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Chapter 1

The air in the Internal Affairs room was stale, thick with the scent of old paper and bureaucratic dust. It was the smell of careers ending. The walls were a faded, institutional off-white, stained with rust in the corners. Above, the fluorescent light hummed and flickered, a low frequency that felt like pressure building behind the eyes; each stutter in the current a tiny hammer blow against the skull. The room was built without windows, a sealed box for condemnation. Rain drummed on the thin roof above, the only reminder that time was still passing somewhere else.

Inside, there was only a scuffed metal table, two chairs, and a man who knew he was already condemned.

Detective Inspector Slade sat like a stone monument, still and heavy in the cheap chair. He was in his late forties, his skin pulled taut over sharp cheekbones. A coarse, greying stubble covered a jawline that might once have been handsome, but the horrors of CID had eroded any softness, leaving a gaunt, weary mask. His eyes were flat, fixed on a point beyond the peeling paint. He ignored the blinking red eye of the recording unit in the corner, the only impartial witness to his final interview.

Opposite him sat Chief Superintendent Elise Harrow. She was tall and thin, dressed in a severe, perfectly pressed uniform. The crown and pip of her rank gleamed on her shoulders. Her short, blonde hair was cut with razor precision, and her sharp blue eyes missed nothing. Her composure was a weapon. Next to her, DCI Rupert Hannigan from Internal Affairs clicked a pen. He was a soft, pale man whose features seemed designed to be forgotten, a bureaucrat who blended with the institutional beige of the room. He opened a file with thin fingers, as if touching the details of Slade’s career might somehow contaminate him.

“D.I. Slade,” Hannigan began, his voice devoid of inflection. “You're here in relation to the detainment and subsequent hospitalization of one Ronald Flint, suspect in the Marlowe Lane killings, and the injury of Detective Sergeant Dyson during the interview.”

Slade’s gaze did not waver. “He killed five women,” he said, his voice a calm, gravelly thing. “I made him talk.”

Harrow’s voice cut through the air, quiet but sharp. “You fractured his cheekbone in three places. Broke his fingers. There were burn marks on his chest. And you put your own partner into the wall hard enough to give him a concussion.”

“He confessed,” Slade repeated. It was the only fact that mattered.

“The report says you used a metal clipboard from the table,” Hannigan added, his eyes on the page.

The hum of the lights filled the silence. The words hung in the air. Slade did not flinch. He leaned back slowly, a deliberate, creaking movement of leather and bone. His eyes finally flicked to the camera.

“You want a medal or a confession?” he asked.

“What we want, Slade,” Harrow said, her voice dangerously low, “is control. You have proven you cannot be trusted with it.”

Hannigan slid a single sheet of paper across the metal table. “Effective immediately, you are suspended from duty, pending psychological evaluation and internal review. Indefinitely.”

Harrow stood, her part in the proceedings concluded. She gave a curt nod to Hannigan and turned for the door.

It was Hannigan who spoke, his gaze still fixed on the file in front of him. “You’re a broken tool, Inspector.”

A beat of silence settled. Slade’s eyes narrowed, the first crack in his stone facade.

“What?”

Harrow paused at the door, but did not turn around. “Leave your warrant card,” she said, her voice cold. “I have no use for a copper who resorts to brutality. Sort yourself out.”

She left. The door clicked shut with absolute finality. The red light on the camera kept blinking, recording the silence. Slade pushed himself to his feet. He unclipped his warrant card from his belt and placed it on the table with a soft, final thud. Hannigan was at the door, fussing with the lock on his briefcase. Slade walked past him without a word, his shoulder brushing Hannigan’s, a silent, dismissive shove.

He stepped out into the main CID office. The usual low hum of keyboards and ringing phones faltered. Conversations died. He felt the weight of two dozen pairs of eyes on him. They were not looks of sympathy, but of a cold, damning judgment. He was no longer one of them. He was a liability, a piece of broken machinery that had finally been decommissioned. His partner, DS Dyson, sat at his desk, staring at his monitor, a stark white bandage visible on the back of his scalp. He didn't look up. The silence of the room was an accusation. Slade kept walking, his face a mask of stone, and pushed through the main doors out into the rain.

