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The Third Incident

––––––––
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THE TAXI DRIVER DIDN'T ask where she'd come from.

Margot appreciated that. She'd been in three cities in eight years and the ones who asked wanted an answer she'd never learned to give in a way that satisfied anyone — not because the answer was complicated, but because it wasn't, and people found that harder to receive than complexity.

Outside the window, the city arranged itself in the dark. Rain. The particular kind that wasn't quite heavy enough to name but had been falling long enough to mean something — the pavements held a shine that suggested they had forgotten what dry felt like. Buildings slid past: Victorian brick shouldering a glass-fronted office block that had no business being there, an old church with scaffolding up one side she suspected had been there long enough the scaffolding had become structural. The city had the look of a place that had survived several contradictory centuries and not bothered to reconcile them.

She counted the traffic lights. Not deliberately. Just: there were four between the station and the first roundabout, two of which were malfunctioning in different ways. She noted this without meaning to and filed it without knowing why she might need it.

The case file was in her bag. She would not open it in the taxi. She had made this rule for herself in Brussels — something to do with not letting work contaminate transit, keeping the two things cleanly separate so that neither one could infect the other entirely — and she'd kept it since, across three countries and two reassignments and a secondment that had
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technically not been a reassignment but had functioned as one in every meaningful sense. The case file would wait.


She looked at the window instead. The city didn't look back.



She had been told the flat was on the fourth floor of a building near the canal, which was accurate in the way that technically accurate descriptions often weren't. It was on the fourth floor. There was a canal. What the briefing had failed to mention was that the building occupied a particular position relative to both — elevated enough to see the waterway from the window but close enough to smell it, which in early October meant something cold and mineral and faintly organic, like coins in a drawer someone had forgotten about.


She didn't mind it. She'd lived next to worse things.



The driver pulled up and named a figure. She paid it and did not think about whether it was correct because she would never use this taxi firm again.


The rain came down steadily as she carried her bags inside.



*
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THE FLAT WAS EMPTY in the way that short-term furnished lets were always empty — someone had thought about what the space required and procured those things and nothing more. A sofa. A bed. A table with two chairs because tables came with chairs. The kitchen had two of everything: two plates, two mugs, two sets of cutlery, as if whatever arrangement had produced the flat had defaulted to the assumption of partnership.


Margot set her bags by the door and did not unpack them.



She had a system. It wasn't a system she'd designed deliberately; it had accreted over years and postings the way systems did, becoming gradually more sophisticated without anyone authorising the upgrades. The bags stayed packed for the first two weeks. It wasn't superstition. It was — she would have said, if pressed, which she made a point of not being — practical. If something happened with the posting in the first two weeks, she could leave cleanly. After two weeks, she unpacked. Three postings, she'd left in the first two weeks. The bags had stayed packed on principle ever since.


She left them by the door and walked the perimeter of the flat.
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Three rooms: the main one, the bedroom, the bathroom. An alcove off the kitchen that had probably been a pantry and had been converted into something not quite an office and not quite a closet, with a small desk and one bare bulb overhead. The windows faced the canal on one side and a narrow street on the other. The front door had two locks, both functional. The window latches were newer than the frames, which meant someone had replaced them at some point, which was either reassuring or not depending on why they'd been replaced.

She noted the recycling bin in the kitchen, tucked between the end of the counter and the table. She noted the two chairs. She noted that the previous tenant — or some tenant, she had no way of knowing how recent — had left a coat on the hook by the door.


She walked past it on her way to the window.



The feeling arrived without warning, the way it always did: not a sound, not a vision, nothing that useful. Just a quality of air that had changed, like stepping through a temperature gradient in a swimming pool, except it wasn't temperature. She'd never found a word for it that matched. The closest was texture — the texture of the air in the hallway changed when she moved past the hook, something pressing briefly against her chest in the way that grief pressed: specific and personal and not hers.


She stopped.

Breathed once.

Kept walking.



It happened at crime scenes too, but she'd learned to work through it. The sensation was not the same as information — she'd understood that early, when she'd confused the two and spent a week convinced a victim of a mundane burglary was also the victim of something deeper, something layered, only to find on the third interview that the burglar was the woman's estranged nephew and it was grief about the nephew she'd been reading, grief and something adjacent to shame. Not about the crime. About the family.


She'd been more careful since then about what she filed and what she felt.



The coat on the hook: someone had left it, and left something else behind too. That was all she knew. That was all she needed to know. It was not her coat and not her grief and she was not going to learn more about it because she did not need to, and because the flat's letting
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agent had a number she could call about clearing abandoned items, and because she had a case file in her bag and she hadn't turned the heating on yet.


She turned the heating on.

Then she sat at the table with two chairs, opened the case file, and began.




*
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PARANORMAL CRIMES UNIT, North Division.

She said it quietly, not quite to herself. Just to hear how it sounded. She'd had postings in three countries and six units and she'd found that you learned something from the way a unit's name felt in the mouth — whether it was the kind of name that made the work sound meaningful or the kind that made it sound like a category error. This one was neither. It was a description. She could work with a description.

The file was eight pages, which was thin. She'd been given thin files before when units wanted her to form impressions without priors. She'd also been given thin files when the reporting had been poor. She'd learned to read a thin file the way you read a face: not for what was there, but for what was deliberately missing.

The first page: her assignment. Effective 6th October. Report to Detective Chief Inspector Renata Szymanski. Partner: Detective Sable Okafor. On reading, she formed no impressions. On re-reading, she formed one: whoever had drafted the assignment documentation had been careful, which was a form of information. Careful documentation in paranormal units usually meant the unit had been watched at some point, or worried it might be.


