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One for sorrow,

Two for joy,

Three for a girl,

Four for a boy,

Five for silver,

Six for gold,

Seven for a secret never to be told.

— Traditional
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The Living Testament

The room was a sealed vault of steel and stone, the walls lined floor to ceiling with heavy gauge metal bolted into the rock behind it. A stagnant, oven-dry heat had nowhere to go — the steel absorbed it and held it, turning the air into something thick and breathless. Peter Finn’s sweat ran in rivers, stinging his eyes and gluing his hair to his skull in jagged, salt-crusted clumps. He strained against the leather straps, but they were old and thirsty, biting into the give of his wrists with a coarse, rhythmic creak that sounded like grinding teeth.

Memory had become a film reel with half its frames burnt out. What remained: the copper taste of bitter on his tongue, the slap of cold wind against his neck as he’d stepped outside the pub to piss, then—nothing. A drop into static. Now there was only the unforgiving kiss of metal against his spine, cold enough to leech the warmth from his bones. He was utterly naked, his clothes gone—likely burnt or binned—leaving him shivering despite the sweltering heat.

The silence pressed against his eardrums like cotton soaked in oil. Peter’s breath came in shallow, panicked gasps, each exhale a question his mind couldn’t answer. How long had he been here? Minutes? Hours? His thoughts were sluggish, half-formed things that dissolved before they could take shape.

Then—a sound.

Thud. Squelch. Thud.

Footsteps approached—heavy, wet sounds, like a boot stepping through a slurry of raw meat. A flicker of overhead fluorescent light stuttered to life, bathing the room in violent, high-speed strobe flashes. In those jagged moments of illumination, Peter saw the overhead graveyard: mutilated dolls dangled from meat hooks, their plastic limbs melted and fused into obscene, screaming shapes.

“Who... who are you?” Peter’s voice was a dry rattle. “Why am I here? Please, I don’t... I don’t understand what’s happening.”

A figure emerged from the shadows, clad in a dark hoodie with the hood pulled up tight. His face was a cracked, bone-white ceramic mask, the porcelain surface spider webbed with fractures as though it had been smashed and crudely glued back together. Large, oval eye holes gaped like empty sockets, revealing nothing but black void. Faint reddish-brown smears streaked the cheeks like tear-tracks, and the slightly parted mouth held a frozen, neutral downturn.

When the man spoke, the voice was a wet, papery whisper. “The traditional approach is, shall we say, messy. And I require... absolute stillness. You will feel everything, Peter. But you will move for nothing.”

Before Peter could ask another question, a needle slid into his antecubital vein. A jolt of searing fire ripped through his arm, pooling in his chest before turning to lead. Within seconds, his muscles disconnected from his will. He was a prisoner in his own body, wide awake and hyper-aware, yet unable to even blink against the salt-sweat burning his eyes.

The man reached for industrial electric clippers. They snarled to life.

The vibration was a physical assault as the metal “teeth” dragged across his skin, removing the bulk of his hair in wet, coarse clumps. But the clippers were only the beginning. Once the motor died, the man applied a thick, scentless lather to Peter’s entire body. Then came the razor. It was a straight-edge, gleaming under the strobe lights. The silence of the wet shave was worse than the noise of the clippers; the only sound was the rhythmic scritch-slap of the blade being wiped clean. The man worked with terrifying precision, leaving Peter’s skin unnaturally, perfectly smooth—from his scalp down to his toes.

When the shaving was done, the man sprayed Peter down with ice-cold water. The liquid pooled on the metal surface and vanished through the dark drainage holes. The man used a sponge to scrub Peter’s groin and torso, handling him with a clinical indifference that made the violation feel absolute.

Then came the final preparation.

The man reached for a tub of industrial-grade alcohol wipes. He began to wipe Peter down, starting from the neck and working his way down. The effect was immediate and agonizing. The alcohol hit the microscopic nicks and raw pores left by the razor like a thousand tiny needles of white-hot fire. Because Peter was paralyzed, he couldn’t flinch or recoil. He could only lie there, his internal world a white-hot scream of sensory overload, as the man sterilized the canvas.

The man stood over Peter, the cracked porcelain of his mask inches from Peter’s face.

“They say the skin is the largest organ of the human body,” the man whispered. “But for men like you, Peter, it is merely a shroud. A curtain pulled tight to hide the rot beneath. I am here to turn the shroud into a mirror.”

The man turned away to his side table. When he returned, he was holding the tattoo gun. It roared to life—a high-pitched metallic hornet.

The first bite of the needle dived deep into the sensitive, alcohol-stung dermis of his chest. For five hours, the needle chewed into him. The work was massive, stretching from the hollow of his throat all the way down his torso, vanishing into the hairless skin above his pubic bone. The vibration rattled Peter’s ribs and made his teeth ache, the thick black ink blooming under his skin in a relentless, agonizing crawl.

Eventually, the motor cut out. The room fell into a heavy, ringing silence.

“You need to rest, Peter,” the man murmured, his voice sounding genuinely concerned. “The skin is weeping. We must let the ink settle before we finish the shading. Absolute perfection requires patience.”

The man spent the next twenty minutes cleaning the site with a soft, medicated wash, then covering the raw, inflamed work with a thin layer of protective film. He checked the straps, ensuring the leather wasn’t cutting off circulation, before turning off the main lights.

“We’ll finish the face in the morning,” the man whispered from the doorway.