That was the last day he wore a badge.

Three months later, someone left a corpse on his rooftop. It smiled at him with no lips.


Chapter 2

Bethnal Green. The bones of old East London, patched with scaffolding and history. Red-brick tower blocks leaned like tired sentinels under a ceiling of low, grey cloud. The roads were slick with last night’s rain, where litter clung to the drains. A raw wind rattled a loose shop sign, carrying the faint taste of petrol and fried onions. The city didn’t wake so much as groan to its feet, another day of decay ahead of it.

Slade’s flat was a shrine to abandonment. The wallpaper, once a hopeful yellow, now curled from the corners, stained by years of smoke. Dust and cobwebs clung to the blades of a ceiling fan that hadn't turned in years. Over a desk cluttered with empty bottles and cold case folders, a corkboard of unsolved murders loomed. The faces in the photos had their eyes scratched out; red string connected bodies to locations, a spiderweb of dead ends. On the side table, his father's old service revolver lay next to a half-empty bottle of whisky.

The sharp crack of the letterbox was a gunshot in the quiet. The thump of something hitting the floor was a hammer blow inside his skull. A hot, pointless anger flared in his chest.

Slade stirred. One eye opened, then winced against the thin morning light. He rose from the sofa where he’d collapsed, scooped the plain envelope from the mat and carried it into the kitchenette. His hands moved on autopilot, making coffee. Black. Thick enough to stand a spoon in. He leaned against the counter, the hot mug warming his hands, the bitter liquid cutting a path through the fog in his head. He looked at the envelope again. LOOK TO THE SKIES.

He muttered the words, his voice a rough rasp. "Another one... look to the skies... the skies." He glanced out the grimy window at the ceiling of low, grey cloud. Nothing. The coffee hit him, a jolt of harsh clarity. His gaze dropped from the window and travelled up the face of the building opposite. The roof.

His face tightened. The fog evaporated in a rush of cold adrenaline. He wrenched the door open and peered down the empty corridor. Nothing but a flickering bulb at the far end of the hall, casting dancing shadows on the stained walls. He bolted back to the window, scanning the street below. No one was leaving the building. Just a street sweeper pushing grime into the gutter and a pigeon picking at a foil takeaway tray. He turned, grabbed his coat from the floor, and headed for the stairs.

The rusted steel door to the roof groaned open on protesting hinges. Slade emerged onto a slab of damp concrete, a wasteland fringed with broken aerials and old satellite dishes. Pigeons scattered at his arrival, their cooing a sound of disapproval.

And there, in the middle of the roof, was a body.

He stopped ten feet from it, his boots suddenly heavy on the concrete. The wind whipped a scrap of old newspaper past his face, close enough to touch, but he didn't seem to notice. He just stared. A strange, distant look came into his eyes, as if he were trying to place a face from a dream he'd had long ago. The present scene, the body, the rooftop, all seemed to recede, replaced by a flickering memory from a vast, cold distance.

He finally moved, his steps slow, deliberate, closing the distance. She was young, mid-twenties. Her dark hair was cut in a short, neat bob, now matted with rain against the concrete. Her skin was a pale, waxy blue in the flat morning light, and her blue eyes stared up at the grey sky, seeing nothing. Her shirt was gone, and her arms were splayed wide in a grotesque welcome. Burned deep into her chest was a circular sigil, the flesh cooked black and blistered at the edges. The cuts that formed her grin were surgically neat, pulling the lips back from her teeth in a permanent, silent snarl. A meticulous ring of pigeon feathers, dark and damp, had been arranged around her head in a mocking halo. Her ankles were bound with a length of rough rope, tied in a complex knot he knew too well.

“Hell of a way to say good morning,” Slade said to no one.

