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THE LAST PASSENGER

Raven Ray
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ACT ONE: THE BODY WITHOUT A NAME

* * *
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Chapter 1 · Webb
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The Forty-Minute Mark


[image: ]




The walkthrough was not a rule. No one had written it down, no one had told him to do it, and in thirty-six years on the railways Marcus Webb had met perhaps four other conductors who did anything similar. He had begun out of habit and continued out of something closer to conscience. Once a journey, in the final forty minutes, he walked the length of the train from the locomotive end to the last passenger car, not checking tickets — that was done — but checking. People. Bags left in aisles. The particular stillness of someone who had gone too quiet.

Elaine had found it funny, in the early years. *You're like a farmer counting sheep,* she used to say, and he would tell her that was fair enough, and that at least he always knew when one was missing.

The 11:47 Vennmore–Calderwick was not a popular service. It was a train for people who had missed something — a meeting that went long, a last round that became three, a decision delayed past the point of all the sensible alternatives. It ran six nights a week and carried, on average, twenty-two passengers. Tonight Webb had counted nineteen. Three of them were already asleep before they cleared the Vennmore outskirts.


He started at the front and worked back.



Car twelve held a young woman with a laptop, her face pale blue in its light. She didn't look up when he passed but her shoulders moved, adjusting — she'd heard him. Car thirteen: two men talking in the low, careful register of people who didn't want to be overheard but weren't quite worried enough to stop. Car fourteen: a large family, unusual for this hour, three children folded asleep across adults in configurations that looked uncomfortable and clearly weren't. Car fifteen: empty. Car sixteen: four passengers, scattered, all on their phones.


He reached the connecting door to car seventeen and stopped.






The light was wrong.



Car seventeen was old stock — older than it should have been on any service, retained because its minor deficiencies made it unfit for the premium routes. The overhead light in the rear section had been buzzing for three months. Not loudly; a low, irregular frequency that most passengers wouldn't notice but that Webb always heard within thirty seconds of entering. He had filed a maintenance report. He had filed a second. The light buzzed on.


It wasn't buzzing now.



He stood in the connecting corridor for a moment, his hand on the door handle. The train rocked slightly on a curve. Through the door's narrow window he could see the rear section of car seventeen: two rows of seats, the overhead lights steady and flat, and what appeared to be a woman seated alone in the window seat of the second-to- last row.


He pushed the door open.



* * *
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SHE WAS PERHAPS FORTY, perhaps a little older. Dark coat, good quality, buttoned to the collar. Her hands were folded in her lap, one over the other, in a way that registered somewhere in Webb's perception before he fully understood what it was that bothered him about it. She was facing the window. Beyond it was black — they were between the Dunmore stations, farmland on both sides, nothing to look at. He crossed to the aisle seat beside her and said, quietly, the word he said to everyone:

*Calderwick?


She didn't respond.



He said it again. He touched the headrest of the seat in front of hers and the vibration of the train travelled up his arm and he became aware, in the same moment, of several things arriving in sequence. That she was not asleep. That no one folds their hands that way in sleep. That the overhead light, the one that had been buzzing for three months, was now perfectly, inexplicably still. And that the connecting door to

the tunnel walkway — a door that was always locked, that Webb had never seen unlocked in eleven years on this route — was closed, but not quite latched, its latch tongue retracted, the door resting in its frame by the pressure of the train's movement alone.


He did not touch her.



He had worked the railways long enough to understand the difference between being wrong and being sure, and to know that what happened in the seconds after a decision of this kind could not be undone. He stepped back into the aisle. He looked at her hands. He looked at the door. He looked out at the black window and his own reflection in it — an old man in a navy uniform, standing very still, understanding something.


Then he unclipped the radio from his belt and called Cartwright.



* * *
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"Control, this is Webb on the 11:47, do you copy."



CARTWRIGHT'S VOICE came back cheerful, slightly distant. He was young, Cartwright — newer than Webb's youngest maintenance report. "Loud and clear, Marcus. What've you got?"

