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    This novel walks through darkness. It follows a mind warped by loneliness and pressure — a man who mistakes destruction for preservation. The acts within these pages are fiction, not celebration, but an examination of how beauty and obsession can blur into tragedy.

I dedicate this book to beauty in all its fragile forms, and to those who have been harmed by broken minds.Your beauty was meant to be appreciated and treasured — never taken.

      

    



  	
        
            
            In a world built to decay, the impulse to preserve beauty is both love and madness.

      

    


The Software Developer

by Marius Myburg
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SYNOPSIS

By day, he’s a quiet, diligent programmer — another cog in the corporate machine. But years of monotony, pressure, and isolation erode something deep within him. One bad month is all it takes for the line between control and collapse to disappear.

When he finally breaks, his craft takes on a new meaning. He becomes a soft-ware developer — preserving beauty itself. Each victim is chosen not out of hatred, but reverence. His touch is careful, almost tender, guided by a longing for connection he never knew in life. Through trial and failure, his methods evolve into a dark art: embalming as creation, death as devotion.

As his collection grows, so does his conviction that he’s doing good — protecting what the world discards, making beauty eternal in a universe built on decay.

A dark psychological thriller, The Software Developer examines the quiet desperation of modern life, the corrosion of empathy under pressure, and the fragile line between genius and madness. It refuses neat morality or tidy conclusions — because in this story, right and wrong depend on who’s holding the scalpel.
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Chapter 1: Degradation Ceremony
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February, Ten Years Before the Discovery

The fluorescent lights in Conference Room 3B hummed with the same frequency as the ventilation system, creating a drone that Benjamin Rourke had learned to ignore sometime during his seventh year at DataStream Solutions. Now, in his fifteenth year, he no longer noticed the sound at all. He sat three rows from the back, hands folded on the laminate table, watching Griffin Hayes advance through a PowerPoint presentation titled 'Strategic Realignment Initiative: Q1 Optimization.'

Benjamin's phone buzzed in his pocket. He glanced down discreetly, saw the automated email notification, and felt something shift in his chest-not pain exactly, but a hollow sensation, like discovering an empty space where something vital should be.

Subject: Project Archive Notification - Phoenix Analytics Dashboard

Your project has been archived as part of our portfolio optimization process. All associated resources have been reallocated. Thank you for your contributions to DataStream Solutions.

He read it twice. Three times. The words refused to change.

Griffin Hayes was still talking, his voice carrying that forced enthusiasm corporate managers cultivated like a second language. 'And as we move forward into this exciting new phase, we're confident that our strategic partnerships with our offshore development teams will allow us to scale more efficiently while maintaining the quality standards our clients expect.'

Benjamin looked at his phone again. Fifteen months. Fifteen months he'd spent building Phoenix from scratch. The analytics dashboard that would revolutionize how clients visualized their data flows. The architecture he'd designed. The algorithms he'd refined through countless iterations, working late nights when the office was empty except for the cleaning crew and the security guard who nodded at him without ever learning his name.

Archived.

'Now, I know some of you have questions about how this affects current projects,' Griffin said, clicking to the next slide. 'And I want to assure you that we're committed to transparency throughout this transition process. Brian, you had a question?'

Benjamin looked up. Griffin was looking directly at him, one hand gesturing in his direction.

'It's Benjamin,' he said quietly.

Griffin's smile didn't waver. 'Right, Benjamin. Sorry. What was your question?'

'I didn't-' Benjamin stopped. Around him, forty-three colleagues sat in varying postures of attention and boredom. Not one of them was looking at him. 'I didn't have a question.'

'Oh.' Griffin's eyes had already moved past him, scanning for other raised hands. 'Anyone else?'

Benjamin stared at his manager. Griffin Hayes, who had approved his performance reviews for the past eight years. Who had signed off on his vacation requests, his project proposals, his equipment upgrades. Who had sat across from him in one-on-one meetings every other Tuesday for ninety-six months.

Brian.

The meeting continued for another twenty-seven minutes. Benjamin tracked every second on the wall clock, watching the minute hand make its incremental lurches forward. Griffin discussed quarterly targets. Someone from HR explained the new expense reporting system. The VP of Engineering dialed in via videoconference to deliver remarks about innovation and agility that could have been generated by one of Benjamin's own algorithms.