He crouched, his movements stiff. He looked closer, his detective’s mind cutting through the shock. His eyes went to the rope around her ankles. A fisherman’s bend. Clean, perfect, and brutally efficient. He ran a hand over his stubbled jaw, a cold thought forming in his mind. How many people in London even know how to tie one of those? He scanned the concrete again. “No blood trail. No drag marks,” he murmured. “Which means she died up here. Or someone carried her like she weighed nothing.”

A flash of memory, sharp and unwanted: burned skin on a different victim. A different rooftop, fifteen years ago. The Wormwood Butcher.

Slade stood. He pulled out his phone, his thumb finding a familiar number. It was answered on the third ring.

“Slade.” Harrow’s voice was thick with sleep and irritation. “You better be dying or confessing.”

“There’s a corpse on my rooftop,” he said, his own voice flat, devoid of emotion. “Ritual burn marks. Symbolic posing. No ID yet.”

“You’re suspended. You’re not supposed to even look at a corpse, let alone call me about it. Stay out of it. Let Homicide do their job.”

“They won’t read it right,” Slade countered. “They’ll call it gang-related or some art school madness. This is something else. Something I've seen before.”

“You’re not a police officer right now, Slade.” Her tone was hardening, the professional wall going up.

“Then I’m a neighbour with a dead woman on his roof. And I’m telling you, this isn’t random. This is connected to the Wormwood Butcher. And possibly his son.”

A pause on the other end of the line. “Eliot Varn? Jesus. You don’t know that.”

“Not yet,” Slade said. “But I’ll find out. You want results? Let me work. Or we can let the press run a headline: 'Murder Above Former Detective’s Flat. Police Ignore Connection'.”

He heard her exhale slowly, a sound of pure frustration.

“No badge,” she finally said. “No backup. No jurisdiction. If you get arrested, I’ll deny we ever spoke. If you get caught tampering, you go down alone.”

“I’ve been alone for three months,” Slade said quietly. “Difference is, now I’ve got something to do.”

He hung up. From his vantage point, the body on the concrete looked small, insignificant against the vast, grey indifference of the city. But it echoed loud. Slade stared down at the burnt sigil and didn’t blink. He’d seen it before. In a dusty file marked 'Wormwood'. And in a prison cell where a man had died smiling.

The Number 8 bus juddered through the Bethnal Green Road, its windows fogged with the breath of the morning commute. WPC Leah Cort leaned her head against the cool glass, watching the city slide by in a blur of brick and steam. She had her phone pressed to her ear, a half-eaten protein bar in her other hand.

“No, I told you, Sarah, it was a disaster,” she said, keeping her voice low. “He spent the entire time talking about his crypto portfolio. I think he mentioned ‘disrupting the paradigm’ at least six times.”

She listened to her friend’s laughter, a small smile touching her own full lips. “Exactly. I’d rather be on the night shift dealing with drunks. At least they’re honest about their bad investments.” She took a bite of the bar. “Anyway, enough about my tragic love life. How are things with you?”

She listened as Sarah recounted a minor drama at her own office, a story about a stolen yogurt and a passive-aggressive email chain. It was normal. It was a world away from the high-stakes puzzle of CID she was so desperate to break into. For now, her life was crowd control at football matches, taking statements for shoplifting, and breaking up pub fights. Important work, she told herself, but it wasn't the work she had joined up for. She wanted the chase.

As the bus slowed for a stop, her eyes snagged on a young couple huddled under the awning of a closed butcher’s shop, laughing as they shared an umbrella. They were oblivious to the rain, to the bus, to everything but each other. Leah felt a small, sharp pang of something she couldn’t quite name. It was not envy, exactly. It was a quiet acknowledgment of a life she was choosing to leave behind, a life measured in stolen yogurts and shared umbrellas, not in case files and crime scene tape. The light changed. The bus pulled away, leaving the couple behind. The moment was gone.

Her other phone, the work mobile, buzzed in her pocket. A text message. She pulled it out, her conversation with Sarah fading into the background.