She turned the page.



The next three were case notes. Kellner district. Three incidents in six weeks. None of them resolved.

The first had happened on a Tuesday afternoon: a shopkeeper on Kellner Lane who'd reported that the back storeroom of his shop had gone wrong in a way he could not specify further. He'd refused to enter it. The initial attending officer — not from the paranormal unit, just a community officer dispatched in the absence of anything else — had gone in, found nothing unusual, and written a report that was four lines long. The shopkeeper had boarded up
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the door to the storeroom and put a sign on it that said PRIVATE in capital letters and not elaborated further.

The second had been three weeks later: a cluster of five people — strangers to one another, who happened to be passing the junction of Kellner Lane and Moor Street at the same time on a Wednesday evening — who had simultaneously stopped, turned to face the same direction, stood perfectly still for approximately ninety seconds, and then continued on their way. None of them could recall having stopped. Two of them, interviewed separately, reported that the ninety seconds had felt like a much shorter interval. One of them reported that it had felt like stepping into a completely different street for a moment, one she didn't recognise, before the familiar one returned. The other two remembered nothing at all.

The third incident had been six days ago. The file didn't have a full report yet — just a preliminary note in handwriting she couldn't identify:

Witness unable to give coherent account. Scene consistent with prior locations re: boundary disruption. Referred to PCU.


She turned the page.

There was nothing behind it. The file was eight pages and three of them were blank. She sat with that for a moment.

Then she turned back to the beginning and read it again.



*
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SHE MADE COFFEE AT half past eleven using the two-cup machine someone had left on the counter and the grounds she'd brought from the last flat because she'd learned that furnished lets reliably failed to include coffee and she had standards about this, if about very little else.

The radio was already in the kitchen — an old digital set on the windowsill, the kind that came with properties because nobody thought to take them when they left. She turned it on for company, which was not the kind of thing she usually admitted to wanting and which she would have described differently if asked: background noise, she'd have said, useful for working. She set it to a local news station and let the voices settle into the middle distance while she stood at the counter and waited for the machine.
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The news was local enough to be granular. A planning dispute in the eastern district. A school closing early for a staff training day and the parental upset this had generated, which was being discussed with considerably more airtime than the planning dispute. The weather, which the presenter seemed to be taking as a personal affront. And then, in the easy run of it, without fanfare:

— continuing into the week with no sign of clearing, temperatures dropping overnight. In other news, residents of the Kellner district are reporting what officials are calling a third unexplained incident in the area, with local councillor Desmond Hatch saying he has requested a meeting with —


The coffee machine beeped.

She poured her coffee and turned the radio down.



Kellner. She noted it without attaching significance. She was starting a new posting; a new posting meant learning a new city's problems, which meant a period of overhearing things she couldn't yet contextualise. Kellner was a district. There had been an incident. There had apparently been two before it. That was the kind of information that became relevant or didn't based on what else emerged, and she had been in cities long enough to know that the vast majority of things she heard in the first two weeks turned out to be noise.


She took her coffee to the table.



The other letter was still there, on top of the case file, where it had been since she'd taken it from her bag. She hadn't opened it.

It was from Edinburgh. The return address was from her previous precinct, which told her something about how long it had been sitting in her bag — she'd been in Edinburgh in August, and it was now October, and she had technically been three cities and one interim assignment since Edinburgh. She had a habit of not opening certain kinds of official correspondence until she was somewhere stable enough to read it in, and she had not been somewhere that felt stable enough since August, and by stable she meant not-temporary, and the difficulty was that nowhere had felt not-temporary since —


She set the coffee down.
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The letter was from Edinburgh. Edinburgh was finished. She'd closed that posting cleanly: all cases filed, all relationships maintained at professional-courtesy level, all obligations discharged. There was nothing in the Edinburgh letter that could change that, because that was how she structured her endings — cleanly, so that what came after had room to be its own thing. The letter could wait.


She put it in the folder she kept for things that could wait and did not think about it



again.


*
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SHE READ UNTIL ONE in the morning.

By then she knew the Kellner incidents well enough to have opinions about them, which was the point at which she usually stopped. Opinions formed too early hardened into assumptions, and assumptions were the thing most likely to make you miss what was actually in a scene. She had a colleague in Lyon — a good detective, better than people gave him credit for, undone eventually by the particular arrogance of being right too often — who had started reading a scene before he'd walked it, whose priors had become so well-developed that they'd essentially become the scene itself, self-confirming, impermeable. She'd watched it happen over eighteen months. It was the most useful professional cautionary tale she had.


She closed the file.



The flat was quiet. The canal made a sound she couldn't identify — not water, exactly, but something adjacent, a low resonance she suspected was less the canal itself and more the city around it. This place had been here long enough that the buildings had opinions. She'd noticed that about certain cities, certain old ones: they'd accumulated enough history that the history itself became a kind of texture, present in the walls, not supernatural exactly, just — layered.


She wasn't sure yet what she thought about this city.

She thought about her rule about not forming opinions before she'd walked the scenes. She went to bed.




The bags were still by the door, packed. The coat was still on the hook.
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Outside, the city was doing whatever cities did at one in the morning, which she couldn't see from here but could infer: clubs somewhere cycling through their last hour, taxi ranks filling, a few people walking fast along the canal path with the purposeful stride of those who had somewhere to be. The rain had eased into something barely worth naming — a fine persistence that wasn't quite mist and wasn't quite rain — and was, she supposed, this city's natural state.


She'd give it a year.