When it finally ended, people filed out in clusters, already resuming interrupted conversations. Benjamin remained seated, watching them go. Karen from Testing laughed at something her colleague said. Pradeep from Infrastructure checked his phone, his face lit by the screen's glow. Angela from Project Management held the door for the stragglers, her bracelets jangling.

None of them looked back.

Benjamin stood slowly, gathering his notebook-blank except for the date he'd written at the top of the page-and followed the last few people into the hallway. The corporate campus stretched out in every direction: beige walls, gray carpet, motivational posters in black frames. 'Innovation Through Collaboration.' 'Excellence Is a Journey.' 'Your Ideas Matter.'

His cubicle was in Section D, fourth row from the window, third from the aisle. He'd occupied it for fifteen years, had never asked to move, never complained about the draft from the vent or the way the afternoon sun created glare on his monitor. He'd simply adapted, angling his screen, wearing an extra layer.

The cubicle next to his was empty. Maria from Quality Assurance had left three months ago for a startup in Austin. Her departure had been announced, celebrated with cake in the break room. Benjamin had attended, standing at the periphery of the circle, eating his slice of sheet cake with its too-sweet frosting. Maria had made a speech thanking everyone by name. She hadn't mentioned him.

Her desk remained empty, her chair pushed in, her name plate removed. Within a week, it would be as if she'd never existed here.

Benjamin sat down at his desk and logged into his workstation. The Phoenix project folder was already gone, moved to the archive directory where cancelled projects went to die. Three years of work. Eighteen months of active development. Thousands of lines of code he'd written, debugged, optimized.

Gone.

He opened his email and began composing his responses to the automated messages. 'Acknowledged.' 'Understood.' 'No further questions.' He typed with the mechanical precision he brought to all his tasks, each keystroke deliberate.

Around him, the office maintained its ambient noise: keyboards clicking, phones ringing, the distant hum of the industrial-sized copier. Someone laughed in the break room. A phone rang five times before going to voicemail.

At 4:47 PM, Benjamin logged out, shut down his computer, and stood. He collected his jacket from the hook inside his cubicle, his travel mug from his desk, his laptop bag from under his chair. The bag was nearly empty-he rarely took work home anymore. There had been a time, years ago, when he'd brought projects home every night, eager to solve problems on his own time. But the projects always got cancelled or reassigned. The work always disappeared.

He walked toward the exit, passing the security desk where Tom-or was it Ted?-sat reading something on his phone. The guard glanced up, offered the same nod he gave to everyone, and returned his attention to his screen.

The parking lot was half empty, cars scattered across painted spaces in no particular pattern. Benjamin's Honda Civic sat in the third row from the building, silver paint faded to the color of dirty snow. He'd parked in the same general area for fifteen years, never in the same exact spot but always within the same quadrant. Close enough to be convenient, far enough to ensure a space was always available.

He unlocked the car, got in, set his laptop bag on the passenger seat. The interior smelled of old coffee and the pine air freshener that hung from the rearview mirror-a Christmas gift from Susan three years ago that had long since lost its scent but remained, a small green tree slowly fading to yellow.

Benjamin started the engine.

And sat.

Through the windshield, DataStream Solutions rose before him: a four-story building of glass and steel, architecturally identical to every other corporate building in the research park. Lights glowed in windows where people were still working. A few more employees emerged from the main entrance, walking to their cars in pairs or alone, some talking on phones, others silent.

Benjamin watched them. He tried to remember their names and found he couldn't. Faces he'd seen five days a week for years remained strangers. Voices he'd heard in meetings echoed without identity.

His phone showed 4:52 PM. Then 5:03. Then 5:18.

The parking lot emptied further. Lights turned off in sections of the building, darkness spreading floor by floor. The sky faded from pale winter blue to gray to deep purple.

At 6:47 PM, the security guard-Tom or Ted-emerged from the building, climbed into a white pickup truck four spaces over, and drove away. He didn't look toward Benjamin's car.

Benjamin's hands remained on the steering wheel, engine running, heat flowing from the vents. He stared at the building and tried to locate himself within it. Tried to remember a moment when he'd mattered. A conversation where someone had listened. A meeting where his name had been remembered correctly.

He found nothing.