ALL UNITS BETHNAL GREEN AREA. ATTEND VANGUARD HOUSE, REDCHURCH ST. REPORTS OF SUDDEN DEATH. ROOFTOP. AWAIT FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS.

Leah’s posture changed. The easy-going commuter vanished, replaced by a cop. Her back straightened. Her eyes sharpened.

“Sarah, I’ve got to go,” she said, her voice clipped, professional. “Work. Yeah, something’s come up. I’ll call you later.”

She hung up without waiting for a reply, already pushing the button to stop the bus. The doors hissed open and she stepped out into the cold morning air. Vanguard House. She knew the block. A ten-minute walk. She started moving, her long strides eating up the pavement. The protein bar was forgotten in her hand. The puzzle had arrived.


Chapter 3

By mid-morning, the street outside Vanguard House was a controlled circus. Yellow tape, printed with the word POLICE in stark black letters, was stretched between lampposts, cordoning off the building. Uniformed officers, Leah among them, stood guard, keeping the growing crowd of onlookers and reporters at bay. Up on the roof, crime scene investigators in their white suits moved with quiet efficiency, their work hidden from the street.

Slade, meanwhile, was a ghost of a different sort, haunting the edges of the official investigation. He stood just inside the tape on the rooftop, his arms crossed, his coat collar turned up against a wind that carried the metallic tang of coming rain. He watched a technician in blue latex gloves carefully bag a scorched strip of the victim's shirt.

"You know you're not supposed to be here, Slade," the tech said without looking up, his voice tight with irritation.

"I'm not here," Slade replied. "Just a spectre."

"This isn't your case."

"It is now." Slade’s eyes were fixed on the body. "You see the burn pattern? That sigil’s not decorative. It's legacy. Same as Wormwood."

The tech finally looked up, his expression a mixture of pity and annoyance. "We've got no prints. No fibres. No blood from anyone but the vic. You're reaching."

Slade took a step closer, his movement sharp enough to make the technician flinch. His voice dropped to a low growl. "Remember who you're talking to, son." The tech swallowed, taking an involuntary step back. Slade held his gaze for a moment longer before straightening up and lighting a cigarette, his hand perfectly steady. "I'm not reaching," he said, smoke curling from his lips. "I'm remembering."

He walked to the edge of the rooftop. The city below hummed its usual tune of traffic and sirens. Then, his gaze snagged on something. On the far pavement, mostly hidden by a parked delivery van, a figure stood in a dark hoodie. For a moment, the edges of the shape seemed to shimmer, a heat-haze in the cold air, before resolving into a slim, still form. The hood was up, obscuring the face. The figure was perfectly still, facing the building, looking up toward the roof.

Slade narrowed his eyes. The posture was all wrong for a rubbernecker. There was no morbid curiosity in that stance. It was too calm. Too patient. Too still.

“That’s not curiosity,” Slade muttered. “That’s ownership.”

As if feeling his gaze, the figure turned sharply and disappeared around the corner of the building. The movement was fluid and quick. Slade dropped his cigarette, the ember hissing on the wet concrete. He didn’t hesitate. He dashed for the fire escape.

He plunged down the metal stairs, his boots hammering a frantic rhythm on the rusted treads. The jarring clang echoed in the narrow shaft, a sound swallowed by damp concrete and decay. He took the flights two at a time, his hand brushing against the weeping brick wall. His sleeve smeared a circular symbol drawn in fresh white chalk, a ghostly mark left among the faded, scar-like graffiti. The air was cold and thick with the smell of rust. He burst out of the alleyway, his coat flaring, his eyes cutting through the morning pedestrians.

The hooded figure was gone.

He turned in a slow circle. For a moment, the street seemed to warp, the edges of the buildings blurring unnaturally before snapping back into focus. He scanned the alley mouths, the doorways. There was nothing but ghosts and diesel fumes. He saw the police line and walked towards it, spotting Leah Cort. She saw him approaching, her expression shifting to one of concern.

"Slade? Everything alright?" she asked, her voice low.