Webb kept his voice level and quiet. He had moved to the connecting corridor, the door to car seventeen closed between him and the woman in the dark coat, but he could still see her through the door's narrow window — a shape, still, folded. He said: "I need you to hold the train at Calderwick platform when we arrive and call through to station management. Don't let any passengers disembark until I say."


A short pause. "Everything alright?" "No," Webb said. "Not quite."



He could hear the change in Cartwright's voice — the cheerfulness dialling back, something more careful replacing it. Good lad. "Copy that. Anything else?"

Webb thought about the unlocked door. About the tunnel. About the maintenance walkway that ran along the tunnel wall and the locked gate at the approach road that he'd driven past a hundred times without thinking about it. He thought about filing the maintenance reports for the buzzing light and how they'd sat, and sat, and nothing had happened.


"Police," he said. "You'll want to call the police."



* * *
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HE WAITED IN THE CONNECTING corridor for the remaining twenty-three minutes of the journey. He didn't go back into car seventeen. He had decided, standing in the aisle with her reflection faint in the window beside his, that the most useful thing he could do was to leave everything exactly as it was. The maintenance door, not quite latched. Whatever had turned off the buzzing light. The particular precise arrangement of her hands, which he would not be able to stop seeing for a long time, he already knew that.

Once, a passenger from car sixteen pushed through from behind and asked if the toilet was out of service. Webb told him the rear of the train was temporarily out of bounds and suggested the facilities in car thirteen. The man looked at him with mild irritation and left.

Webb watched car seventeen through the door's narrow window. The light burned flat and steady. The woman did not move.

He had carried worse things than this, he thought. The year Elaine was dying he had worked this same route six nights a week because the routine of it was the only thing he trusted himself to do reliably. He had walked these cars in exactly this way, in exactly this direction, and he had thought: at least I can do this. At least I know how to do this correctly.


He was thinking it again now.



The train began to slow. Through the windows on his left, the faint light of the Calderwick outskirts appeared — a sodium glow above the warehouses, then the first

lit streets, then the platform lights coming up orange and precise out of the dark. Webb straightened his jacket. He unclipped the radio again and told Cartwright they were arriving, and Cartwright said the police had been contacted and station management was standing by, and Webb said thank you, and meant it in a way that had nothing to do with the words.


The train slid to a stop.



Webb opened the connecting door one last time and looked at her — the dark coat, the folded hands, the platform lights falling across the black window in long pale bars.


He stepped back and closed the door.




He had done what he could do. He had walked the train. He had not looked



away.

* * *
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Chapter 2 · Webb
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No Ticket, No Name
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They put him in the station manager's office, which was a small room behind the ticket barriers with a plastic chair and a desk that smelled of old coffee and biscuits. Someone brought him tea in a paper cup. He drank it without tasting it. Through the office's single window he could see the platform, the train still in its berth, and the blue-white pulse of a police vehicle parked at the far end — a colour that had no business being at a railway station, Webb thought, and then immediately understood that was a ridiculous thing to think.

The constable who interviewed him was young and conscientious and introduced himself as PC Reeves. He had a notebook with a green cover and wrote in it with a precision that Webb recognised as the handwriting of someone who had been told, recently and firmly, to be thorough. Webb liked him for it. He answered everything Reeves asked — the time of departure, the passenger count, his walkthrough routine, what he had seen in car seventeen — and Reeves wrote it all down and asked sensible follow-up questions and did not at any point give Webb the impression that he thought this was ordinary.


"And you didn't recognise her?" Reeves said. "From previous journeys?"




"No." Webb held the paper cup in both hands. "Though I wouldn't necessarily.

Faces, I remember. Names, I'm not always reliable." "But her face wasn't familiar."

"No."



Reeves wrote something. "And you said she had no ticket — no record of purchase on this service?"

"That's what Cartwright told me, yes. Nothing in the system under her seat number, nothing unclaimed in the manifest." Webb paused. "I don't know how that's possible. You can't board without scanning something."




"Unless someone helped her board," Reeves said, not quite to himself.