The door clicked shut, leaving Peter in the oppressive darkness. From the adjoining room, the sound of running water hissed against porcelain. Through the thin wall, a melody drifted in—a soft, tuneless humming. It was a lullaby, punctuated by the rhythmic clink-clink-clink of steel instruments being dropped into a sterilisation tray. The man was cleaning his tools with the serene calm of a mother tending to a nursery, while Peter lay paralysed in the dark, the unfinished ghost of his victim etched into his chest.
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The Cathedral in the Woods

The Forest of Dean doesn’t exactly invite people in. It puts up with them. The trees pressed in from every side, muting the world to a dim, green hush. Forty-two square miles of ancient woodland, riddled with abandoned iron mines and limestone scowles—collapsed pits where the ground could give way without warning. Sound didn’t travel right here; voices died within twenty feet, swallowed by the density of oak and beech. A person could vanish in the dips and hollows, lost to nothing more than terrain and trees. The woods kept their secrets. At six in the morning, with a bruised sky pressing down and rain threatening to let loose, it didn’t just feel dark—it felt sealed, like a tomb waiting for someone to move the stone.

Detective Inspector Cassandra Thorne sat behind the wheel of her unmarked Volvo, engine humming while the wipers smeared raindrops in useless, rhythmic arcs. Warm air chuffed over her knuckles from the vents. She’d been parked here for three minutes, watching the tree line, counting the number of vehicles already on scene. Two marked Astra’s, one SOCO van, no ambulance yet. That told her something. She pulled a hair tie tighter around the dark knot at the base of her skull—no loose strands, nothing to contaminate a scene or get caught on brambles. Tuesday, the calendar said, but the day in the forest bled at the edges—time didn’t belong here.

She reached for the folder on the passenger seat, flipped it open without looking, and ran her thumb along the edge of the incident log. The dispatcher’s handwriting was rushed: Dog walker. 05:47. Sculpture Trail. Male. Unresponsive. Cassandra’s eyes caught on the word unresponsive, not deceased. Interesting. Either the walker hadn’t gotten close enough to confirm, or the attending officer hadn’t wanted to commit to a pronouncement. She closed the folder, set it back down with the edge perfectly aligned to the seat crease. Small habits. They kept her sharp.

Her radio spat a burst of static.

“DI Thorne, ETA to the trail entrance?”

She thumbed the button on her wheel. “Two minutes, control. Keep uniforms on the perimeter—I don’t want the approach trampled.”

“Received. SOCO lead is Dr. Patel. She’s already on site.”

“Good.”

The engine died. Cassandra stepped into the cold slap of the rain. The air carried the earthy, sour smell of decay—that sharp metallic scent somewhere between wet mud and a coming storm. She popped the boot, trading city shoes for rubber boots the forest wouldn’t eat. The heavy charcoal coat hung off her shoulders like armour; underneath, the tailored suit was dark grey, pressed, unforgiving.

DS Miller’s Ford Kuga fishtailed to a stop behind her, spraying gravel and mud across the verge. Miller hauled himself out, swearing as his foot found a deep, muddy rut.

“Bloody hell—” He caught himself, straightened. “Morning, boss.”

Miller looked like he should be breaking up bar fights, not walking into the woods: solid, broad-chested, a battered nose that had been reset poorly, and a suit already soaked through at the shoulders. He was good police—instinctive, loyal, and smart enough to know when to shut up and follow her lead.

“Morning,” Cassandra said, flicking her Maglite on. The beam swept toward the police tape jerking between the trees like a neon warning. “Code Red or Code Zero?”

“Dispatch said Zero. Dog walker found it.” Miller pulled out his notebook, already damp at the edges. “Arthur Henderson, seventy-three. He’s in the back of the Astra with his spaniel. PC Jenkins is with him.”

“How’s Jenkins holding up?”

Miller grimaced. “He sounded rattled on the radio. Said it looked like a display.”

Cassandra’s jaw tightened. “Let’s see what we’re dealing with.”

A marked Astra idled on the grass, blue lights spinning lazily. In the back, a thin old man hunched in a foil blanket, a liver-and-white spaniel pacing nervously beside him. Cassandra tapped on the glass. The young constable inside—Jenkins, barely twenty-five, pale as milk—looked grey.

“DI Thorne,” she said, flashing her warrant card. “Witness?”

“Yes, Ma’am. Arthur Henderson. He’s... shaken. Says he thought it was part of the sculpture at first. Then he saw the blood.”

Cassandra glanced at the old man. His hands were trembling around a paper cup of tea, his eyes fixed on the middle distance. The dog kept circling, whining softly.

“Keep it warm in here,” Cassandra said. “Get him some sugar. I’ll talk to him after I see the scene.”

“Ma’am.” Jenkins nodded, relief flooding his face.

Cassandra turned back to Miller. “Let’s move.”

They ducked under the tape. Mud sucked at her boots, a mess of slick leaves and hidden roots. The path was narrow, hemmed in by brambles and low-hanging branches that dripped cold water down the back of her neck. They walked in silence, torches carving out shaky paths through the gloom. Usually, this stretch was where tourists wandered the famous Sculpture Trail—art installations scattered through the woods, celebrating the forest’s history and beauty. Today, it was a tunnel straight to a darker century.

“Uniforms turned up at five-twenty,” Miller muttered, reading from his damp notebook. “PC Jenkins called it in. He was babbling on the radio, boss—said it looked like a display.”

“And the victim?” Cassandra kept her voice flat.

“Jenkins sounds like he’s seen a ghost. Davies took one look and puked up his breakfast behind a tree trunk.”

Cassandra said nothing. Ahead, harsh white light split the gloom. The SOCOs had laid out yellow stepping plates, the floodlights humming with a low, electric buzz. She could hear voices—low, professional, clipped. Dr. Patel’s voice rose above the rest, calm and authoritative.

Cassandra pushed through a final knot of brambles.