Fifteen years. Five thousand four hundred and seventy-five days, accounting for weekends and vacation time he rarely took. Thousands of hours at his desk, writing code, attending meetings, responding to emails. Contributing.

To what?

At 7:14 PM, he put the car in reverse and drove home.

The route was automatic: left out of the parking lot, right at the light, straight for three miles, left onto Whitman Street, right onto his street-Copper Ridge Lane, though there was neither copper nor a ridge, only flat subdivisions repeating themselves in variations of the same architectural themes. His house was eleventh on the left, a two-bedroom ranch identical to the houses on either side except for the color of the shutters and the model of car in the driveway.

He pulled in, turned off the engine, and sat.

The neighbors' houses glowed with interior light. The Pattersons next door had their television on-he could see the flicker through their front window. Across the street, the Jacobsons' teenage daughter was visible in her upstairs room, presumably at her desk, probably doing homework. Normal lives proceeding in their normal patterns.

Benjamin got out of the car and stood in his driveway. February cold bit through his jacket. His breath formed visible clouds that dissipated quickly. Above, stars attempted to penetrate the suburban light pollution, mostly failing.

He walked to his front door, unlocked it, entered.

The house was exactly as he'd left it that morning: clean, organized, silent. He'd bought it nine years ago, the down payment made possible by a decade of careful savings. It had seemed like an achievement at the time. A marker of progress. Adult success.

Now it felt like a tomb he was still occupying.

He set his laptop bag on the small table by the door, hung his jacket on the coat rack, removed his shoes and aligned them on the mat. He walked through the living room-couch, television, bookshelf with books he'd accumulated but rarely read, houseplant that Susan had given him and that he watered with mechanical regularity-and into the kitchen.

He wasn't hungry.

He filled a glass with water from the tap and drank it standing at the sink, looking out the window at his backyard: a rectangle of grass he mowed every Saturday, a fence he'd repaired last summer, a maple tree the previous owner had planted.

When had he last spoken to someone outside of work? A real conversation, not the transactional exchanges with cashiers or the brief phone calls with Susan where she talked about her children and he listened, offering appropriate responses at appropriate intervals.

He couldn't remember.

The basement door was adjacent to the kitchen, painted the same off-white as the other doors. Benjamin opened it and descended the wooden stairs, his hand trailing along the railing. The basement was unfinished: concrete floor, exposed ceiling joists, water heater humming in the corner, washer and dryer against one wall. Boxes of old possessions-college textbooks, outdated electronics, miscellaneous items he'd kept for reasons he could no longer articulate-lined the walls.

He stood at the bottom of the stairs, looking at the empty space. The naked bulb overhead cast harsh shadows, making the room appear larger than it was. Colder. More separate from the world above.

This was where things came to be forgotten.

Benjamin walked to the far wall and placed his palm against the concrete. Cold. Solid. Real in a way he no longer felt about himself.

He climbed back upstairs, closed the basement door, and walked to the bathroom.

The mirror above the sink reflected fluorescent light from the vanity fixture. Benjamin stood before it and looked at his face.

Brown hair, thinning at the temples. Pale skin from insufficient sunlight. Eyes that appeared gray in some lights, blue in others, currently something in between. Features assembled in proportions that were entirely average: nose neither large nor small, chin neither weak nor strong, mouth neither wide nor thin.

A face designed to be forgotten.

He leaned closer, studying the details. The slight lines at the corners of his eyes. The faint shadow of stubble. The way his left eyebrow had a small scar from childhood-he couldn't remember how he'd gotten it. A fall? A collision?

Did it matter?

He stared at himself and tried to see what others saw. Tried to understand what made him so immediately forgettable. But the face in the mirror provided no answers. It simply looked back, as unremarkable as always.

Brian.

Eight years. Griffin Hayes had been his manager for eight years, had conducted performance reviews, had signed documents with Benjamin's name at the top. And still: Brian.

Benjamin turned away from the mirror and walked to his bedroom. He sat on the edge of his bed-a queen-sized mattress he'd bought when he purchased the house, optimistically, as if size indicated potential-and looked at his hands.

Soft. Pale. The hands of someone who'd spent fifteen years at a keyboard.

The hands of a ghost.