Webb said nothing. He had thought the same thing and didn't want to rush Reeves toward conclusions he hadn't yet earned. That wasn't his job. His job was to answer what was asked.

* * *
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THE INTERVIEW TOOK forty minutes. At its end Reeves closed his notebook and told Webb that a detective sergeant from Major Crimes would be arriving within the hour and would want to speak with him again. Webb said that was fine. Reeves asked if he needed anything and Webb said he'd take more tea if it was going, and Reeves went to find some and came back with a second paper cup and the information that the other passengers had been processed and released. Webb thought about the man who'd asked about the toilet — his irritation, how small it had seemed — and felt something he couldn't name.


"The light," Webb said.




Reeves looked up from the doorway. "Sorry?"



"In car seventeen. The overhead light in the rear section." Webb set down his cup. "It's been faulty for three months. A buzzing — not loud, but constant. I've reported it twice." He stopped, aware he was perhaps explaining more than was useful, and then decided that was not the right instinct. "It wasn't buzzing tonight. When I reached the door it was completely quiet. That's the first thing I noticed — before I saw her."


Reeves had his notebook open again. "The light wasn't making its usual sound."



"It's always made that sound. Every night, every run, for three months." Webb looked at his hands. "Tonight it didn't. I don't know what that means. I just thought you should have it."

Reeves wrote it down. Webb watched him write it and had the odd sensation of watching something small and possibly significant travel from his memory into the official record, where it would either matter or not, and where that determination

would be made by people with more information than he had. He found he was glad to have said it. The feeling of it sitting unspoken had been heavier than he'd realised.

* * *
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The detective sergeant arrived at twenty past one.



WEBB HEARD HER BEFORE he saw her — a voice in the corridor, unhurried, asking Reeves two precise questions and not waiting long for the answers. Then the door opened and she came in and sat down across from Webb without making anything of it, which he appreciated. She was perhaps forty, dark-haired, wearing a coat that suggested she'd come from home rather than from an office. She introduced herself as DS Marsh and placed a notepad on the desk between them and looked at him in a way that made him feel, oddly, that she already knew what he was going to say and was waiting to see whether he'd say it accurately.


"Mr Webb. Thank you for waiting."




"There wasn't anywhere else to be," he said.



Something shifted at the corner of her mouth. "Walk me through it. From when you entered car seventeen."

He walked her through it. He was more precise this time — the second telling of anything was always cleaner — and she let him speak without interrupting, which was unusual in Webb's experience of being interviewed by anyone about anything. When he reached the unlocked maintenance door she stopped him.


"You said not quite latched. Not unlocked — latched."



"The latch tongue was retracted. The door was resting closed by the movement of the train." He considered. "If the train had been stationary I think it would have been sitting open an inch or two."


"And that door is normally secured."



"Locked. Yes. It connects to the maintenance walkway through the Dunmore tunnel — there's no other access from the passenger side." He paused. "I've never seen it open. Not in eleven years on this route."

Marsh wrote something. She had a neater hand than Reeves — smaller, more economical — and she didn't look down when she wrote, which Webb found difficult to do himself and had always respected in others. "And the light," she said.


He glanced up. "Reeves told you."




"Reeves wrote it down," she said. "Tell me yourself."



So he told her about the light. The three months of buzzing, the two maintenance reports, the way he heard it within thirty seconds of entering the car on every run. The silence tonight that had been the first wrongness, before the woman, before the door. Marsh listened with the same quality of attention she'd given everything else — not heightened, not dampened, the same flat careful regard — and when he finished she looked at him for a moment before she wrote anything.


"You think someone interfered with it," she said. "The light."



"I don't know how you'd do that from the walkway side." Webb turned his cup in his hands. "But it's been making that noise for three months and tonight it wasn't, and I don't believe in coincidences that convenient."

"No," Marsh said. "Neither do I." She wrote it down. Then: "Is there anything else? Anything you noticed that you haven't been asked about."