In the clearing, the Cathedral loomed—a skeletal timber frame standing fifteen feet high. A solitary, freestanding window to nowhere. The structure was part of the Sculpture Trail, a celebration of the forest’s stained glass heritage. In the daylight, the glass was a riot of emerald and amber, depicting trees and wildlife in abstract, flowing lines. Tonight, under the clinical glare of the floodlights, the glass glowed like a phantom portal, casting bruise-coloured shadows across the clearing.

And in front of it, hanging in the hard white light, a naked man.

Cassandra stopped dead.

He wasn’t just hanging there—he was part of the sculpture.

His arms were splayed wide against the glass, but not tied and not nailed. Two thick, stainless steel hooks—purposefully forged, industrial-grade—had been driven through the delicate flesh of the wrists, punching through the carpal tunnel and hooking over the heavy timber beam overhead. The man’s entire body weight was supported by the shredded ligaments of his own wrists. The tension had pulled the skin of his arms translucent, showing the blue, strained roadmap of his veins beneath.

A broad industrial strap—the kind used to secure cargo in lorries—was ratcheted across his midsection, pinning his back flush against the glass. Behind him, the LED lights that normally illuminated the sculpture blasted through the emerald panes, turning the man’s pale, hairless body into a lantern.

As blood seeped from the puncture wounds in his wrists, it didn’t just drip; it ran in thick, dark ribbons down his forearms, pooling in the crooks of his elbows before overflowing to smear across the stained glass. In the white light, the forest depicted in the window seemed to be drinking him.

“Good God,” Miller choked out, the smell of copper and bleach hitting him like a fist.

Cassandra forced her legs to move. She walked the stepping plates, her light scanning the man from head to toe. The utter lack of hair was chilling. Head, brow, chest, arms, legs—shaved to a raw, weeping pink. Even his eyebrows were gone.

“He’s been prepped,” Cassandra said, her voice clinical. “Scrubbed like an operating table. Every trace of his identity has been shaved away.”

“Boss—look at his chest.”

The Maglite beam sliced through the rainbow light. Across the man’s torso, a tattoo had been etched in thick, black ink. The work was fresh—the skin around the lines raised and angry, weeping a yellowish mix of plasma and blood. It was a portrait of a child. A boy, no older than eight or nine. The detail was sickening; you could see the wetness in the boy’s eyes, the jagged tremor in his open mouth as he screamed. The child’s hands were raised, palms out, as if trying to push something away.

“It’s like the kid’s trapped inside him,” Miller whispered.

Cassandra stepped closer, the smell hitting her now—the heavy iron of blood, and the piercing, chemical sting of antiseptic. She crouched, shining her light on the ground beneath the victim. No pooling blood. The hooks were holding, but the wounds were fresh enough that they should still be bleeding freely. Unless—

“Green soap and chlorhexidine,” she muttered, recognizing the astringent smell. “He sterilised the canvas before he started. This was a procedure.”

She raised her light to the victim’s face. Head thrown back, bloodless lips parted. A thick string of viscous saliva hung from his bottom lip, swaying in the breeze. The eyes were open—wide, glassy, pupils blown so large there was almost no iris left. But they weren’t the eyes of a corpse. There was something behind them. Something aware.

Then, a sound.

A faint, rattling wheeze—the sound of air being pulled through a throat full of fluid—drifted from the man’s lips.

“Miller!” Her shout split the night. “He’s alive! Paramedics, now!”

“Alive?” Miller blundered for his radio. “He hasn’t blinked!”

“I don’t care—his chest moved! Look!” She leaned right in, looking into those blown, fixed pupils—and there, deep inside the dark, a tiny, rhythmic tremor of the iris. He was awake. He was trapped behind a wall of paralysis, feeling the hooks, the ink, and the cold.

“Control, this is DS Miller! Code Red! Victim is alive—trauma teams now! Repeat, victim is alive!”

The silence of the woods was instantly obliterated. The clearing became a battlefield. Within ninety seconds, the paramedics crashed through the undergrowth, their heavy packs slamming against tree trunks. The lead paramedic, a woman with a face like flint and grey streaks in her tied-back hair, didn’t wait for the stepping plates. She crunched through the untouched undergrowth, her heavy boots obliterating a set of partial, muddy prints Cassandra had been shielding with her own body.

“Hey! The perimeter!” a SOCO yelled, stepping forward.

“Shove your perimeter,” the medic snapped, slamming a heavy cardiac monitor onto the moss. “He’s cyanotic, Sergeant. The crime scene doesn’t matter if he’s a corpse.”

It was a systematic demolition. A medic dropped a plastic airway wrapper over the spot where the perpetrator must have stood. Another knelt directly on the area where a magpie feather lay, grinding it into the sludge. Dr. Patel, the SOCO lead, stood frozen, her camera hanging uselessly at her side.

“Don’t cut the strap!” Cassandra warned, stepping forward. “The hooks are the only thing holding his weight. If you cut the tension, his wrists will snap like dry kindling.”

“We have to get him down to intubate,” the medic yelled back, already pulling on gloves. “Lowe, get the spinal board! We lift him into the board, then we slide the hooks off the beam. Do not pull them out—stabilise them in situ!”

Four of them moved in. They braced their shoulders under the victim’s blood-slicked thighs and armpits. The man’s skin was cold, waxy, slippery with sweat and antiseptic. On the count of three, they heaved.

The sound was sickening—a wet, sucking grate of metal against bone as the hooks shifted in the carpal tunnels. A fresh geyser of dark, arterial blood sprayed across the emerald panes of the stained glass, hot and steaming in the freezing air. It obliterated the delicate, weeping ink of the tattooed child’s face, turning the boy’s scream into a crimson smear.

“Pressure! Apply pressure!”

They wrestled the massive, paralysed weight of the man onto the plastic board. The industrial strap was sliced through with a heavy pair of trauma shears, the nylon webbing whipping back and slapping against the glass with a sharp crack.