He sat there until the darkness outside matched the darkness inside, until the subdivision sounds-distant cars, closing doors, voices calling goodnight-faded to silence. He sat motionless, barely breathing, feeling the absence of himself spreading through the house like cold water finding every low point.

At 11:32 PM, he stood, undressed, and got into bed. He lay on his back, staring at the ceiling, and tried to remember what it had felt like to matter.

He fell asleep finding nothing.

And in his dreams, empty cubicles stretched in infinite rows, each one identical, each one waiting for him to disappear.

Benjamin woke at 5:47 AM, thirteen minutes before his alarm. This had become his pattern: consciousness arriving early, unwanted, dragging him from dreams he couldn't quite remember but that left him with a sensation of falling.

He lay still, listening to the house settle around him. The furnace kicked on with its familiar metallic groan. Somewhere down the street, a car door slammed—early shift worker, probably the nurse who lived four houses down. He'd never spoken to her. Didn't know her name. Had seen her perhaps a hundred times over the years, always in passing, always in that moment too brief for acknowledgment.

The alarm sounded. He silenced it and rose.

The morning proceeded in its established sequence: shower, seven minutes. Shave, three minutes. Dress in clothes selected the night before—gray slacks, white shirt, navy tie that Susan had given him for Christmas two years ago, or was it three? Coffee, black, in the travel mug with the DataStream Solutions logo that had been distributed at some corporate event he couldn't place. Breakfast, a granola bar eaten standing at the kitchen counter while scrolling through emails on his phone.

Nothing required his response. Nothing ever required his response urgently.

He arrived at the office at 7:42 AM, earlier than usual but not early enough to be remarkable. The parking lot held perhaps twenty vehicles, scattered like dropped coins. He parked in his usual quadrant and sat with the engine running, watching other cars arrive. Jennifer from Accounting—or was she in Finance?—hurried toward the building, coffee cup in one hand, phone pressed to her ear with the other. She was talking rapidly, her free hand gesturing to no one. Solving a problem. Needed. Essential to someone's morning.

Benjamin turned off his engine and went inside.

Tom—he was fairly certain it was Tom now—sat at the security desk, barely glancing up as Benjamin swiped his badge. The beep of the card reader sounded like approval, like he'd been granted permission to exist for another day.

His cubicle waited in its usual state of minimal personalization. No family photos because there was no family. No motivational posters because motivation felt like a concept from another person's life. Just his monitor, his keyboard, his phone, and a coffee mug that held pens he rarely used because everything was digital now. Even his handwriting had become unnecessary.

He logged in. His password had to be changed every ninety days. He'd created a system: a base word modified by the quarter and year. Efficient. Memorable. A solution to a minor problem. The only kind he was allowed to solve anymore.

His calendar showed three meetings today. A project sync at ten—for a project he wasn't working on but was required to attend for "visibility." A department update at one. A training session on the new expense system at three-thirty, teaching him how to navigate software that would probably change again in six months, requiring new training, an endless loop of learning things that didn't matter.

At 9:15, Patricia from Marketing stopped by his cubicle. She leaned against the partition, tablet tucked under her arm, smile professionally pleasant.

"Hey, I'm collecting for Jerry's retirement gift," she said. "Twenty dollars if you want to chip in. We're getting him one of those fancy grill sets."

Benjamin looked up at her. Patricia. He'd worked in the same building as her for—how long? Eight years? Nine? She'd never stopped at his cubicle before. Never initiated a conversation beyond the obligatory "good morning" when they passed in the hallway.

"Jerry?" he asked.

"From Operations? He's been here twenty-three years. Friday's his last day." She shifted her weight, and he could see her eyes already moving past him, scanning for her next target. "There's a card making the rounds too, if you want to sign it."

"I don't know Jerry," Benjamin said.

Patricia's smile remained fixed, but something in her eyes cooled. "Well, it's optional. Just thought I'd ask." She pushed off from the partition. "Let me know if you change your mind."

She was gone before he could respond. He listened to her footsteps move down the row—four cubicles over, she stopped again. Her voice carried: "Hey Mike! So, Jerry's retirement..." The same speech, the same cheerful tone. Mike apparently knew Jerry. Mike apparently said something funny because Patricia laughed, genuine and warm.