Webb thought about this properly, the way she deserved to have it thought about. He had been in that corridor for twenty-three minutes. He had watched car seventeen through the narrow window and kept himself still and tried to do the one useful thing available to him, which was to observe and to remember. He went through it now — the platform lights arriving, the angle of them on the window, the woman's coat, the exact position of her hands, one over the other, not sleeping, not—


"Her hands," he said. "Tell me."



"Folded. One over the other, in her lap. Very—" He stopped. Tried to find the word that was accurate rather than dramatic. "Arranged," he said finally. "They looked arranged. Not the way your hands fall when you sleep. The way you'd place them if you were posing for a photograph, or lying in state." He heard how that sounded and added: "I know that's not evidence."

"It's observation," Marsh said. "That's useful." She closed her notepad. "I'm going to ask you not to speak to anyone about what you saw tonight — not the other passengers, not the press, not people you trust. Can you do that?"


"Yes."



"Thank you." She stood. "Someone will drive you home. We'll need to speak again in the next day or two."

Webb stood also. He was taller than her by several inches and somehow this hadn't been apparent when she was seated. "The manifest," he said. "No ticket, no name. How does someone board a train that way?"

Marsh looked at him steadily. It was not a deflecting look — she was considering the question, he realised, not deciding how to avoid it.


"They don't," she said. "Not without help."



* * *
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THE CAR TOOK HIM HOME through empty streets. The driver was a young officer who didn't talk, which Webb was grateful for. He sat in the back and watched the city go past — the closed shopfronts, the orange pools of the streetlights, a fox crossing a junction without hurrying — and he thought about the woman in the dark coat and the way she had been sitting in a train car with nothing to look at out of the window and her hands folded as though she had known, or decided, or both.


He thought about the light that had stopped buzzing.



He thought about Elaine, briefly, because he often did at this hour and because she had always been the person he talked to after anything that required thinking

about. What he thought was not a sentence so much as a feeling — a kind of pressure in the chest, familiar now, that he had learned was not grief exactly but its permanent address.

The car pulled up outside his flat. Webb thanked the driver and went inside. He did not sleep for a long time. He sat in the kitchen with the light on and a glass of water he didn't drink and went through the walkthrough again in his mind — car twelve, thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, sixteen — and then the moment at the door when the silence had reached him before anything else, and he had known, before he pushed it open, that something on the other side of it had already happened and could not be undone.


He had still pushed it open.




He thought that probably mattered, though he couldn't yet have said why.



* * *
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Chapter 3 · Marsh
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The Platform
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The call came at half past midnight. Marsh was awake — she was usually awake at half past midnight, had been for the eight months since Daniel left and she'd stopped pretending that sleeping in the middle of a bed was something a person could simply decide to do. She was in the kitchen with her thermos and the tail end of a crossword, and when her phone rang she looked at it for one second before answering, the way she always did, as though a single second of consideration might change what was on the other end.


It never did.



Reeves gave her the facts in the right order, which she noted approvingly: unidentified female, car seventeen of the 11:47 Vennmore–Calderwick, no manifest entry, no identification on the body, first response on scene, SOCO en route. She asked three questions — cause of death, access points, witness status — and Reeves said unknown, one possible, one conductor who was calm and cooperative and had noticed things. She said she'd be there in twenty minutes and hung up and rinsed her thermos and refilled it and was in the car in four.

Calderwick station at one in the morning was a particular kind of quiet — not empty, but suspended, the usual rhythms stopped. She badged through the barriers and a uniformed sergeant named Okafor met her at the platform gate and walked her down. He was broad-shouldered and efficient and gave her the secondary briefing in the time it took them to cover fifty metres, which she appreciated. Blue-white light from two response vehicles strobed at the far end of the platform. The train sat in its berth like something that had decided not to move again.

The conductor was waiting near the station manager's office — she saw him before Okafor pointed him out. A tall man, mid-fifties, with a broad open face that was holding itself carefully neutral in the way of people who had decided that composure was the most useful thing they could offer. Grey at the temples, more grey than not.