As they lowered him, the clinical floodlights caught the man’s eyes one last time. He wasn’t looking at the paramedics. He was looking at Cassandra. There was no gratitude in that stare—only a raw, howling terror. His pupils contracted slightly, just enough to focus. He knew. He knew what was happening to him, and he couldn’t scream.

“Clear the path!” Miller shouted, physically shoving a forensics officer out of the way as the stretcher party began their sprint back toward the trail.

Cassandra stood alone in the clearing. The floodlights remained, but the display was gone. In its place was a wasteland of discarded medical tape, plastic airway wrappers, trampled undergrowth, and muddy boot prints. The stained glass was smeared with blood, the hooks still dangling from the beam, dripping slowly onto the moss below.

She looked down at the spot where the magpie feather had been. It was gone, ground into the anaerobic silt by a medic’s frantic knee. The perpetrator had spent days—maybe weeks—creating a moment of perfect, terrifying clarity, and the police had been forced to dismantle it in seconds.

Dr. Patel approached, her face tight with frustration. “We got almost nothing, Cassandra. Maybe some trace on the strap, if we’re lucky. But the ground’s compromised. The prints are gone.”

Cassandra nodded slowly. She looked at her own boots, now stained with the man’s blood.

“It’s a write-off, Miller,” she said, her voice dropping into that chilling, professional flatness. “He left us a signature, and we just let the trauma team fucking destroy it.”
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The Librarian’s Penance

The heater in the unmarked Volvo XC60 was fighting a losing battle against the damp chill that had settled into Cassandra Thorne’s bones. Beside her, DS Miller navigated the treacherous, winding B-roads away from the Forest of Dean, the heavy estate car taking the sharp bends with a low, unhappy growl. The rhythmic, frantic sweep of the windscreen wipers felt like a metronome ticking down an invisible clock.

Cassandra sat in the passenger seat, her eyes fixed on the digital tablet resting on her lap. The screen showed a spinning loading icon against a weak, single-bar signal.

“Still nothing?” Miller asked, his gaze darting to the rear-view mirror as if expecting the forest to follow them.

“The signal’s barely crawling,” Cassandra replied, tapping the edge of the device. “We’ve been sitting here for twenty minutes. The coverage out here is abysmal.”

Miller let out a low, frustrated breath. “He had to have rigged those hooks onto the frame in the dark, Cassy. Hoisting a bloke up there, driving those steel hooks through his wrists... it takes time. It takes strength. And the dog walker didn’t hear a thing.”

“That is exactly what is bothering me,” Cassandra replied, her voice maintaining its chilling, deliberate flatness. She was still seeing the weeping, hyper-realistic face of the terrified young boy tattooed over the victim’s heart. “He was entirely conscious. He was hanging by his wrists in the freezing rain. He should have been thrashing in agony. He should have been screaming the forest down. But he was perfectly still. He wasn’t even shivering.”

“You think he was in shock?” Miller asked, frowning at the road ahead. “Or drugged?”

“Drugged,” Cassandra murmured. “Heavily. But with what? Anything strong enough to keep a man of that size completely quiet and motionless should have rendered him unconscious, or simply stopped his heart.”

Before Miller could reply, the tablet on Cassandra’s lap emitted a sharp, authoritative ping. The screen refreshed, replacing the loading icon with a high-resolution custody photograph, a name, and a National Insurance number.

Cassandra stared at the face on the screen. It was an older, slightly heavier version of the man she had studied in the Gloucestershire Constabulary’s ‘Unsolved’ archives. During her induction, his file had been held up as the ultimate warning—a textbook example of how a high-priced lawyer and a lack of a body could dismantle a perfect timeline. She recognized the soft jawline, the thinning hair, and that perfectly neutral, infuriatingly calm stare that had stared back at her from a dozen crime-scene analysis slides.

The oxygen seemed to drain from the cabin.

“Boss?” Miller asked, noting the sudden rigidity in her posture. “We got a hit?”

“Peter Finn,” Cassandra said, the name tasting like ash in her mouth.

Miller’s grip tightened on the leather steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. “Finn? Wait. The librarian? That Finn?”

“I was still working Homicide in the East End when he walked,” Cassandra said, her voice dropping into that chilling, deliberate flatness. “I only know this case from the archives. But even from a hundred miles away, it was clear the original team let him go because they were bullied by a London lawyer and a lack of a body.”

Miller didn’t look at her. “It was a mess, Cassy. A total shambles. The whole station took a hit for that one. We knew it was him, but we couldn’t prove it.”

“And now someone has brought him back,” Cassandra echoed, staring out at the rain-slicked tarmac. “Someone who clearly doesn’t care about the burden of proof.”

She switched from the police database to the active Missing Persons registry, typing in Finn’s name.

“Finn’s wife, Margaret, reported him missing four days ago,” Cassandra said. “She told the local uniforms he went out to the shops for milk on Sunday evening and never came back. His car was found locked and abandoned in a supermarket car park.”

“Four days,” Miller breathed. “To do that level of ink, and prep him like that? Someone’s been busy.”

“We need to talk to Margaret,” Cassandra said, her eyes still on the screen. “See if she knew what her husband was. See if she’s been waiting for this.”

“Take the next exit,” Cassandra ordered, shutting the tablet off. “We aren’t going to the station yet. Take us straight to Gloucestershire Royal. I need to know exactly how the killer kept him so compliant before we start hunting.”

The Emergency Department at Gloucestershire Royal Hospital was a sensory assault of glaring fluorescent lights and the sharp smell of antiseptic. Cassandra and Miller bypassed the crowded waiting room, flashing their warrant cards and pushing straight through into the acute trauma ward.