Benjamin turned back to his monitor. Twenty-three years. Jerry from Operations, whoever he was, had spent twenty-three years at DataStream Solutions. Had accumulated enough relationships that people wanted to buy him a fancy grill set. Had made enough of an impression that a card was circulating, collecting signatures and personal messages and inside jokes.

What would Benjamin get after fifteen years? After twenty-three?

He knew the answer. He'd known it yesterday, watching that automated email announce the death of Phoenix. He'd known it sitting in the meeting while Griffin called him Brian.

Nothing. He would get nothing because nothing would be required. No collection, no card, no farewell lunch at the Italian place down the street. He would simply stop coming, and the space he'd occupied would be absorbed like water into sand.

The project sync at ten proved him right. Twelve people gathered in Conference Room 2A, a space identical to 3B except for the carpet stain near the window—coffee, from the look of it, maybe six months old. Benjamin sat in his usual position, back left corner, where he could see the screen and the door and everyone's faces.

Samantha led the meeting, walking through status updates for a customer portal redesign. She called on people by name: "Derek, where are we on the API integration?" "Yolanda, any blockers on the UI components?" "Marcus, talk to me about testing timelines."

Benjamin waited. He'd been assigned to documentation for this project—not his preference, never his preference, but documentation was where they put him now. The person who wrote the words that explained what the important people had built.

Twenty minutes in, Samantha reached that agenda item: "Documentation status?"

She looked down at her notes, then up, scanning the room. Her eyes passed over Benjamin once, twice, then settled somewhere near him.

"Do we have someone on docs?" she asked.

Benjamin raised his hand slightly. "I'm working on that."

Samantha's gaze found him, and he watched recognition fail to register. She glanced down at her notes again. "Right. And you are?"

"Benjamin. Benjamin Rourke."

"Oh." She made a note on her tablet. "Okay, Benjamin. Can you send me a progress update by end of day? I want to make sure we're tracking with the development timeline."

"Of course."

"Great, thanks..." She'd already moved on. "Okay, next item. Brad, let's talk about the database migration."

Benjamin lowered his hand. Samantha had been project lead for four months. He'd been in this meeting every Tuesday for all four months. Had delivered his updates, had sent his emails, had done everything required of him.

She didn't know his name.

The meeting ended at eleven. People filed out, clustering into conversations that continued in the hallway. Benjamin gathered his notebook—three pages of notes that no one would ask to see—and followed at a distance. Ahead of him, Derek said something that made Yolanda laugh. Marcus clapped Brad on the shoulder, said something about grabbing lunch later.

Benjamin walked past them, invisible as air.

Back at his cubicle, he opened the documentation file and stared at the cursor blinking against the white screen. Patient. Waiting. Ready for him to contribute something, anything, words that would be formatted into a PDF and attached to a project repository and never read.

He typed: "The customer portal provides users with access to their account information and transaction history."

Deleted it.

Typed: "Users can log in using their email address and password."

Deleted it.

Typed: "This documentation exists to justify my presence in meetings where no one knows my name."

He stared at that sentence. Let it exist on the screen for thirty seconds. Then deleted it and wrote the proper documentation, professional and clear and utterly forgettable.

Lunch was a sandwich from the cafeteria, eaten at his desk while reading news articles he wouldn't remember. Around him, the office maintained its ecosystem: phone calls and keyboard clicks and the occasional burst of laughter from a nearby cubicle. Human sounds. The noise of people who mattered to each other.

At 2:47 PM, his phone buzzed. Susan.

"Hey stranger," her text read. "Haven't heard from you in a while. Everything okay?"

He looked at the message.
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Chapter 2: First Hypothesis
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The books arrived in brown cardboard boxes, unmarked except for the Amazon shipping label.

Benjamin carried them down to the basement, one box under each arm, feeling the satisfying weight of knowledge yet to be absorbed. Three weeks had passed since the meeting where Griffin Hayes had called him Brian. Three weeks since he'd stopped recognizing his own reflection. But something had shifted in those twenty-one days, some fundamental recalibration of his internal architecture.

He set the boxes on the concrete floor and used his pocket knife to slice through the packing tape. The blade parted the cardboard with a clean whisper.