His navy uniform was neat despite the hour, the jacket buttoned, and he was standing with his hands at his sides in the manner of someone who had been told to wait and had taken the instruction seriously. She would speak to him properly after she'd seen the car.

"Webb," Okafor said. "Senior conductor. He found her, made the call, kept the passengers on board until we arrived. Done everything right."


"Good," Marsh said, and meant it.



* * *

[image: ]


SHE SUITED UP AT THE car door — gloves, overshoes, the familiar ritual of making herself temporarily sterile — and stepped inside.

Car seventeen was old stock, its overhead lighting the flat institutional yellow of a room that had never been designed for comfort. SOCO had set up additional lighting at both ends and the effect was shadowless, clinical, everything equally exposed. A photographer moved at the far end of the car with the quiet efficiency of someone who had learned to be invisible. Two technicians were working the door to what appeared to be a maintenance access point, not quite latched in its frame.


Marsh walked the length of the car slowly.



The woman was in the window seat of the second-to-last row, port side. Dark wool coat, well made, the kind that lasted decades if you looked after it. Brown hair, shoulder-length, some grey in it. She was perhaps forty-four, forty-five — it was difficult to be certain, death having its own flattening effect on age. Her face in repose was angular, strong-jawed, the face of someone who had been precise about things. Marsh looked at it for a long time before she looked at anything else.


Then she looked at the hands.



Folded in the lap, one over the other. Left over right. The nails were short and unvarnished and there was a callus on the inside of the right middle finger, the kind that came from years of writing by hand. The position itself was what stopped her — not the stillness, she had seen stillness before, had made her peace with what bodies

became when they were finished — but the deliberateness of it. The hands had been placed. Someone had taken the time, in whatever window existed between this woman's death and the train's arrival at Calderwick, to arrange her as though for viewing.

It told Marsh several things at once. That the person who had done this was not panicking. That they had a particular conception of how this should look — respectful, or controlled, or both. And that they had been confident enough in their timeline to pause over a dead woman and fold her hands before they left.

She crouched beside the seat and looked at the hands without touching them and thought: this is not a natural death. She thought it before the toxicology, before the maintenance door, before any of the procedural architecture that would eventually confirm it. She thought it because thirty-six years of experience had taught Webb to trust the silence of a light that should have been buzzing, and seventeen years had taught her to trust the precise arrangement of a dead woman's hands.

She stood and called to the nearest SOCO technician. "The tray table. Has anyone looked under it?"


The technician — young, efficient, a smear of evidence tape on her left wrist —

shook her head. "Not yet. We've been working the door." "Work the tray table next," Marsh said.



* * *
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THE BRIEFING HAPPENED in the station manager's office, which smelled of old coffee and, faintly, of the tea that had been made for the conductor. Marsh stood. She rarely sat in briefings — not from any principle, simply because standing helped her think and she had long since stopped pretending otherwise. Reeves was there, notebook open. Okafor. A British Transport Police liaison named Ferrers who had the look of a man who had hoped this was going to be a simple sudden death and was adjusting to the evidence that it wasn't.

Marsh went through what she had. Unidentified female. No ticket, no manifest entry, which meant either a system failure — possible but requiring investigation — or deliberate erasure, which was the assumption she was working from until shown otherwise. No identification in the coat pockets, none in a bag, no bag. No phone. The absence of a phone in this era was its own kind of statement. Cause of death unknown pending toxicology, estimated twenty-four to forty-eight hours for preliminary results.


"The maintenance door," she said. "What's the access?"



Ferrers had this. The door connected to the walkway running alongside the Dunmore tunnel — a Victorian bore, five hundred metres, used for maintenance access only. The walkway was reachable from the tunnel's approach road via a locked gate. One of six keys, held by a rail maintenance contractor.

"I want the contractor's records," Marsh said. "Who holds those keys, when they were last signed out, whether anyone has reported a key missing. By tomorrow morning."


Ferrers wrote it down. "The light," Reeves said. Marsh looked at him.



"The conductor mentioned it — Webb. The overhead light in the rear section of car seventeen. It's been faulty for three months, making a buzzing sound. He said it wasn't buzzing tonight. It was the first thing he noticed when he reached the door."