Standing outside Resus Bay 3 was Dr. Aris. The senior trauma surgeon was furiously scribbling notes, his blue scrubs stained with fresh water and mud from the paramedics’ frantic transfer.

“Dr. Aris,” Cassandra said, her wool coat dripping onto the linoleum floor.

Aris looked up with a grim nod. “DI Thorne. Your victim is alive, but only just. He’s currently in a medically induced coma. His body has been through hell.”

“Doctor, he was fully conscious but completely rigid when we found him,” Cassandra said. “Do you know what was in his system?”

“We won’t have the full toxicology for days, but his clinical presentation is highly suggestive,” Aris said, tapping his pen. “Total flaccid paralysis, absent gag reflex, and an inability to shiver despite profound hypothermia. We found a freshly placed, surgically sterile cannula inserted into his subclavian vein.”

“An IV line?”

“Exactly,” Aris nodded. “Based on what we’re seeing, whoever took him has been keeping him on a continuous, calculated intravenous drip of a non-depolarising muscle relaxant. A surgical drug. Something like Vecuronium. It’s used in operating theatres to keep a patient perfectly still during major surgery.”

“And they kept him under for four days,” Miller breathed.

“Just enough to paralyse his skeletal muscles, but not enough to stop his diaphragm,” Aris confirmed. “It takes a sophisticated knowledge of pharmacology to maintain that balance without killing him. I’ve seen anaesthetists with twenty years’ experience struggle with less.”

“What about the hooks?” Cassandra asked.

“Brutal, but precise. Those weren’t forged in a backyard shed; they are high-grade, surgical stainless steel. They were driven directly through the carpal tunnel of both wrists. They bypassed the major arteries, but they absolutely shredded the median nerve. Even if he survives, Peter Finn will never have the use of his hands again.”

Aris sighed, looking past the detectives at the curtained cubicle. “But the tattoo... that’s the real work. That piece is a marathon. Done within the last forty-eight to seventy-two hours, based on the inflammation patterns. The artist didn’t stop to let the skin rest. They worked until it was finished, likely using high-end rotary tools. They kept him hydrated and stabilized just long enough to finish the ‘portrait’ before moving him to the forest. They kept their canvas alive so it wouldn’t spoil.”

He paused, his expression darkening. “I’ve been doing trauma work for fifteen years, Detective. I’ve never seen anything quite this... methodical.”

“Will he survive the night?” Miller asked.

“Fifty-fifty,” Aris said bluntly.

“He was never a good man to begin with, Doctor,” Cassandra murmured, turning away. She didn’t elaborate.

Bearland Police Station was a brutalist concrete structure that felt even colder than the hospital. Cassandra didn’t stop to take off her coat. She strode straight into the Major Incident Room (MIR), the usual low-level hum of the office dying instantly as she entered.

“Right, listen up,” Cassandra’s voice cut like a scalpel. She walked to the front, tossing her coat over a chair. “I want everyone off their current rotas. As of five-twenty this morning, we have a Category A attempted murder and abduction. The offender has a four-day head start.”

She grabbed a black marker and turned to the central whiteboard. “Sarah,” she addressed the digital analyst. “Pull the complete archive on the Leo Vance disappearance from three years ago. I want the original suspect file on Peter Finn.”

A low murmur of surprise rippled through the room.

“You found Finn?” Sarah asked, her fingers frozen above her keyboard.

“A dog walker found him,” Miller interjected. “Pinned to the Cathedral sculpture. Whoever took him used the time to tattoo little Leo’s face across his chest.”

DC Collins dropped the pen he’d been holding. It clattered against the desk, unnaturally loud in the sudden stillness. Sarah’s face went pale. At the back of the room, DS Harrow—who’d been on the original investigation—closed his eyes and pressed his knuckles against his mouth.

Cassandra watched them all. She let the silence stretch for three full seconds before continuing.

DC Collins ran to the front of the room with a stack of glossy A4 photographs. Cassandra began pinning them to the board with aggressive, magnetic thuds.

The first was the establishing shot of the Cathedral—the timber frame and the stained glass glowing like a phantom portal. The second was the macro shot of Finn’s chest. Finally, Sarah handed Cassandra an older printout: Leo Vance’s official school photograph.

Cassandra pinned the school photo right next to the ruined, tattooed chest of Peter Finn.

“Three years ago, this department failed,” Cassandra said. She pointed to the horrifying images on the board. “Someone out there decided the law wasn’t enough. Our suspect has medical training, access to surgical supplies, and a secure, private location. You can’t hold a man for four days in a terraced house with thin walls.”

Cassandra reached into her pocket, pulled out the final photo from the woods, and pinned it to the bottom corner of the board. It was a close-up of Peter Finn’s right leg. Poked into the raw flesh was the jagged black image of the magpie.

“A bird?” Miller asked, pulling his damp collar up. “Some kind of signature?”

“It’s a brand,” Cassandra said, her eyes hardening into chips of flint. “Hand-poked. Crude compared to the work on his chest. You don’t spend days tattooing a child onto a man just to leave a bird on his ankle by accident.”

She stared at the magpie, then at the photo of Leo Vance. Harrow was still standing at the back, his jaw working silently.

“Miller,” she said aloud. “First thing tomorrow, we interview Margaret Finn. I want to know if she suspected. I want to know if she helped.”

She tapped the magpie photo once, sharply.

“And someone find out what this bird means.”

Outside, the rain lashed against the brutalist concrete of Bearland, a reminder that the forest was still out there, holding its breath.
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The Untouchable Man

Marcus Whitmore did not believe in luck; he believed in leverage. At fifty-six, he carried himself with the precision of a man who had engineered every advantage in his life. His resting heart rate rivalled that of a professional athlete, and his property empire dominated the Gloucester Quays like a private kingdom. Three mornings a week, he paid a former Royal Marine four hundred pounds an hour to put him through punishing conditioning sessions. Marcus liked to be the strongest, sharpest thing in any room. Control wasn’t just a preference — it was his identity.