Inside the first box: 'Mortuary Science: A Comprehensive Guide' by Dr. Helena Pritchard. 'The Complete Manual of Embalming Techniques' by Richard Ashworth. 'Preserving Remains: Historical Methods and Modern Applications' by someone whose name Benjamin couldn't pronounce. He lifted them out carefully, appreciating the heft of each volume, the embossed lettering on their spines. They smelled of new paper and industrial glue.

The second box held more specialized texts: 'Advanced Taxidermy for Mammals' by Gerald Sutherland. 'Chemical Preservation and Fixation Methods' with no author listed, just a university press logo. 'Victorian Death Culture and the Art of Mourning' by Professor Janet Willoughby.

Benjamin arranged them on a folding table he'd set up in the corner of the basement, creating a small library. The overhead bulb cast harsh shadows across their covers. He pulled up the cheap plastic chair he'd used for storage and sat down, opening the mortuary science text to the table of contents.
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Chapter Three: Arterial Embalming - Theory and Practice.

Chapter Seven: Cavity Treatment and Internal Preservation.

Chapter Eleven: Restorative Art and Cosmetic Application.
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He wasn't sure what he was looking for, exactly. When he'd ordered these books three days ago, sitting at his kitchen table at two in the morning with his laptop casting blue light across his face, he'd told himself it was intellectual curiosity. Learning something new. Expanding his knowledge base. The same methodical approach he'd always applied to mastering new programming languages or database architectures.

Except programming languages had never made his pulse quicken like this.

Benjamin opened to Chapter Three and began to read. Dr. Pritchard's prose was clinical, precise, occasionally beautiful in its attention to detail. She described the arterial system as 'nature's distribution network,' explaining how embalming fluid could follow the body's own pathways to reach every cell, every tissue, if properly introduced. The key was pressure, flow rate, and chemical composition. Too much pressure and you risked distention, tissue damage, an unnatural appearance. Too little and preservation would be incomplete, inadequate.

He took notes in a spiral notebook, his handwriting neat and methodical. Drew diagrams copying the textbook's illustrations of injection sites, drainage points, the carotid artery's branching pathways. His hand moved across the page with the same steady rhythm it used on keyboards, translating visual information into recorded data.

Two hours passed. Benjamin's coffee went cold in its mug beside him. Upstairs, he heard nothing-no neighbors, no traffic, just the infinite silence of his house where nothing ever happened and no one ever came.

He finished Chapter Three and moved to Chapter Seven, learning about trocar insertion, aspiration of internal organs, cavity fluid injection. The technical precision appealed to him. Every step had its purpose, its optimal execution, its potential failure points. Like debugging code, but with higher stakes. With permanent consequences.

'If cavity treatment is insufficient,' Dr. Pritchard wrote, 'decomposition will begin internally regardless of arterial preservation quality. The body is a system-all components must be addressed for true preservation to occur.'

A system. Yes. Benjamin understood systems.

He stood, his lower back stiff from sitting, and climbed the basement stairs. In his home office-the second bedroom he'd converted years ago when he thought he might work from home more often-he opened his laptop and created a new Excel file.

Research.xlsx.

He stared at the blank spreadsheet for a moment, cursor blinking in cell A1. Then he began creating column headers: Date. Time. Location. Physical Description. Estimated Age. Hair Color. Approximate Height. Clothing. Distinguishing Features. Behavioral Notes.

The headers filled row one, neat and organized. Benjamin saved the file, then closed his laptop and returned to the basement with a fresh cup of coffee.

The taxidermy book waited on the table. He picked it up, feeling the textured cover under his fingertips. Gerald Sutherland's author photo showed an elderly man with wild white hair and kind eyes, someone who'd spent a lifetime preserving what would otherwise be lost to decay.

'The goal of preservation,' Sutherland wrote in his introduction, 'is not to create the illusion of life, but to capture and maintain the beauty of form. We are artists working against entropy, using chemistry and craft to hold back the inevitable dissolution that awaits all organic matter. There is nobility in this work, though few understand it.'

Benjamin read that passage three times.

Nobility in holding back dissolution. In preventing beauty from disappearing into nothing, the way he himself had disappeared into the fluorescent-lit nothing of DataStream Solutions.

He set down the book and checked his watch. 6:47 PM on a Thursday. Still early. He'd taken tomorrow off-DataStream's generous PTO policy, use-it-or-lose-it, and he had weeks accumulated because he never went anywhere or did anything. Three vacation days in a row. No one would miss him. No one would notice his absence.

