her neck before vanishing beneath her coat. She rose, boots sinking slightly into the softened ground, and fixed her gaze once more on the glasses folded with surgical precision on the damp pavement.

Almost without thinking, she bent over her notebook and wrote three words beneath her last entry: 


The Quiet Man.  She didn’t know why the phrase fit only that it had arrived uninvited, like a whisper she hadn’t meant to hear, and lodged in her chest with the weight of a stone sinking into deep water. The ripples would come later. A new chapter was opening. And in her mind, she was already ten pages ahead.



CHAPTER 2

“Blueprints”

“The murderer is not he who kills, but he who chooses the moment.”— Elie Wiesel




Portsmouth — 3:33 a.m.


The fridge hummed steadily, filling the kitchen with the drone of a hospital ward soothing in its constancy, sterile in its detachment, mechanical in its promise of order.


He sat at the table, posture unnervingly straight, hands resting in deliberate stillness on either side of a steaming mug. A faint citrus sting rose from the water, sharp and clean, cutting through the metallic tang of the air. No caffeine. No indulgence. Only heat and citrus.

Stimulants interfered with discipline. Noise was weakness. Weakness blurred the line between intention and execution.

The black leather-bound notebook on the table seemed to drink in the dim light. No logo. No scratches. No hint of history. Just a quiet, expectant surface like a stage before the first actor appeared.

Emotion had no place here. Emotion blurred patterns. Only structure mattered. Sequence. Refinement.

He opened to the next pristine page. The spine released a reluctant sigh, as if it too understood the weight of what would soon be written.

Entry: 3:33 a.m.

Scene 3: Glasses — clean.

Placement — consistent.

Drag marks — absent.

Angle of collapse — engineered.

Across the room, the blinds were drawn tight, the slats pressed together like lips guarding a secret. Always closed. He didn’t like the city peering in. Cities wanted to know you forcing their light through windows, prying with restless noise.

Cities were ravenous things, all teeth and appetite, devouring identity until you dissolved into just another shadow in the swarm.

He preferred containment. Interiors. Spaces that obeyed. The quiet dominion of control, where nothing shifted without permission.

He paused. The pen hovered midair, its nib casting a thin shadow over the page. For a moment, the fridge’s hum swelled, louder, insistent. Then, with the same precision as before, the nib touched paper, and the motion resumed.

Variable: Haggerty.

He underlined it twice.

She required monitoring. Not too close never close enough to disturb the natural rhythm of her movements. Observation altered behaviour and altered behaviour corrupted data. But near enough to track.

She moved differently than the others. She didn’t simply walk a scene; she inhabited it. Her gaze swept corners and edges as if decoding hidden clauses. She read spaces the way others read scripture layer by layer, searching for truths buried between the lines.

That made her dangerous.

He flipped back to the previous page. The layout was immaculate: precise lines, each entry dated, cross-referenced. Glasses. Bag. Cord length. Pressure points. Angles of entry. The soundscape of each site footsteps on wet pavement, the hum of traffic, intervals between engines. Frequencies. CCTV proximity. Camera angles, catalogued like chess positions.

There was no thrill in the kill that was the illusion of amateurs. A cheap fantasy for lesser minds. This wasn’t violence. It was design. A composition. Each element arranged for harmony for inevitability.

But once years ago deviation had crept in. Not error. Never error. Just… variance.

A car easing from an alley thirty seconds early, headlights flooding the scene like an uninvited witness.

A construction crew leaving a scaffold jutting too far into the sidewalk, bending the geometry of the route.

Minor things. Inconvenient. Yet unacceptable.

The disruption had lasted under ninety seconds, but enough to lace his throat with tightness. Not panic never panic. A ripple. A sudden spike in breath.

That night, he wrote for hours. Not to reflect. To correct. Every deviation logged, every variable pinned down until the page itself seemed sealed, airless, incapable of surprise.

He redrew the entire route, each line precise, each corner sharpened. Pedestrian variables timed to the second joggers, night-shift workers, the woman in the green scarf who always paused beneath the flickering lamp to check her phone.

He memorized the rhythm of that intersection until it ceased to be a place and became a pulse, its sequence of lights and footsteps beating in time with his own heart.

He had never permitted such looseness again. Sloppiness was the dialect of chaos, and chaos despite its name had laws of its own. Laws he understood. Laws he could bend. But never speak.

At the bottom of the page, the ink sank deep enough to dent the paper:

CONTROL THE VARIABLES. NEVER THE OUTCOME.

He closed the notebook.

Stood.

The chair slid back without a whisper across the laminate, as if even the furniture understood the necessity of silence.