The room absorbed this. Ferrers looked uncertain about its relevance. Okafor was expressionless. Marsh turned it over once and filed it in the part of her mind where things went that didn't yet have a place but were too specific to discard.


"Webb reported the fault twice," Reeves added. "Both reports are in the system.



The light was never repaired."

"Find out who was responsible for actioning those reports," Marsh said. "And whether anyone else accessed the maintenance system in relation to car seventeen in the last two weeks." She looked around the room. "Anything else?"




Nothing else.



"Then let's find out who she is," Marsh said. "That's the first job. Everything else follows from that."

* * *
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She went back to the car before she left.



SOCO WERE STILL WORKING — they would be for hours yet — and the photographer had moved to the maintenance door. Marsh stood in the aisle beside the woman's seat and looked at her in the additional lighting, which was pitiless and clarifying. Brown hair, grey-threaded. Strong jaw. Callused finger. Folded hands. A woman who had written things by hand, who had owned a good coat and kept it, who had ended up in the last car of a late service with no name attached to her anywhere in any system.


Someone had worked hard to make her not exist.



Marsh thought about that — about the effort involved, the planning, the confidence. About the hands folded with such care. There was something in the combination that she couldn't yet articulate: the thoroughness of the erasure alongside the deliberateness of that gesture. As though whoever had done this wanted her gone from the record but not from view. Wanted her found, but nameless. Wanted the question asked, but not answered.

Or perhaps that was too much. Perhaps she was reading intention into what was simply operational — fold the hands, close the door, leave. Perhaps.

She pulled off her gloves and walked back down the platform toward her car. The sodium lights overhead turned everything the colour of old paper. At the far end of the platform, near the barriers, she could see Webb — still there, waiting for his lift, his broad frame and his careful stillness familiar already, the posture of a man who had decided to stay until he was certain he was no longer needed. She raised a hand as she passed. He nodded once.

In the car she unscrewed her thermos and drank and looked at the station entrance and thought: a woman with no name, on a train she was never supposed to be on, with her hands folded like a question.


Marsh started the engine.




She did not believe in coincidences that convenient either.



* * *
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Chapter 4 · Marsh
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The Vial
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She was back at the station by eight. She had slept for four hours in the rented flat — the flat that was hers now in the way that things become yours when the alternative is admitting they aren't — and she had woken at six-thirty without an alarm, made coffee from the blend she ground herself, and stood at the kitchen window for ten minutes watching the street below come to life. A man walking a dog. A woman in a yellow coat. The particular quality of early light on wet pavement that made everything look provisional, as though the day hadn't fully committed yet.


She had thought about the hands the entire drive over.



The SOCO lead was a compact, methodical woman named Drisoll — fiftyish, cropped silver hair, the kind of unhurried precision that came from having done the work long enough to know that rushing it cost more than it saved. She met Marsh at the car door with a tablet and a coffee of her own and walked her through what the overnight sweep had found.

"Three areas of interest," Drisoll said. "The maintenance door, the tray table, and the door handle on the platform side." She swiped to the first image. "The maintenance door latch mechanism has been manually retracted from the walkway side — there's tooling marks on the housing, very clean, someone who knew what they were doing. The door can be held closed from outside using the latch tongue if you know the angle. It would hold until the train reached speed, then settle shut with the vibration."

Marsh looked at the image. Fine parallel marks on the brass housing, barely visible. "So someone entered from the tunnel walkway, came through that door into the car, and then pulled it closed behind them on the way back out."


"That's what the physical evidence suggests, yes." "The tray table."



Drisoll swiped again. "Your instinct was right. We found a small glass vial in the housing beneath the tray mechanism — the hinge recess, where the tray folds up. It had been placed there deliberately. Someone put it where it wouldn't be found in a casual search." She handed Marsh an evidence bag. "We've logged it. Toxicology will take the lead on contents."