That was the working estimate. Not because she had any particular reason to think one year rather than two or three — the posting terms were technically open-ended — but because she found it helped to have a number. Something to plan against. Orient around. A year from now: she'd be somewhere else. The somewhere else was always vague, a placeholder, and she was used to that. The vagueness was fine. The year was fine.


She thought, briefly, about what the Edinburgh letter probably said. Then she stopped thinking about it.

She closed her eyes.

Outside, the canal made its low, resonant sound. She didn't think about the coat.



She was asleep in four minutes, which was not fast by most people's standards but was fast by hers, and in the morning she would walk into a new unit in a new city with a case file she'd read twice and three incidents that didn't make sense yet, and that would be fine, it had always been fine, she was good at beginnings because beginnings were all they ever were.


The city held whatever it held. She'd find out in the morning.
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It's the People That Take the Work

––––––––
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THE PARANORMAL CRIMES Unit occupied the top floor of a building that had originally been built for something else.

This was true of most paranormal units in Margot's experience. They were rarely purpose-built. They accreted into spaces that other departments had vacated or outgrown or quietly given up on — annexes and upper floors and converted floors of older civic buildings that had survived several rounds of renovation by being too awkward to remodel properly. The PCU in Brussels had operated out of a former print room. The one in Edinburgh had been in a Victorian police station's converted evidence vault, which had created ongoing issues with humidity and with the particular atmosphere that places retained when they'd been used for decades to store things people wanted to forget about. She'd stopped mentioning that second part after the first month.

The North Division building was a converted Edwardian warehouse on a street that had clearly been, at some point, industrial, and had been gradually gentrifying for long enough that it existed now in a peculiar liminal state — a specialty coffee shop on the corner, a timber merchant two doors down that still had sawdust on the pavement outside, a cluster of new apartments across the road whose balconies faced the canal. The building itself had been sandblasted to remove whatever it had accumulated over a century and then left at that, brick and iron frame exposed, the renovation having stopped precisely at the point of structural integrity and not pursued aesthetic ambition much beyond.


She stood outside it for a moment before going in.
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Not from hesitation. Just: she always did this with a new posting. Stood outside the building and looked at it and let the first impression settle without acting on it. She had a theory, which she'd never explained to anyone because explaining it would have required more disclosure than she was comfortable with, that buildings held the residue of what they'd been used for, and that the first impression — the unfiltered one, before you'd been inside and encountered the people and the furniture and the smell of the tea in the break room — was the most honest read you'd get. After that, all the human detail accumulated and you had to work to see the structure under it.

The warehouse: solid. Converted to a purpose it hadn't been designed for and doing well enough by the conversion. The large windows on the upper floor — the PCU's floor — were clean, which meant someone cared about the space. She'd been in units where the windows hadn't been cleaned in months and it told you something every time. Not about the detectives necessarily. About the institutional culture around them.


She went in.



*
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THE TOP FLOOR WAS OPEN-plan in the way that open-plan offices became when they'd been divided and then un-divided and then divided again over the years: clusters of desks separated by filing cabinets used as informal partitions, a whiteboard on the far wall covered in writing she couldn't read from here, two private offices along the north side with frosted glass panels that let light through without offering anything useful. One door was closed. The light behind the frosted glass suggested someone was in it.


There were seven desks she could count from the top of the stairs. Three were occupied. A man in his thirties with the look of someone who had been up since five — not tired,



exactly, just temporally displaced, wearing the slightly elsewhere expression of someone who operated on different hours than the building around him — glanced up when she reached the top step and said, 'New one?'


'Voss,' she said. 'Detective. Transferring in.'

He nodded and looked back down at his desk. She appreciated the economy.




[image: ]

She found the empty desk she'd been assigned — identifiable by being the only one that had nothing on it, not even the detritus of someone who'd recently vacated it, just bare surface

— and set her bag down. She did not sit. She looked at the room instead.

The whiteboard, up close, had three distinct sections in different coloured markers. A column of dates, a column of locations, a column of notes. The notes column was sparse. The dates went back two months. She was reading the locations when one of the other occupied desks produced a voice:


'It doesn't resolve the way it looks like it should.' She turned.



The woman at the adjacent desk hadn't looked up from what she was writing. She had the particular quality of someone who was simultaneously working and paying attention to something else — multitasking not as stress response but as natural operation, like the way some people could hold a conversation without losing the thread of whatever they were reading. Margot clocked her age as mid-thirties, give or take. Auburn hair pulled up with two pencils through it in a way that suggested function had overridden any alternative plan for the morning.

'The whiteboard,' the woman said, writing something. 'Dates don't correlate to moon cycles or ley line activation patterns — I checked. Locations don't map to the old ward boundaries. Before you go down that road. Everyone does.'


'I wasn't,' Margot said.



The woman looked up then. She had a frank, direct gaze and ink on her left index finger. 'You were looking at the locations column.'


'I was reading the board,' Margot said.



A brief pause. The woman appeared to consider this a fair distinction. 'Fair enough,' she said. 'Yusra. Constable. I do most of the geographic analysis, such as it is.' She glanced back at her work. 'DCI's in. She knew you were coming in this morning.'

Margot interpreted this correctly as: the DCI is expecting you and has been for some minutes and you should probably go in.


She went in.



*
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DETECTIVE CHIEF INSPECTOR Renata Szymanski was standing at the window of her office when Margot entered, which Margot suspected was a choice rather than coincidence — the kind of position that required a visitor to come fully into the room before establishing eye contact, which shifted the geometry of the introduction in a small but deliberate way. She'd seen senior officers manage space like this before. The good ones did it without thinking about it. The very good ones did it without letting it show that it was anything to think about.