It was that same control that had allowed him to stand in a coroner’s court fourteen months earlier, wearing a bespoke suit, and listen to a judge rule Sophie Trent’s death a “tragic misadventure.” He hadn’t blinked. Money built walls. Muscle enforced them. Marcus Whitmore had walked out of that courtroom untouchable.

At 6:14 PM, the private elevator hummed as it descended toward the basement. The vibration was subtle, expensive — the kind of engineering that whispered wealth. Robert Ledbury stood beside him, reflected in the brushed steel doors. Ledbury looked frayed, his thumb flicking anxiously at the casing of his company radio.

“Marcus, the sensors on the north perimeter have been cycling for twenty minutes,” Ledbury muttered. “Probably a software glitch, but I’d prefer to walk you to the car until we clear the log.”

Marcus didn’t bother looking at him. He adjusted his cuff, admiring the clean line of the fabric. “I don’t pay you to be nervous, Robert. I pay you to ensure the system doesn’t glitch in the first place.”

“I just think—”

“I don’t care what you think.” Marcus’s voice cut cleanly through the small space. “It’s fifty yards to the executive bay in a secure garage. If you can’t guarantee my safety for a thirty-second walk, I’ll find a Head of Security who can. Stay in the lift, go back upstairs, and fix your sensors.”

The doors slid open with a soft chime.

The garage stretched out before him — a cavern of concrete pillars and fluorescent hum, smelling faintly of damp asphalt and the lingering warmth of expensive engines. Marcus stepped out without a backward glance. The lift doors closed behind him, swallowing Ledbury’s worried expression.

His footsteps echoed as he crossed the polished floor toward his reserved bay. Halfway there, he noticed a man in a bright orange high-visibility jacket crouched beside a junction box. A yellow CAUTION sign stood nearby, and a spool of fibre-optic cable lay coiled like a sleeping snake.

Marcus frowned, irritation rising like a reflex. “Maintenance? I wasn’t told about any wiring work this evening.”

The worker didn’t look up. “Emergency patch, sir,” he murmured — a soft, papery whisper. “Signal bleed in the main riser.”

“Well, make it quick,” Marcus said, fishing for his keys. “And tell Ledbury I want a report on why this wasn’t scheduled. Apparently he needs something to do.”

“Mr. Ledbury is already aware,” the worker replied.

The man stood.

And Marcus’s world shifted.

Beneath the shadow of a dark hood, the figure wore a mask that looked like a reconstructed relic. It was a ceramic face, pale and frozen in a neutral downturn, held together by jagged lines of dark resin. The eyes were nothing but deep, light-drinking pits that made Marcus feel as though he were looking into an empty room.

Marcus spun, his hands instinctively coming up into a guarded, defensive posture. He was a trained fighter; he prepared to throw a heavy right hook. But the figure moved with a fluid, terrifying speed that bypassed Marcus’s guard entirely.

A sharp, stinging pinch hit the side of Marcus’s neck. A pneumatic auto-injector hissed.

“Don’t fight the lead, Marcus,” the voice whispered.

A heavy, chemical darkness slammed into Marcus’s brain. His knees buckled, and the “untouchable” man was dragged down into the absolute black.

Marcus woke to a blistering, suffocating heat.

The air was thick and violently hot, pressing down on his bare back. He was lying flat on his stomach on a freezing metal surgical table, his face resting in a padded, oval cutout. He was naked, stripped of his wealth and his dignity. He wrenched his massive shoulders, but thick leather belts pinned his biceps and wrists to the metal.

Rhythmic, heavy footsteps approached. They stopped inches from his face. Above him, a harsh strip light buzzed to life.

“Do you have any idea who the fuck I am?” Marcus roared straight down toward the slab-grey floor. “I have lawyers who will bury you!”

The figure crouched, bringing the shattered white face directly beneath the table to meet Marcus’s gaze through the cutout. “Your money has no value here, Marcus. This isn’t a transaction. It is an exhibition.”

“An exhibition of what?!” Marcus thrashed, the table rattling.

“I want to discuss the balcony,” the whisper replied. “The way the steel felt when you loosened the bolts. The way you watched her lean back, trusting the rail to hold her weight.”

The boardroom bluster vanished. “No... it was an accident! I didn’t think she’d—”

“You didn’t think she’d fall so fast,” the captor said, standing back up. “You loosened the rail and waited for physics to do your dirty work. But gravity is a terribly honest witness. I am going to use your back to show them the stain you left behind.”

Marcus felt the plunger of the cannula go down. The Vecuronium bromide flooded his system. The massive muscles he punished in the gym simply stopped answering.

He tried to gasp, to pull in a lungful of the scorching air, but the drug had even stolen his ribcage. His diaphragm moved with a shallow, mechanical rhythm he no longer controlled. He was wide awake, hyper-aware, and a passenger in his own ribs.

Above him, the clatter of a steel tray.

Marcus felt the lather, the scrape of the straight razor, and the searing bite of the alcohol wipes across his back. Then, a large, damp sheet of transfer paper was laid across his spine. He felt the dispassionate pressure of gloved hands smoothing the paper into his raw skin, the moisture of the stencil fluid cold against the heat of the room. After a long minute, the paper was peeled away with a slow, sticky sound.

Only then did the man slide a large mirror onto the dust-moted floor beneath the face-hole. Through a complex reflection from a ceiling mirror, Marcus was forced to look at his own back.