Marsh held the bag up to the light. The vial was small — perhaps four centimetres, pharmaceutical grade, the kind used in clinical or research settings rather than anything you could walk into a pharmacy and buy. It was empty. The stopper had been replaced precisely, no residue on the outside, the glass clean of prints.


"Wiped," Marsh said.




"Inside and out. Whoever handled it was wearing gloves throughout." Marsh turned it once more and handed it back. "And the door handle."



"Platform-side exterior handle. There's a smear on the underside — contact transfer, not a full print. Gloved hand, but the material left a trace. We're running it against known composites. Probably latex, possibly nitrile. Results by end of day."

"Good." Marsh looked down the length of the car. In the morning light, without the additional SOCO lighting of the night before, it looked simply old — the worn upholstery, the sticky tray mechanisms, the overhead light that was, she noted, still burning flat and steady without a sound. "I want to speak to Webb again. Is he here?"


"Called him in for nine," Drisoll said. "He didn't hesitate." "He wouldn't," Marsh said.



* * *
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WEBB ARRIVED AT FIVE to nine in the same navy uniform, which suggested either that he'd slept in it or that he owned more than one and kept them in the same condition. His face in daylight was more lined than she'd registered at one in the morning — deep creases at the corners of the eyes, the specific weathering of someone who had spent decades moving between heated interiors and cold platforms. He

accepted a chair in the briefing room and sat in it with his large hands resting on his knees and looked at her with the straightforward attentiveness of a man who understood that his job right now was to be useful.


"I want to go back to the light," Marsh said.




He nodded, unsurprised. "I thought you might."




"You said it had been buzzing for three months. Every run, every night."



"Without exception. Some nights louder than others depending on the temperature — cold made it worse. But it was always there."


"And last night it wasn't."



"Last night it wasn't." He paused. "I've been thinking about that. You can't get to the light fitting from the walkway side — the fitting's in the ceiling of the passenger car, no access from the maintenance space. But the wiring runs along the exterior wall. If someone knew what they were doing they could interrupt the circuit from outside, through the wall housing." He said it carefully, not as a theory he was invested in, but as a possibility he'd worked through. "I'm not an electrician. But that's the only way I can account for it."


Marsh wrote it down. "It would have served a purpose," she said. "The buzzing



— if it was audible to you at the door, it was audible from inside the car as well. Silencing it meant anyone in that corridor heard nothing unusual when they entered."


Webb looked at her steadily. "Yes," he said. "I'd worked that out."



"Of course you had." She set down her pen. "The maintenance walkway. You said you'd driven past the approach road gate a hundred times. Did you ever stop?"

"Once. About four years ago — there was a British Transport Police exercise, we were briefed on tunnel access protocols. The gate's a standard five-lever, heavy-duty padlock. The road leading to it is unmarked — you'd miss it if you didn't know it was there."


"But someone who knew the route well wouldn't miss it."






"No," Webb said. "They wouldn't."



Marsh let that sit for a moment. Outside the briefing room's single window a pigeon landed on the platform railing and immediately left. She thought about the vial

— pharmaceutical grade, four centimetres, wiped clean, placed with the care of someone who had rehearsed the sequence. The tooling marks on the latch housing. The silence where the buzzing should have been. It had the quality of a plan that had been run through many times in a room somewhere, every contingency addressed, every noise eliminated.

"Is there anything about last night's service that was different from the usual run?" she said. "The route, the timing, the crew."

Webb thought about it properly. She liked that about him — he didn't answer immediately to seem helpful, he actually considered. "Cartwright on control instead of Hendricks — Hendricks is usually on Tuesdays but he swapped. The timing was standard, we were perhaps three minutes ahead of schedule leaving Vennmore, made it up in the Dunmore approach." He paused. "Car seventeen was assigned at the last minute. It's usually held in reserve but car eleven had a heating fault and they needed to substitute."


Marsh looked up from her notepad. "Car seventeen was a late substitution."



"Yes. I was told at six, when I signed on. The assignment would have been in the system from about four in the afternoon."

"So whoever needed to know which car she'd be in had at least a four-hour window."
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