She was in her early fifties. Silver-grey hair cut short and maintained with the kind of precision that suggested a regular appointment rather than personal vanity — the precision of someone who understood that appearance communicated things and had decided what she wanted it to communicate. Medium height, medium build, the kind of figure that conveyed competence rather than impressiveness, that occupied exactly the space it intended to and no more. She was wearing a dark navy suit that had been pressed that morning. A single piece of jewellery: a plain silver ring on her right hand.


She turned from the window when Margot was fully in the room.



Her face, Margot noted, had learned not to show surprise. The fine lines around her eyes and mouth were the kind that came from decades of precise expression, of letting through exactly what was useful and retaining the rest. It wasn't coldness. It was a discipline.

She also, Margot noticed — noticing the absence of a sensation more than any positive impression — felt like nothing.

It was not an unusual thing to notice, exactly. Most people didn't produce a residue she could read on first contact; that required either proximity to a charged location or something significant having happened recently, and ordinary offices didn't qualify. But there was usually something — the faint emotional texture of a space occupied consistently by one person, the small accumulation of whatever they carried in. DCI Szymanski's office felt like new paper.

Like nothing had settled here. Like whatever the room held, she moved through it without leaving a mark.


Margot filed this without knowing what to file it as. 'Detective Voss,' Szymanski said. Not a question. 'Sit down.' She sat.
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The briefing took eleven minutes, which she knew because there was a clock on the wall behind Szymanski's head and she had a habit of tracking elapsed time in formal meetings the way she tracked traffic lights in taxis. The DCI was efficient in the particular way of someone who valued information density over social comfort — not rude, but not inclined to frame anything in more words than it required. Margot found this a relief. She'd worked under officers who used briefings to perform relationships, who spent the first meeting establishing warmth and precedent and mutual understanding, and they were rarely the ones she learned from.

The unit: twelve personnel, five of them directly investigative. Current caseload: nine active, two under review, one she wasn't to worry about yet. Her clearance level had been updated as of this morning; she'd have access to the full database by end of day. The usual orientation documents would be waiting on her desk. She should read them rather than assuming her previous experience covered the relevant specifics, because the North Division had particular procedures and particular relationships with the local Veil Council representation that she should understand before she encountered them in the field.

The DCI paused here in a way that suggested this last point was carrying more weight than the neutral phrasing implied.


'What's the working relationship with the Veil Council like?' Margot asked.



Szymanski looked at her for a moment. 'What did your previous postings suggest it would be?'

Margot considered. 'Variable. Depending on the specific representation and how long they'd held the post.'

'Then your experience is applicable.' Szymanski opened a file on her desk and did not offer to share its contents. 'Your partner will brief you on current specifics. She's been in this division four years and has the relevant relationships. Don't form your own opinions of the Council before you've spoken to her.' Another pause, shorter this time. 'Not a suggestion.'


'Understood,' Margot said.

'You'll be starting on a case designated low priority.' Something in the way she said it



— not inflection exactly, something subtler, a quality of attention around the phrase — made Margot note it. 'Three incidents in the Kellner district, no confirmed resolution, no clear cause. Background work. Good way to learn the geography.'
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'I read the preliminary file last night.'



For the first time, Szymanski's expression shifted in a way Margot could read: not warmth, but the particular acknowledgement of someone who had registered a thing as relevant. 'Did you,' she said. Not a question. 'Your partner is at her desk. I'll let you get started.'


The meeting was over. Margot stood.



'Detective Voss.' She was at the door when Szymanski said it. 'Edinburgh had good things to say about your scene work.'


She turned. The DCI was already looking back at her file. Margot let herself out.

*
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THERE WAS A SECOND desk in the cluster adjacent to her assigned one that had not been occupied when she'd come through earlier. It was occupied now.

Her first impression was height — the woman was tall even seated, with the kind of posture that suggested this was her natural state rather than effort, the unhurried uprightness of someone who had never thought to compress herself for a room's sake. Deep brown complexion with a quality that Margot couldn't immediately account for — not a function of the lighting, the office light was ordinary fluorescent and unflattering to everyone, but something else, a luminosity that seemed to come from somewhere interior. Locs worn long, pinned up at the back of her head with what looked like a single clip and showed no signs of going anywhere despite however long the day had already been. High cheekbones. A wide mouth that was currently resting in what Margot would learn was its default expression: something between consideration and the leading edge of a smile, never quite resolving into either.

She was reading something and making notes in the margin and her hands — expressive when they moved, decisive when they stilled — were currently moving.


She looked up when Margot reached the desk.



'Detective Voss,' she said. Not a question. Her voice was unhurried, precisely modulated, with a British accent layered over something else — the particular clarity of someone who had learned to be heard without raising their voice. 'I'm Sable Okafor. I was
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going to come and find you after the DCI, but I had a call.' She set her pen down. 'How was the briefing?'


'Efficient,' Margot said.



Something happened around Okafor's eyes. Not quite a smile. More like a thing that had the shape of recognition. 'That's one word.'

Margot pulled out her chair and sat. Up close, Okafor read as genuinely attentive — the kind of attention that didn't need to be performed because it was simply running, processing, registering. She'd met a handful of people in her career who were like that: professionally listening in a way that made you want to be more precise because you could tell they would catch any imprecision. It was a disconcerting quality. She'd never encountered it in someone she was going to have to work alongside every day.


She decided to file that observation and move on.

'The Kellner case,' she said. 'The DCI says we're starting there.'



