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The fluorescent lights in the embalming room hummed like dying insects. Elias Crowe wiped a thin sheen of preservative fluid from his hands with a rag that had seen better decades. The air was thick with the sweet-chemical bite of formaldehyde, the faint metallic tang of blood long since drained, and something else—something warmer, almost intimate.

He smiled at the figure laid out on the stainless-steel table.

“Morning, darling,” he whispered, voice soft as velvet. “You slept well, I hope.”

The young woman—mid-twenties, once vibrant, now porcelain-pale—stared up at the ceiling with half-lidded eyes that would never blink again. Elias had dressed her in a simple white slip he’d found in the donation bin. It clung to her cooling curves like a wedding gown in miniature. He brushed a strand of dark hair from her forehead, careful, reverent.

“You’re the prettiest one yet, you know that?”

A soft knock at the inner door made him straighten.

“Mr. Crowe?” called his assistant, a mousy twenty-something named Daniel who’d been with him six months and still flinched at the smell. “Your appointment with Dr. Harlan is in forty minutes. You asked me to remind you.”

Elias didn’t turn around right away. He let his fingers linger on the dead girl’s cheek, tracing the line of her jaw. “Tell them I’ll be there. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

Daniel’s footsteps retreated quickly down the hallway.

Elias leaned down until his lips nearly brushed the corpse’s ear. “Don’t worry, my love. I’ll be back before you get lonely. And when I am... we’ll have all night to ourselves.”

He straightened his black tie in the reflection of the stainless steel, smoothed his dark hair, and slipped on his suit jacket. The funeral home—Crowe & Sons, though there had never been any sons—looked respectable from the front: heavy oak doors, tasteful floral arrangements in the viewing rooms, soft organ music piped through hidden speakers. Behind the public areas, though, in the prep rooms and the walk-in cooler, it was his kingdom.

Elias locked the embalming room door behind him and stepped out into the crisp Jacksonville morning. The Florida sun felt too bright, too alive. He preferred the cool hush of the prep room.

Dr. Harlan’s office was only a ten-minute drive. The waiting room smelled of stale coffee and antiseptic. Elias signed in under the watchful eye of the receptionist, who offered him the same tight, professional smile she always did—the one that said we know what you are.

“Mr. Crowe,” Dr. Harlan said when Elias finally sat across from him in the dimly lit consultation room. The psychiatrist was in his late fifties, silver at the temples, eyes sharp behind wire-rimmed glasses. “You’re looking... composed today.”

“Business is good,” Elias replied evenly. “People keep dying. Keeps me in suits and quiet company.”

Dr. Harlan didn’t smile at the joke. He never did.

“We need to talk about your license again,” the doctor said, opening a thick folder. “The board received another complaint. This time from a family member who claims you spent... excessive time alone with their daughter after hours. They described your behavior as ‘unsettling.’”

Elias leaned back, crossing one leg over the other. “Grief makes people see monsters where there are none, Doctor. I provide comfort. That’s what a good mortician does.”

“Comfort,” Dr. Harlan repeated flatly. “Elias, you were diagnosed with schizophrenia fifteen years ago. Auditory hallucinations, delusional thinking, inappropriate sexual fixation on the deceased. You’ve been stable on medication, but the reports keep coming in. The state medical board is reviewing whether someone with your history should be handling bodies at all.”

Elias’s fingers tightened slightly on the arm of the chair, but his face stayed calm, almost pleasant. Inside his head, the voices were quiet today—thank the little white pills—but they were never fully gone. They whispered sometimes about ownership, about forever, about how the living always left and the dead never could.

“I’m thriving, Doctor,” he said softly. “Lowest prices in Duval County. Families thank me. They cry on my shoulder. You want to take that away because I talk to the dead? They’re better listeners than most of the living.”

Dr. Harlan sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “This isn’t just about talking. There are rumors, Elias. Missing persons cases that seem to align with your... quieter clients. The ones who come in with no family pushing for autopsies. I’m not saying you’re responsible, but the optics—”

“The optics,” Elias echoed with a small, private smile. “Always the optics.”

He stood up before the doctor could continue.

“I have a new bride waiting for me back at the home,” he said conversationally. “She’s very patient. Unlike some people.”

Dr. Harlan’s face paled. “Elias—”

“See you next month, Doctor. Unless the board decides otherwise.”

Elias walked out of the office without waiting for a response. The sun was higher now, beating down on the parking lot. He slid into his black sedan and headed back toward Crowe & Sons.

The voices were stirring again as he drove, gentle and coaxing.

She’s waiting.

Make her yours tonight.

No one else will love her like you do.

Back at the funeral home, he locked the front door early, flipped the “Closed for Private Preparation” sign, and descended into the embalming room.

The girl on the table hadn’t moved, of course. But to Elias, she looked expectant.

He dimmed the lights, pulled on fresh gloves, and began the slow, careful ritual of truly making her his.

“Welcome to the family, darling,” he murmured, leaning close. “Till death do us part... and even after.”

He rolled up his sleeves slowly, deliberately, revealing the faded scars along his forearms—old reminders from the days when the voices had been louder, sharper, demanding blood instead of silence.

The young woman on the table was named Sarah, according to the paperwork. Twenty-seven. Car accident. No immediate family in town, just a distant aunt who’d signed off on the cheap cremation package. Elias had “adjusted” the intake forms himself. Lowered the temperature in the cooler just enough to buy time. No rush for autopsy when the client looked like she’d simply gone to sleep.

He approached the table and let his bare fingers trail along her arm. The flesh was cool, yielding in that unique way only the recently dead could manage—still soft, not yet rigid with full rigor. He lifted her hand and pressed it to his cheek, closing his eyes.