He saw the purple outline. It wasn’t the laughing, beautiful woman he remembered. It was a forensic map of his crime. It was Sophie as she had looked at the bottom of the tower: limbs twisted at impossible, broken angles, her silk dress fanned out like a blood-soaked shroud, and her eyes—vacant and staring—fixed forever on the sky she had just fallen through.

The matte-black tattoo pen roared to life. The needle touched his skin, grinding against his shoulder blade. Because Marcus couldn’t flinch, the sensation was trapped in his mind, building rapidly into a deep, inescapable burn.

Hours passed in a blurred haze of searing heat and the relentless, rhythmic drone of the needle. Finally, the vibration stopped. The artist moved down toward Marcus’s ankle.

Marcus felt a different sensation—the slow, deliberate jabbing of a single needle, hand-poked into the skin. He watched through the mirror as the jagged black lines took shape.

Two magpies. Their wings were intertwined, their beaks sharp.

A solitary tear tracked down Marcus’s cheek, dropping through the cutout and shattering against the mirror in the oppressive, rotting heat.
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The Missing Thread

The air in the Major Incident Room at Bearland Police Station was thick with the sharp chemical tang of dry-erase markers, the static hum of dispatch radios, and the lingering exhaustion of a sleepless night.

It was 7:15 AM on Thursday. Outside the heavily reinforced windows, Gloucester was waking up to another relentless downpour. Inside, the CID floor was already vibrating with a tense, sleep-deprived energy.

Cassandra Thorne stood perfectly still before the central perspex whiteboard, a half-empty paper cup of water turning warm in her hand. She hadn’t been home. She had swapped her coat for a spare navy blazer she kept in her locker, but her eyes carried the heavy, bruised weight of working straight through the dawn.

The board was a chaotic web of forensic reports, property registries, and maps of the Forest of Dean. But the centrepiece remained exactly the same: the glossy macro photographs of Peter Finn’s ruined chest, the weeping face of little Leo Vance, and that jagged, mocking number 1 carved into the librarian’s calf.

“Five days,” Cassandra murmured, speaking to the board rather than the room. “He kept him sterile and sedated for five days. He’s not taking his time—he’s accelerating. This isn’t patience, it’s obsession.”

DS Miller dropped into the chair at the desk nearest the board, rubbing a heavy hand over his stubbled jaw. He looked as though he had aged five years in the last twenty-four hours.

“Collins and Sarah have been running the parameters all night, Boss,” Miller said, his voice thick with fatigue. “We’ve cross-referenced every abandoned commercial property, farm outbuilding, and private clinic in a thirty-mile radius with independent water and heavy electrical usage. The list is over four hundred properties long. Without knowing what the suspect drives or a rough geographical area, finding this lair is going to take a small army of door-knockers.”

“We don’t have time for door-knockers,” Cassandra replied, her voice maintaining its deliberate, chilling flatness. “A man who numbers his victims is a man working from a list. The exhibition in the woods was his opening statement. He wants an audience.”

Before Miller could reply, the heavy double doors of the MIR swung open. DC Collins marched in, carrying a fresh manila folder. The young detective looked wired, propelled entirely by adrenaline and the crushed cans of energy drinks littering his desk.

“Guv,” Collins said, stopping at Cassandra’s side. “You issued a standing order yesterday to flag any Code-A high-risk Missing Persons reports across the county, just in case our vigilante grabbed his number two.”

Cassandra turned, her gaze locking onto the folder. “What do you have?”

“Cheltenham CID just pushed this up the chain ten minutes ago,” Collins said, opening the file and handing a glossy, printed photograph to Cassandra. “Reported missing by his personal assistant late last night when he failed to show up for a multi-million-pound contract signing. The patrol uniforms checked his last known location this morning.”

Cassandra stared at the photograph. It was a high-resolution corporate headshot of a broad-shouldered, impeccably groomed man in his mid-fifties. He radiated wealth, power, and an unmistakable, arrogant dominance.

“Marcus Whitmore,” Cassandra read the name at the bottom of the page. “Property developer. He owns half the commercial real estate on the Quays.”

“That’s him,” Collins nodded. “Fifty-six years old. His PA says he has a religious routine. He goes to an underground, members-only gym in Cheltenham called The Foundry every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday at four-thirty in the morning.”

“Yesterday was Wednesday,” Miller noted, sitting forward, the fatigue suddenly burning out of his posture.

“Exactly,” Collins said. “Uniforms found his Range Rover parked in his reserved VIP bay in the subterranean car park. It was locked. But his gym holdall was lying on the concrete floor about six feet away. It looked like he dropped it mid-stride. No blood, no signs of a struggle. He just vanished.”

“Did they pull the CCTV?” Cassandra asked, her mind already racing ahead, looking for the shape of the trap.

“They tried,” Collins grimaced. “There’s a camera directly over his parking bay. But when the tech team pulled the feed, it was dead. Someone had blinded the dome lens with a thick coat of matte black spray paint. They estimate it was done sometime between midnight and three AM.”

Miller whistled low through his teeth. “Targeted. Someone knew exactly where he’d be, exactly what time he’d arrive, and took out the eyes before making a move. That’s a highly sophisticated snatch.”

“Ransom?” Collins suggested. “He’s worth tens of millions. If you wanted a payday, Whitmore is a walking bank vault.”

Cassandra stared at the arrogant, smiling face in the photograph. Her mind began to rifle through the archives. Names, dates, and old newspaper headlines flickered behind her eyes.

“No,” Cassandra said softly. The temperature in her voice seemed to drop by several degrees. “It isn’t a ransom.”

She walked over to the whiteboard, grabbing a red magnetic pin, and slammed Marcus Whitmore’s photograph right next to the horrifying images of Peter Finn.