'We are.' Okafor pulled a folder from the stack to her left with the ease of someone who knew exactly where everything was in an arrangement that didn't appear, to the outside eye, to have any particular order. She set it on the desk between them. 'How much did you read from the preliminary file?'


'Three incidents. Boundary disruption was the term in the notes. No established cause.



Reports from the first two are thin. The third is basically absent.'

'The third was last Tuesday. We only got the referral on Thursday, so the report is still being put together.' Okafor opened the folder. 'The witness wasn't able to give us much — not because she was being difficult, but because what she'd experienced had left her with some genuine gaps. Short-term. She's recovering.' She turned the folder so the contents faced Margot. 'I was there at the scene.'


'What did it feel like?' Margot asked.



She meant it as a procedural question — the kind you asked a colleague who'd walked a scene before you, the scene-level description that didn't always make it into the written report. She realised a half-second after she'd asked it that it was also the kind of question that revealed how she worked, that she asked about feel rather than fact, that her instinct was always for the experiential register before the evidential one.
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Okafor looked at her for a moment. Just a moment — the length of time it took to make a quiet decision.

'Cold,' she said. 'Not temperature. Something else. Like the air had lost its footing.' She paused. 'The geometry of the space was wrong in a way I couldn't fix by moving around in it.'

Margot nodded. That was a specific description and it matched the quality of the first witness's account in the case notes in a way that the case notes hadn't quite captured — the same phenomenon articulated by someone who had the vocabulary to reach for it.


'All three sites,' she said.

'Same register. Different intensity.'



She looked at the folder and thought about the Kellner district and thought about the radio report she'd half-heard the previous night.


'Low priority,' she said.



'The DCI said that,' Okafor agreed, in a tone that suggested the DCI's saying it was a piece of information rather than a characterisation she was endorsing.


Margot looked up. 'You don't think it is.'



'I think it's the kind of case that becomes high priority after something happens that makes it obviously high priority. I'd rather understand it before that happens.' Okafor's expression remained level. 'That's why I requested a partner with strong scene-read skills.'

The information landed quietly. She'd requested her. Margot hadn't known that — the assignment documentation hadn't indicated a request, just an assignment. She filed it without visibly registering it.


'All right,' she said. 'Walk me through what you know.'



*
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THEY WORKED THROUGH the folder over the next two hours.

It was more extensive than the preliminary file had suggested. Okafor had been building her own record alongside the official case notes — a second layer of documentation in a different notebook that she referred to occasionally but didn't offer to share directly, and Margot didn't ask, because the information she was providing was accurate and the notebook was clearly working documentation rather than withheld evidence. She'd done the same thing
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herself in Brussels. Some things needed to stay in your own handwriting until you understood them well enough to formalise them.

The Kellner district occupied a particular position in the city's geography. Okafor had a map — hand-annotated, with the three incident sites marked, and a series of smaller notations that Margot couldn't quite decode from across the table. She asked about them.

'Historical registry of paranormal activity in the area,' Okafor said. 'Boundary disturbances specifically. This part of the city has always had a more permeable threshold between the layers — the mundane and the paranormal communities coexist here in a way that's closer to overlap than adjacency in most places.' She tapped the map near Kellner Lane. 'Which usually means the incidents are minor and self-resolving. These aren't self-resolving.'


'What's different about them?'



'I don't know yet.' She said it without the apology or the qualification that most people added to that sentence, as if admitting ignorance required softening. It didn't appear to require anything for Okafor. She just said what was true. 'The boundary isn't thinning due to natural seasonal flux. It's thinning in the wrong places, in the wrong pattern, at the wrong pace.

Something is happening to it. Whether it's caused or whether it's a symptom of something else causing something else — that's what I need to understand.'

Margot looked at the map. The three sites formed a rough triangle, which was probably meaningful and probably wasn't the meaningful shape. It never was, with paranormal cases.

The obvious pattern was the one that directed you away from the real one.


She said as much.



Okafor looked at her for a moment — the same quality of attention as before, the kind that registered rather than simply received. 'That's an interesting instinct for a first read,' she said, not flattering, just noting.


'I've worked boundary cases before. In Brussels. The geometry is almost never the
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point.'

––––––––
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'WHAT IS THE POINT, usually?'

'What someone needed the geometry to do,' Margot said.

They looked at the map together. Outside the office windows, the city was doing its

mid-morning business, grey and ongoing. The canal was probably still there. She couldn't see it from this angle.

An hour into it, Constable Yusra brought coffee without being asked. Two cups. She set one in front of each of them and left again without comment. Margot wrapped her hands around the mug and drank without looking at it, which was how she drank coffee she hadn't been given the option to specify — functionally, as fuel.

Okafor had been given the same coffee and was looking at it in a way that suggested she had thoughts she wasn't going to share.


'Is the coffee all right?' Margot asked, because the look seemed to warrant the question. 'The coffee is what it is,' Okafor said. 'Yusra makes it the same way every time, which



is something. I'm going to get one from the place on the corner when we break.' She glanced at Margot. 'Do you want one?'


'Flat white. One sugar.'



Okafor nodded, once, and went back to the map. She didn't write it down. Margot noticed that she didn't write it down and thought nothing of it.

They were working through the third incident — the incomplete report, the witness's account as it had been summarised by the first attending officer, the gap in the documentation where the full interview should have been — when Margot noticed something. Not in the files. In the room.


There was a moment, in the course of walking through what the witness had described



— the disorientation, the geometry wrong in a way she couldn't move around, the sense of being briefly somewhere else — when Margot's read of the account went slightly ahead of the words on the page. A half-second, no more. The same sensation she got when a crime scene residue matched a description in a way that confirmed both were true: the truth of the thing arriving in two channels simultaneously, locking.