He didn't answer right away, his eyes still scanning the street. "There was a watcher," he said, his voice a low growl. "Across the street. By the van. Dark hoodie. He was watching the roof."

Leah frowned. "Slade, I've had eyes on that whole pavement. There hasn’t been anyone in a hoodie. Just residents and gawkers."

"I was on the roof," Slade insisted. "Higher point of view. He was there."

Before she could reply, two figures approached them from inside the cordon. DCI Kreel and DS Dyson.

"Why are you talking to civvies while on the line, Cort?" Kreel asked, his voice sharp with authority. "Get back to work." He turned his gaze on Slade, his expression one of pure disdain. "Slade. Move away from our line. Now."

Slade didn't move. He just looked at Kreel, his eyes flat and cold, a look of dripping venom.

"Can't you guys just concentrate on the job?" Leah said, her voice filled with exasperation.

Kreel's head snapped back to her. "If you don't get back on the line now, Constable, I'll report you directly to Harrow for insubordination. Is that clear?"

Leah’s jaw tightened, but she gave a curt nod and turned back to face the crowd. Slade stared at Kreel for a moment longer, then turned without a word and walked away, melting into the crowd of onlookers.


Chapter 4

The city changed colour with the hour. As afternoon bled towards evening, the grey of the morning was replaced by a burnished, bruised brass. Traffic lights reflected in the wet tarmac. Clouds sagged like rusted steel, heavy with the kind of rain that didn’t cleanse, it just soaked and soured. Slade moved like a shadow through the backstreets of Shoreditch, his collar turned up against the damp. The quiet was punctuated only by the sharp, double-clatter of a car hitting a loose manhole cover. He walked past shuttered barbershops, their candy-striped poles static and dead, past graffiti-tagged shutters where a single, crude smiley face peered out from the layers of spray paint, and past the occasional flicker of neon from a betting shop window.

His fists were shoved deep in his coat pockets. He was following a routine honed over two decades, but his mind was a snarl of thought. The boy in the hoodie. The watcher. He was too still, too calm. That wasn't curiosity. That was ownership. Or maybe, Slade admitted to himself, he had just wanted to see him. Maybe he had needed to.

He found a greasy spoon cafe tucked between a vape shop and a launderette, its windows steamed up from the inside. He pushed the door open, a small bell announcing his arrival with a tired jingle. The light from a row of buzzing neon tubes was too bright, making his eyes ache for a moment. A layer of grease coated every surface. He took a booth near the back, the vinyl on the seat cracked and cold.

Minutes later, WPC Leah Cort slid in opposite him. She was young, early twenties, but powerfully built, with the solid frame of a fighter. She stood nearly Slade's height and probably carried more weight, a fact she seemed to try and downplay by hunching slightly in the booth. Despite the nervous energy she couldn't quite hide, she was pretty in a stark way, with large green eyes and a full mouth set in a determined line. Her dark ponytail was damp from the rain, and she kept her police-issue parka on over her uniform.

"You're not supposed to call me on this number," she said, her voice a low whisper. "You know that, right?"

"Didn't call. Texted," Slade said, his eyes scanning the cafe. "Besides, you showed up."

Leah sighed, a small cloud of condensation in the cold air. "You’ve got five minutes. And if anyone asks, this never happened."

Slade leaned forward slightly. "I need a full workup on Eliot Varn. Run him through the PNC, check ViSOR for a flag, see if he ever popped up on probation's radar. Employment, psychiatric referrals... the works. Anything."

Her eyes widened. "Varn? You mean... Wormwood’s kid? Christ. You think he’s involved?"

"I think he’s circling," Slade said quietly. "And I want to know where he lands."

Leah chewed on her lower lip for a moment, then reluctantly pulled out her phone, her fingers flying across the screen with practiced speed. "You owe me for this. Big. And if you solve this thing... I want you to tell Harrow I helped."

A ghost of a smile touched Slade’s lips. "Mention your name. Full sentence. Even get it laminated."