“Miller,” Cassandra said, not taking her eyes off the board. “Fourteen months ago. There was an incident at the Alexandria Tower—a glass penthouse development overlooking Gloucester Docks. A woman died.”

Miller frowned, digging through his own memory. “Right. Yes. A young woman... Sophie something. She fell from the balcony. Went right through the reinforced glass barrier and hit the pavement ten storeys down.”

“Sophie Trent,” Cassandra corrected, the details clicking into place with cold precision. “And she didn’t just fall. She was Marcus Whitmore’s girlfriend. The initial uniforms on the scene suspected an altercation. The glass barrier had a massive impact fracture, suggesting she was pushed with extreme force.”

“But it never went to trial,” Collins remembered, his eyes widening as he looked at the board. “I remember the press coverage. Whitmore hired the most expensive silk in London. They buried the Crown Prosecution Service in independent expert testimonies claiming the glass was faulty. Whitmore swore he tried to grab her when the pane gave way.”

“The coroner ruled it a tragic misadventure,” Cassandra said, her voice dripping with quiet disdain. “Whitmore walked out of the court a free man, completely untouched.”

Silence descended on the Major Incident Room. The connection between the two men on the board hung in the air, heavy and undeniable.

“Peter Finn,” Miller said quietly, pointing to the left side of the board. “Suspected of abducting little Leo Vance. He lawyered up, bleached his hard drives, and walked free because we couldn’t find the evidence.”

He moved his finger to the right side of the board, pointing at Marcus Whitmore.

“Marcus Whitmore. Suspected of pushing Sophie Trent out of a penthouse window. He bought his way out of a murder charge with expensive lawyers and walked free.”

Cassandra picked up a black marker. She drew a thick, dark line connecting Peter Finn’s custody photo to Marcus Whitmore’s corporate headshot. Above the line, she wrote one word in sharp, block capitals: UNTOUCHABLE.

“Our suspect isn’t a kidnapper looking for money,” Cassandra told the room, her eyes scanning the faces of her detectives. “He is an archivist of sins. He is targeting men who the justice system failed to cage. He’s taking them, paralyzing them, and turning their bodies into permanent, agonizing monuments to the victims they thought they had erased.”

“Jesus,” Collins breathed. “If he has Whitmore...”

“Finn went missing five days ago,” Cassandra said, the terrifying math assembling itself in her head. “He was dumped in the woods at dawn yesterday. Whitmore’s car was found abandoned at four-thirty yesterday morning.”

Miller stood up, his chair scraping loudly against the linoleum. “The captor didn’t even pause to take a breath. He finished his work on Finn, hung him up in the forest, and drove straight to Cheltenham to grab his next canvas.”

“Which means Marcus Whitmore is currently lying on a table, fully conscious, trapped inside his own skeleton,” Cassandra said, the stark horror of the reality settling over the room. “And if this vigilante applies the same meticulous, excruciating methodology to Whitmore as he did to Finn...”

Cassandra looked at the jagged number 1 in the photograph on the board.

“We are officially on the clock for Exhibit Number Two,” she said, tossing the marker onto the tray. “Collins, I want Sarah digging into everything Marcus Whitmore has touched in the last fourteen months. His emails, his financials, his phone records. I want to know who was angry enough about Sophie Trent’s death to build a surgical torture chamber.”

“Yes, Guv,” Collins said, already turning back toward the desks.

“Miller,” Cassandra grabbed her navy blazer from the back of her chair. “Get your coat. We’re going to Cheltenham.”

“The gym?” Miller asked, grabbing his keys.

“No,” Cassandra replied, her eyes narrowing with sharp, predatory focus. “The gym is a dead end. He spray-painted the camera and left the scene clean. We need to go to the scene of the original crime. I want to stand in the penthouse where Sophie Trent died. I want to know exactly what gravity felt like to Marcus Whitmore.”
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The Drop

The penthouse overlooked Gloucester Docks like a glass monument to acquired taste that had long since curdled. Cassandra stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows on the tenth floor, rain streaking the glass in diagonal lines, the grey sky pressing down on the city below like a lid on a coffin. The River Severn was a dull pewter ribbon in the distance, barely visible through the weather.

Marcus Whitmore owned this place now. He’d bought it six months after Sophie Trent died here.

The interior was a museum exhibit dedicated to a man who worshipped his own reflection: white marble floors, minimalist furniture in blacks and chromes, abstract art that cost more than most people earned in a year. Everything was sharp angles and cold surfaces. Nothing soft. Nothing warm. Nothing human.

Cassandra walked slowly through the open-plan living space, her footsteps echoing against the marble. DS Miller stood near the entrance, speaking quietly with the building’s concierge—a nervous man in his fifties who kept glancing at Cassandra as though she might arrest the furniture.

She ignored them both.

Her attention was fixed on the balcony.

It jutted out from the living room like a diving board, enclosed by frameless glass panels that created the illusion of floating in mid-air. The panels were new—pristine, flawless, installed after Sophie Trent’s death. But the structure beneath them, the steel framework and compression bolts, was original.

Cassandra stepped through the sliding door onto the balcony.

The wind hit her immediately, cold and sharp, carrying the smell of rain and river water. The balcony was narrow—perhaps eight feet deep, twelve feet wide—with nothing but a waist-high glass barrier between her and a two-hundred-foot drop to the concrete plaza below.

She stood at the edge, not blinking as rain spattered her face, and looked down.

This was where Sophie Trent had died.

The official inquest had ruled it “misadventure.” Sophie had been leaning against the glass barrier, it had failed catastrophically, and she had fallen. No witnesses. No evidence of foul play. Marcus Whitmore had been in London at the time, confirmed by CCTV and mobile phone records. The glass manufacturer had settled out of court, citing a manufacturing defect. Case closed.
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