She didn't show it. She'd learned, young and by necessity, not to show it. But she was aware of it in the way that she was always aware of the moments when what she knew exceeded what she could account for.


She looked up and found Okafor looking at her. Not at the page she'd been reading. At her.

Just for a moment. Then Okafor looked back at the file.
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'There's something the witness couldn't articulate,' she said, in exactly the same tone as before, 'that comes through if you read the surrounding officer notes rather than the direct account. The cadence of the yes-or-no questions they defaulted to when she ran out of words for it. She'd experienced something she didn't have the vocabulary for.' A pause. 'That's interesting, isn't it. She experienced it but she couldn't describe it. She couldn't make it legible.'


'Most paranormal experience is like that,' Margot said.



'Most unexplained experience is like that,' Okafor said. 'Paranormal or not.' She turned a page. 'Most things that happen to people are things they can't quite say. You have to read around the edges of it.'

Margot said nothing. She was thinking about the coat on the hook in her flat. She was thinking about grief that didn't belong to her and whether she'd read around the edges of it or just past them.


She turned back to the file.



*
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BY HALF PAST ONE THEY had covered everything the file currently contained, which was not as much as either of them wanted. The shape of the case was becoming clear in its incompleteness: three data points that didn't connect to anything, a pattern that didn't resolve, a system that had something wrong with it in a place they hadn't yet identified. She'd worked worse starting positions. She'd also worked better ones.

Okafor closed the folder and sat back in her chair and looked at the whiteboard across the room with its columns of dates and locations and insufficient notes.

'The first one I attended,' she said, after a moment. 'The shopkeeper. He'd been in that building for nine years. Family business, inherited. He knew it the way you know a place you've been in for nine years — every creak, every draught, every thing it does that isn't usual but is at least familiar.' She paused. 'He couldn't tell us what had changed in the storeroom because what had changed wasn't a thing that changed. It was the room itself. And he'd given up trying to explain it because everyone who went in and walked out again said there was nothing wrong with it, and he was starting to believe them, and it frightened him more to believe them than to believe his own experience.'


Margot thought about the case notes, which had been four lines long.
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'The attending officer found nothing unusual,' she said.

'The attending officer wasn't looking for anything unusual,' Okafor said. Not critically



— as a fact. 'He was looking to resolve the report. Those are different activities.' She tapped the closed folder with one finger. 'Most people treat the strange things as problems to solve. The ones who last in this work figure out that the strange things are just — information. It's the people that take the work.'


Margot looked at her.



It was the kind of observation that arrived dressed as professional philosophy, something said about a case, about the unit's approach, about what made a useful investigator in paranormal crimes. It was that. It was also, she was aware somewhere adjacent to her thinking rather than in it, something else — or it would be, eventually. She didn't follow the thought further. She filed it as useful professional intelligence and left it there.


'The storeroom,' she said. 'Can we get access?'



'I asked last week. The shopkeeper is resistant but not opposed. I think if we go in person rather than by phone, he'll agree.' She stood, and gathered the folder back into its place in the stack on her desk with the same economy of motion as before. 'Tomorrow morning?'


'Works for me.'



Okafor picked up her coat from the back of her chair. 'I'm going to get coffee. Flat white, one sugar.' She said it as if she'd been told it before, which she had, twenty minutes ago. She had apparently retained it. 'I'll be back in ten.'

She left before Margot could offer to come with her, which she hadn't been going to do and which she appreciated the preemption of.

She sat for a moment in the quiet of the office with its whiteboard and its insufficient notes and its three unexplained incidents and thought about what it meant to treat a strange thing as information rather than a problem.

Then she thought about the shopkeeper who had started to believe the people who said nothing was wrong with his storeroom.


Then she thought about the Edinburgh letter on her kitchen table. She turned back to the files.

*
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AT A QUARTER PAST FOUR, Constable Yusra said, without looking up from her screen, 'You're new, so you should know: the DCI doesn't enforce hours. But she does know, somehow, whether the work is getting done, and she will tell you exactly once if she thinks it isn't.'


'Thanks,' Margot said.



'Also the printer on the left jams if you're printing anything over twelve pages. Use the one on the right.' Yusra turned a page. 'Where are you staying?'


'Fourth floor near the canal. Let from the council's short-term accommodation list.' 'How long's the let?'

'Three months, initially. Renewable.'

Yusra seemed to process this. 'Are you planning on staying? Past the three months.'



Margot considered the question and the person asking it. Constable Yusra was not, she thought, being intrusive. She was being direct, which was different, and asking something practical — whether it was worth the unit's social investment to get to know her, how to calibrate the usual effort of incorporating a new colleague.


'Probably a year,' she said. 'That's the usual run for me.' She paused. 'Depending on the



work.'


Yusra nodded, apparently satisfied. 'The Kellner case is interesting,' she said, which was



what people said in paranormal units when they meant it could eat you alive if you weren't careful, and also that it was worth looking at. 'Okafor's been at it for six weeks. She doesn't say much about where she is with it.'


'She has a second notebook,' Margot said.

Yusra glanced at her. 'Yeah,' she said. 'She does.' They left it at that.



Okafor came back from wherever she'd been at quarter to five with a paper cup that wasn't from the corner place, which meant she'd gone further afield, and a second cup that she set on Margot's desk without breaking stride. Flat white. One sugar, presumably, though Margot didn't check because the gesture of the thing was already enough to note and she didn't want to note it where it could be observed.