“You feel that?” he whispered. “That’s real. No lies. No leaving. Just... us.”

In his mind, Sarah answered with a gentle hush of approval. They liked this one. She had good bones. Strong hips. The kind of face that would hold up well under makeup and time.

Elias moved with practiced care. He adjusted the white slip, smoothing it over her breasts, letting his palms linger where warmth had once been. Then he reached for the tray of instruments: trocar, cannula, the delicate tools of his trade. But tonight wasn’t about standard embalming. Tonight was about claiming.

He worked methodically, talking to her the whole time, his voice low and intimate, the way a groom might speak on a wedding night.

“You know what they say about me in town, Sarah? They say I’m sick. That I shouldn’t be allowed near the dead. But they don’t understand. The living... they break promises. They get bored. They die and leave holes. You? You’re mine now. Completely. No arguments. No headaches. No ‘I need space.’”

He inserted the trocar with the precision of a lover’s touch, draining what little remained while replacing it with his own special mixture—thicker preservative, scented faintly with rose oil he’d stolen from the viewing room stock. As the fluid moved through her, he leaned down and kissed her forehead, then her cold lips, lingering there until he imagined he could feel a faint response.

The voices swelled, encouraging.

She’s beautiful when she’s full of you.

Make her pretty for the wedding.

No one else gets to have her.

Elias stepped back to admire his work. Sarah looked almost alive now, cheeks faintly flushed from the chemicals, lips tinted a soft pink. He’d brush her hair later, maybe put her in the white lace dress he kept in the locked closet—the one he’d bought two years ago for the first bride who hadn’t lasted as long as he’d hoped.

A sudden noise upstairs made him freeze: the faint creak of floorboards in the main hallway.

Daniel? No, he’d sent the boy home hours ago.

Elias wiped his hands on a clean towel, heart beating steady but quick. He slipped a scalpel into his jacket pocket—just in case—and ascended the narrow stairs to the public area.

The front door was still locked. The viewing rooms were empty, lit only by the security night-lights. But in the foyer, near the guest book stand, stood a woman in her late forties, clutching a purse like a shield. She looked familiar—maybe a cousin of one of the recent clients.

“Mr. Crowe?” she said, voice trembling but determined. “I’m sorry to come by so late. It’s about my sister. The funeral is tomorrow, but... I just had this feeling. I need to see her one more time. Alone.”

Elias’s smile was warm, professional, the one he practiced in the mirror for grieving families. Inside, the voices hissed warnings.

She’ll see.

She’ll ruin everything.

Send her away.

“Of course,” he said smoothly, stepping closer. “Grief does strange things. Let me walk you back. Your sister is resting peacefully in the prep area. I was just finishing some final touches.”

The woman hesitated, but nodded. Elias led her down the hallway, his hand lightly on her elbow, guiding. As they approached the embalming room door, he could smell the faint rose scent leaking from beneath it.

He paused, turning to her with that same calm expression.

“Before we go in... are you sure you’re ready? Sometimes the dead look different when they’re prepared for eternity. More... intimate.”

The woman swallowed hard. “I just... I need to say goodbye properly.”

Elias unlocked the door and pushed it open.

Sarah lay there under the amber light, looking serene, almost bridal. The white slip, the flushed cheeks, the faint scent of roses.

The woman gasped softly, stepping forward. “She looks... she looks like she’s waiting for something.”

Elias closed the door behind them with a quiet click.

“She is,” he murmured. “She’s waiting for me.”
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Dr. Marcus Harlan leaned back in the worn leather chair of his office at Duval Regional Medical Center, the late-afternoon light filtering through half-closed blinds. The room smelled of stale coffee and the faint antiseptic tang that clung to every corner of the hospital. Stacks of patient files towered on his desk, but the one that mattered most lay open in front of him: Elias Crowe.

Across the table sat Dr. Elena Vargas, the hospital’s chief medical examiner, her white coat unbuttoned after a long shift. Beside her was Dr. Raj Patel, the on-duty hospitalist who had handled more than his share of psychiatric consults, and Paul Whitaker from the Florida Board of Funeral Directors and Embalmers. The four of them had gathered after hours because none could shake the growing unease.

Harlan cleared his throat. “We’ve been here before, but the Baker Act history changes everything. Elias has been involuntarily examined under the Baker Act four times in the last twelve years—twice here at Duval Regional. Each time, law enforcement brought him in after episodes where he was found talking to himself in the funeral home cooler, or families reported him spending ‘excessive private time’ with bodies. Criteria were met: clear mental illness—schizophrenia with delusional attachments—and a real risk of self-neglect or harm to others if left unchecked.”

Vargas nodded, sliding a thin report across the desk. “I pulled the old admission notes. During his last hold, two years ago, he told the psych resident the corpses were ‘his only true companions.’ Refused voluntary evaluation at first, said the voices told him the living were the real danger. The 72-hour window gave us time to stabilize him on meds, but he was released when he appeared compliant. No court-ordered placement followed because he lawyered up fast and the immediate threat seemed contained.”

Dr. Patel, the hospitalist, rubbed his temple. He’d seen Elias during one of those holds—conducted the initial medical clearance before the psych team took over. “As hospitalists, we’re the ones bridging the gap. We handle the physical side—rule out medical causes, manage any co-occurring issues—while the psychiatry staff evaluates for the Baker Act criteria. Elias presented stable vitals every time, but the delusions were textbook. The problem is, once he’s out, he goes right back to handling bodies. No mandatory reporting ties his license directly to repeated involuntary exams unless we push the board.”
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