Across the room, above a locked cabinet, hung a framed photograph of London from Primrose Hill late-afternoon light spilling gold across the skyline. People assumed it meant he loved cities. They were wrong. He didn’t love cities. He read them.

From here, their chaos compressed into near-harmony traffic aligning in neat lines, crowds flowing as one organism. From a distance, the noise became rhythm, disorder resolving into logic.

From far enough away, everything made sense.

And sense was the most dangerous illusion of all.




Portsmouth CID — Same Time

Lara Haggerty lay stretched along the sofa in her office, her coat pulled over her like a soldier’s blanket protective, impersonal, necessary. She wasn’t asleep. Not really. Sleep, in its truest sense, had been drilled out of her years ago. Her mind no longer knew how to surrender; it ran endlessly in the dark, a motor that refused to idle, humming with unfinished thoughts that demanded reckoning.

Rain tapped against the window in deliberate beats, a steady metronome she might have timed her breathing to, had she wanted calm. Outside, the city shifted beneath a shroud of cloud cover and sodium-orange streetlights. Its movements were muted but never stilled; unseen lives intersected, mistakes unfolded, and choices hardened into consequences just beyond her glass.

Inside, the quiet felt almost peaceful. Almost. It was the sharpened silence of waiting, the kind that made every sound suspect, as though the world were holding its breath for the inevitable break.

She hadn’t meant to stay the night. Coffee at one, notes at three by then her body had surrendered to gravity and the couch. It wasn’t rest, not truly. Just a pause. A brittle truce between willpower and exhaustion.

With a slow push, she forced herself upright, her spine protesting the awkward angle. The desk lamp glowed in a cone of amber, soft light warming the scuffed leather blotter. She slid open the bottom drawer, fingers brushing pens, loose paperclips, a ring of keys until they landed on what she sought.

The green journal waited there. Its leather was cracked and softened by years of handling, the spine weakening at the middle. Her brother James had pressed it into her hands when they were seventeen before absence carved itself into her life, before his voice became memory instead of presence.

“The mind lies,” he had told her once, gravity in his tone rare for a boy that age. “Paper doesn’t.”

Her palm lingered on the cover, tracing the familiar indentations in the leather like Braille she had long since committed to touch. Then, with the slow inevitability of ritual, she opened to the page she knew by heart.

Case: James Haggerty. Fatal incident. Hit-and-run, 2001.

Unresolved. No suspects. No closure.

The words stared up at her from the page ink without blood, and yet a wound that would not close. The kind you didn’t wrap because it lived somewhere deeper than skin.

She remembered the last time she’d seen James. Not the crash, not the hospital’s sterile brightness only that final ordinary moment before the world redrew itself.

It had been a Tuesday in late October, the air brittle with wind. He’d borrowed her jacket without asking something he always did and returned it that evening, folded neat, sleeves tucked, carrying the faint trace of his cologne: somehow cleaner than when it left her hands.

That same night he pressed the green journal into her palm.

“The mind lies,” he’d said, that lopsided grin softening the words. “Paper doesn’t.”

After he was gone she found a page tucked at the back of his journal, handwriting jagged, the pen driven hard enough to almost tear the sheet. It held a single, brutal question:

What’s worse never knowing why, or knowing and not being able to prove it?

It wasn’t a thought experiment. It was raw, urgent the sort of question you ask when the truth is lodged in your throat and the world refuses to listen.

Years on, she still didn’t have an answer. Perhaps she never wanted one.

At the time she had not recognised how that single line would shape her. It trained her, honed her like a blade made her watchful, made her remember. Not merely as a detective, but as someone who refused easy conclusions.

It taught her not to be soothed by coincidence. Not to mistake surface for substance. Facts were snapshots, not absolutes; they shifted when viewed from new angles. So she filed away what others overlooked not out of some gift, but because she had learned to hear the pattern beneath the noise.

And now… now someone else was listening too.

Whoever they were, they moved with the same discipline and the same restraint. Their scenes were not merely brutal they were deliberate: too clean, too curated to be written off as instinct.

Someone else who studied angles. Someone who placed bodies like punctuation.

It was not merely clever.

It was familiar.

Familiarity lodged in her chest like a stone. This was not only about cleverness or daring it was about recognition. The unsettling variety, the whisper at the back of her mind: He thinks like you.

And that meant he already knew the moves she would make in return




Portsmouth CID — 6:02 a.m.

Lara was always in early though tonight she had never left. She liked the hours before the building stirred: before the fluorescent hum came alive, before the coffee machines began their groan, before voices and the tap-tap-tapping of keyboards fractured the stillness.
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