She opened the second folder — the extended Kellner case notes that Okafor had put together before her arrival — and kept working.
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Okafor sat at her own desk and opened her notebook — the second one, the working one — and wrote something in it and then turned back to her screen.

They didn't talk for the next hour. It wasn't uncomfortable, the not-talking. That was also a piece of information.


*
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SHE LEFT AT SIX, WHICH was not late and not early and was the time she'd decided on before she arrived because starting as you meant to go on was useful in new postings, and she meant to go on at six for a while. Going on later could always be a later decision.

The rain had not resolved. She stood outside the warehouse building for a moment in it, the fine non-rain that the city apparently defaulted to, and thought about the third incident and the shopkeeper and the woman who had stepped briefly into a street she didn't recognise.

She thought about the geometry that was wrong in a way you couldn't fix by moving around in it.


She thought about treating strange things as information.



The city was doing its early-evening thing around her: shift workers and commuters and the school-time parents and a cluster of teenagers on the corner who were doing nothing in particular with the efficient dedication of teenagers doing nothing in particular. The canal would be reflecting the office lights by now. There'd be someone running along the path, probably. There was always someone running.


She started walking.



The case had three incidents and no clear cause and a pattern that wasn't the obvious pattern. She had a partner who noticed things she didn't write down and retained coffee orders without being asked and had a second notebook she didn't share. She had a DCI whose office left no mark on the air, who had clearly been waiting for someone to be assigned to the Kellner case and had said low priority in a tone that meant the opposite.


She had a year, probably. Depending on the work.



She walked back to the canal flat with the Kellner case turning in the back of her mind, which was where she kept things she wasn't ready to approach directly yet — the useful distance of passive processing, where the connections formed on their own without her forcing them into shape.
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The coat was still on the hook when she got home.



She called the letting agent about clearing abandoned items and got an answering machine and left a message and put the kettle on.


The Edinburgh letter was still on the table.



She thought about the shopkeeper who had started to believe the people who said nothing was wrong.

She made tea and sat down with the Kellner files again and did not open the Edinburgh letter and did not think about how long she was planning to stay.
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What Spaces Hold

––––––––
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KELLNER LANE WAS THE kind of street that had survived by being useful rather than notable.

It ran between a wider road to the north and the canal to the south, a narrow cut of it, brick terraces on one side and a run of shopfronts on the other that had changed hands often enough that several of them had given up on signage altogether and simply displayed what they sold in the windows: vegetables, bolts of fabric, electrical components, a rack of mobile phone cases. At the junction with Moor Street there was a newsagent whose awning had been red at some point and had faded through several stages of pink to something that was now closer to the colour of old receipts.

Okafor had said the shopkeeper's name was Rayan Saleh and that he'd been there nine years and that his family had run the building for a generation before that, his father having converted it from a textile warehouse in the early nineties to a shop that had evolved since then into something not quite a newsagent and not quite a hardware shop and perfectly adequate as both.

He was waiting for them outside when they arrived, which meant he'd been watching the street, which meant he was either anxious or the kind of person who watched the street out of long habit. Margot worked on the assumption of both.

He was in his late forties, solidly built, with the contained stillness of someone who had decided some weeks ago to have a problem and had been living with that decision since. He looked at Okafor the way you looked at someone you'd met before under difficult
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circumstances and had since decided to trust provisionally. He looked at Margot the way you looked at someone new that the person you trusted had brought with them.


'Detective Okafor,' he said.

'Mr Saleh. This is Detective Voss — my partner. She has experience with this kind of



thing.'


He looked at Margot again. She met it without commentary. She'd been looked at that



way before: the specific assessment of someone who had experienced something they couldn't explain and was now considering whether the person in front of them was going to take it seriously or manage them into having not experienced it.

'The room's the same,' he said. 'Since I called last week, I mean. I haven't — I've kept the board up. Nobody's gone in.'

'That's helpful,' Okafor said, in a tone that made it mean it. 'Can you tell Detective Voss what you told me — in your own words, from the beginning?'


He did.



She listened to him describe it and she listened to the way he described it, which were two separate activities. The facts of it she already had from the file: a Tuesday afternoon in late August, the storeroom at the back of the shop, the quality of wrong that he couldn't specify.

What the file hadn't given her was the precision of his language when he was not being managed into a police report: the way he said the room had changed its mind, which was not a thing rooms did but was exactly the right description for the thing he was trying to convey. The way he said he'd gone in three times trying to understand it and each time had come out not frightened exactly but with the specific feeling of having been in a place that was not fully committed to being a place.


'Not committed to being a place,' she repeated. He looked at her. 'I know how that sounds.'

'It sounds accurate,' she said.

Something in his face settled by one degree.



The board across the storeroom door was two planks of wood and four screws and a combination padlock, which was more deliberate than she'd expected. She looked at it.


'You put the lock on after,' she said. 'It wasn't locked before.'
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'I put the lock on after the officers came,' he said. 'After the second time, the first lot. They went in and came out and said there was nothing wrong. I thought —' He stopped. 'I put the lock on because I didn't want anyone else going in and coming out and saying there was nothing wrong. It was easier to board it up.'


She nodded. That was a precise and sensible piece of reasoning. 'We'd like to go in, if that's all right,' Okafor said. 'Just the two of us.' He undid the padlock and stood back.

*
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THE BOARD CAME AWAY in two pieces. Behind it, the storeroom door was a standard internal door, hollow-core, the kind that predated the shopfitting and had probably been there since the warehouse conversion. Margot opened it.

