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Prologue

 

The fog came in off the Mersey like a thief in the night—damp, silent, swallowing streetlights whole. It coiled through the narrow lanes behind O’Malley’s Pub, a place where dockworkers laughed too hard, jazz records skipped on worn Victrolas, and secrets were traded over pints of Threlfalls Mild. In that alley—just thirty paces from the back door where kitchen waste was dumped and cigarette breaks were stolen—she lay.

Janet Moore. Twenty-six. Hair dark as spilled ink, now matted with blood and alley grime. Her white floral top, once crisp and cheerful, was slashed open at the chest, each stab wound a black flower blooming in crimson. Twelve times they’d plunged the blade in. Twelve times they’d made their point. But it was the first—the one that pierced her heart—that had done the killing. The rest? That was rage. Or fear. Or both.

 

Her right hand was curled into a fist, fingers locked around a torn scrap of navy wool. Not much—just a corner of a jacket pocket, frayed at the seam. But it was enough. She’d been trained to know that. At the academy, they’d drilled it into her: Evidence isn’t grand. It’s small. It’s overlooked. It’s held in a dying woman’s grip.

She hadn’t screamed. Neighbors later said they heard nothing—just the distant clatter of a late tram and the mournful whistle of a ship out on the river. She’d fought, though. Bruises mottled her forearms, her knuckles split. Scratches clawed down her neck. More than one man. Definitely.

 

And now, as the gas lamps flickered and the first constable’s boots crunched on broken glass, the city of Liverpool—still stitching itself back together after the Blitz, still rationing sugar and meat—was about to be ripped open again.

Not by bombs this time.

By blood.  


Chapter 1: The White Floral Top

 

Rain began to fall just after midnight—a thin, persistent drizzle that turned the cobblestones slick and sent puddles rippling under the pale halo of the gas lamps. Silas Walker stood at the mouth of the alley off Scotland Road, his overcoat collar turned up against the damp, a ginger biscuit half-dunked in the thermos of tea he always carried. He didn’t eat it yet. He never did until he’d seen the body. Eating before felt like disrespect.

Constable Harry Coleman stood beside him, cap pulled low, breath visible in the chill. “She’s… bad, Silas. Real bad.”

“I gathered,” Silas said quietly. His voice was low, measured—the kind of voice that had calmed hysterical witnesses and unnerved hardened criminals alike. He stepped forward, boots clicking on wet stone. The alley reeked of rotting cabbage, stale beer, and something metallic beneath it all. Blood. Fresh.

Janet Moore lay sprawled near a rusted dustbin, one leg bent unnaturally beneath her, the pleated skirt torn at the thigh. Her eyes were open, fixed on the soot-streaked brick wall above her, as if she’d been watching her life flicker out like a failing bulb. Silas knelt, careful not to disturb the scene. He noted the pattern: defensive wounds on the arms, ligature marks faint but present on the left wrist—she’d been held. The stab wounds clustered around the heart, then fanned outward. Overkill. Emotion, not efficiency.

“Twelve,” he murmured. “First was the kill shot. The rest… theatrical.”

Sarah Jones arrived then, her medical bag clinking, her coat buttoned to the throat despite the mild spring night. She gave Silas a nod, her eyes already scanning the body with clinical detachment. “Morning, Silas. Harry. Nasty business.”

“Evening, Sarah,” Silas corrected gently. “It’s barely past one.”

She smiled faintly. “Feels like morning when you’ve been up since six dissecting a bloke who drank himself to death.” She knelt beside him, gloved fingers probing gently at the torso. “Blade was narrow—stiletto or ice pick. Sharp. Single-edged. No hesitation marks. He knew where to strike.”

“He?” Silas raised an eyebrow.

“Or they,” Sarah amended. “But the angle suggests one dominant hand. The others held her down.”

Silas’s gaze drifted to Janet’s right hand. Still clenched. “What’s she holding?”

Sarah pried the fingers open with careful pressure. The scrap of fabric emerged—navy wool, wool serge, military cut. A pocket corner, torn clean. “This’ll go to Forensics. Could be anything—a uniform, a work jacket. But it’s new. Not threadbare.”

Silas stood, brushing gravel from his knees. He pulled a small notebook from his breast pocket—the same pocket that held his mother’s photograph, faded but cherished. “Janet Moore. Waitress at O’Malley’s. Lived in a flat above a greengrocer’s on Vauxhall Road. No known enemies. Popular with the lads.”

“Then why this?” Harry asked, gesturing at the carnage.

Silas looked down at the white floral top, now stained beyond redemption. “Because she wasn’t just a waitress.”

He said it like a fact, though he had no proof yet. But Silas Walker believed in the law of probability and opportunity. There were no coincidences. Not in murder. Not in Liverpool.

Back at headquarters—Central Police Station on St. Anne Street—the office smelled of damp wool, pipe tobacco, and the sharp tang of developing chemicals from the photo lab next door. Silas’s desk was a controlled chaos: specimen jars filled with trace fibers, soil samples, hair clippings; a half-disassembled UNIVAC punch card reader he’d borrowed from the Records Department “for research”; diagrams of human anatomy pinned to the corkboard with red string connecting victim to suspect to location.

He dipped a fresh ginger biscuit into his tea—Threlfalls Mild sat untouched in a pint glass beside it—and stared at the photograph of Janet Moore taken at the scene. Alive, she’d been striking: high cheekbones, a crooked smile, eyes that held something watchful. Not the kind of girl who’d end up in an alley with twelve holes in her chest unless she’d been looking for trouble.

Or unless trouble had been assigned to her.

He opened her personnel file—thin, unremarkable. But then he noticed the anomaly. A pay stub from Mersey Shipping & Logistics, dated two months prior. Listed as “temporary clerk.” Yet no record of employment there existed in the council archives.

“This is somewhat interesting,” he said aloud.

Carol would’ve told him to come home. To feed the pigeons in Princess Park, to let the city breathe without him for one night. But Carol was asleep now, dreaming of sailboats and peacocks and a world where men didn’t stab women in alleys.

Silas stayed.

Because somewhere in that torn pocket, in that white floral top, in the silence after the twelfth stab, was a connection.

And he needed to find it.


Chapter 2: The Pocket of Evidence

 

The forensic lab in the basement of Central Police Station smelled of carbolic acid, wet wool drying on radiators, and the faint, ever-present tang of river silt that seeped into every brick in Liverpool. Silas Walker stood over the steel examination table where the torn scrap of navy fabric lay pinned beneath a glass slide, illuminated by the cold white beam of a newfangled tungsten lamp—one of the few luxuries the department had acquired since the war, courtesy of a modest Home Office grant for “modernizing investigative techniques.”

Sarah Jones adjusted her spectacles, her fingers deft as she manipulated the fabric under a Zeiss magnifying loupe. “Wool serge, as I thought. But look here—” She pointed with a bone stylus to a faint imprint near the seam. “There’s a manufacturer’s stamp. Partial, but legible. ‘C… L… T…’ Could be ‘Clayton & Treadwell.’ They supplied uniforms to dock supervisors and railway guards during the war. Still do, on contract.”
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