The room beyond was small — perhaps four metres by three, shelves on two walls, a set of old metal shelving units stacked with stock: cleaning supplies, boxed goods, several items whose function she couldn't immediately identify and that she was fairly sure were ordered wrong. A single bulb overhead, pull-cord switch on the right. Two small windows high on the rear wall, painted shut, letting in a thin bar of grey October light.


Okafor reached past her and pulled the light cord.

The bulb came on. The room was ordinary. The room was also not right.



She stood in the doorway for a moment and let the not-rightness arrive properly rather than reaching for it.

It wasn't what she usually read. Her usual reads were personal: grief, fear, rage, shame, the specific texture of human experience pressed into a space by someone who had felt it strongly enough or long enough for it to hold. A crime scene two hours after the fact, a room where something had been done, the hallway of a flat where a coat still hung. Those were readable. Those were the residue of people.


This was something else.



The room felt like intention without anyone having been there feeling anything. Not cold — she'd half expected cold, from the descriptions — but something more like the opposite of the shopkeeper's phrase: the room was very committed to being a place. Unnaturally so. The edges of the space had a quality of — she reached for the word and found it wasn't a word, just
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a physical comparison — of a door that had been pushed shut harder than it needed to be. The room was closed. It was the most closed room she had ever been in, and it had a window and an open door and nothing unusual in its geography and it was closed.


'All right,' she said, quietly, and stepped inside.



She walked the perimeter. Slowly, the way she walked crime scenes — not looking for anything specific, just letting the space have its effect and registering what the effect was. The shelving units. The stock. The two painted-shut windows and the thin bar of light. The corners, which felt no different from the rest of the room except that they were corners and corners sometimes held things longer.

Behind her, Okafor was still in the doorway. Watching, not entering. Margot noted this without turning.


She stopped in the centre of the room.



The sensation was strongest here. Not the most intense she'd encountered — that had been a basement in Brussels where three people had died over three decades and none of it had been resolved and the residue had been dense enough to be nauseating — but this was different in kind from anything she'd catalogued. Intentional. Someone or something had been doing something in this room. Not feeling something. Doing something. The distinction was significant and she didn't have the vocabulary for it yet.


She crouched and put one hand flat on the floor.



The floor was the oldest part of the room — flagstone under the linoleum, cold through the covering. She could feel the cold and beneath the cold she could feel the room's commitment to itself: its insistence on its own boundaries, the way it was holding its own edges in. A sealed jar. A held breath.


She straightened up. 'Someone's been here,' she said.

Okafor hadn't moved from the doorway. 'The shopkeeper.'

'Not Saleh.' She turned. 'Not a person, necessarily. But something that acted here.



Deliberately. This room has been used.'

Okafor was looking at her with the quiet, attentive expression she'd seen at the desk the previous afternoon — the look that registered rather than simply received.
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'What does it feel like?' she said.



Margot considered. 'Like someone pulled the walls in,' she said. 'Like the room has been made more itself than it should be. More bounded.' She looked at the corners. 'It's the wrong kind of wrong. Boundary thinning is what you'd expect — the city's two layers getting too close together in one place. This isn't that. The boundary here is too thick. Too deliberate.'


'Show me the centre of it.'



She pointed to where she'd crouched. Okafor stepped into the room — carefully, the way she moved, with deliberateness — and crouched in the same spot. She placed both hands on the linoleum floor and was still for a moment.

Her expression didn't change, but something around it did: the quality of her attention shifted inward, the way Margot associated with people whose ability required active listening rather than passive reception.


Then she stood.



'There's a ward here,' she said. 'Old. Not maintained — it's fraying at the edges, which is probably why it's affecting the room's atmosphere. Like a seal that's been applied and then left.'


'How old?'



'I'd need Del to tell me that properly. He has records of—' She stopped. 'Someone I know who catalogues this sort of thing.' She looked at the floor. 'Months, at least. Could be longer.'


They looked at the floor together.



'The three incidents,' Margot said. 'The people stopping in the street. The witness who stepped somewhere else for ninety seconds. You said those felt like boundary thinning.'


'They did.'



'But this room is the opposite. The boundary here is reinforced. Strengthened.' She thought about it. 'What if they're the same process? What if something is taking the material of the boundary — redistributing it. Thickening it here and thinning it there.'


Okafor looked at her.



She could see the thing happening that happened when someone encountered an idea that was useful and surprising at the same time: the brief recalibration, the moment of working through implications. It was not a long moment.


'That would mean it's not a natural fluctuation,' Okafor said.
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'Natural fluctuations don't leave wards.'



'No,' she said. 'They don't.' A pause. 'That's a significant difference from my working assumption.'


'What was your working assumption?'



'Environmental. The district's historically permeable. I thought the thinning was the permeable boundary responding to — something. Seasonal pressure, paranormal community activity nearby. Passive.' She looked at the floor again, then at Margot. 'You think it's active.'


'I think someone is shaping this,' Margot said. 'I don't know why.'



Okafor was quiet for a moment. It was not the quiet of someone who disagreed. It was the quiet of someone incorporating new information and being honest about what it changed.


'All right,' she said. 'Then we need to know what the ward is for.'



*

[image: ]


THEY THANKED RAYAN Saleh, took photographs of the floor and the corners and the sealed windows, and advised him not to reopen the storeroom for now. He received this with the calm of someone who had already made that decision and was glad to have it formally endorsed.

Outside on Kellner Lane, the morning was going on around them. A woman with a trolley of shopping. A delivery van on the double yellow. The particular smell of the street, which was chip fat and diesel and something floral from the fabric shop two doors down.
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