Benjamin climbed the basement stairs again, grabbed his car keys from the kitchen counter, and drove.

The city looked different now. He'd lived here for fifteen years, following the same routes to work, to the grocery store, to nowhere in particular. But now he saw it differently, as if a filter had been removed from his perception. He noticed the young woman walking alone to her car in the Target parking lot at dusk. The college student waiting for a bus, earbuds in, attention elsewhere. The jogger on the path by the retention pond, ponytail swinging, focused on her pace and breathing.

Beautiful. Temporary. Unaware.

He pulled into a Kroger parking lot and found a space with a good vantage point. From here he could see the main entrance, the pharmacy pickup lane, the garden center exit. People came and went in the failing light-families with shopping carts, elderly couples taking careful steps, teenagers clustered near the Redbox machine.

Benjamin opened his laptop, balanced it on the steering wheel, and pulled up Research.xlsx. The cursor blinked in cell A2, waiting for data.

7:13 PM. Kroger on Westfield Boulevard. Young woman, early twenties, blonde hair past shoulders, approximately 5'4", wearing yoga pants and oversized Indiana University sweatshirt. Talking on phone, animated gestures. Walked to white Honda Civic, parked near cart return. Alone.

He watched her load groceries into her trunk, still on the phone, laughing at something. She was pretty in an unremarkable way-the kind of pretty that would fade with time, with stress, with the slow erosion that claimed everyone. Claimed everything.

She drove away. Benjamin entered her details into the spreadsheet, his fingers moving across the keyboard with practiced efficiency.

7:31 PM. Same location. Different woman, brunette, late twenties, approximately 5'6", business casual attire suggesting office job. Walked quickly, checking watch repeatedly. Seemed stressed. Loaded only a few items-frozen dinners, wine bottle, cat food. Drove silver Camry. License plate partially visible: starts with G3...

He spent an hour there, cataloging. Not following, not approaching, just... observing. Collecting data. Understanding patterns. The parking lot was a system too, with its flows and ebbs, its security camera positions (four that he could see, focused on entrances and high-traffic areas), its blind spots (the far corners where the lot bordered the retention fence).

When the last purple light faded from the western sky, Benjamin closed his laptop and drove to the next location on his mental list. A Marsh supermarket on the east side. Then a CVS pharmacy near the university. Then a Whole Foods in the upscale Broad Ripple neighborhood where young professionals shopped after yoga classes.

Each location had its own character, its own vulnerabilities. The Marsh had only two security cameras, both pointed at the entrance. The CVS had excellent lighting but was positioned between two other storefronts, creating a natural blind spot in the alley where they shared dumpsters. The Whole Foods had the most security-six cameras he counted-but also the most foot traffic, the most witnesses, too much chaos to track any single person effectively.

Benjamin drove home at 11:30 PM with pages of notes and a spreadsheet containing seventeen entries. He felt more awake than he had in years, his mind sharp and focused, turning over possibilities with the same methodical precision he'd once applied to optimizing database queries.

He ate a sandwich standing at his kitchen counter, barely tasting it, then went to bed. Sleep came quickly, dreamless and deep.

—-
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FRIDAY MORNING ARRIVED with gray light filtering through his bedroom curtains. Benjamin showered, dressed in his usual business casual despite having no intention of going near DataStream, and ate breakfast while reviewing his spreadsheet. The data needed refinement. More detailed behavioral observations. Better estimates of height and weight. Some way to categorize and rank the entries.

He added new columns: Risk Assessment. Routine Patterns. Accessibility Score.

Then he stopped himself. Accessibility to what? For what purpose?

But he knew. Some part of him had known since he'd ordered those books. Since he'd created this spreadsheet. Since he'd spent last night cataloging women in parking lots like they were inventory items.

Benjamin closed the laptop and made himself wait. Not today. First, more research. More preparation. He needed to understand the full process, the complete system, before attempting any implementation.

He returned to the basement and read for six hours straight, taking breaks only to use the bathroom and refill his coffee mug. Dr. Pritchard's textbook yielded to Ashworth's manual, which was more practical, more focused on specific techniques and common mistakes. Sutherland's taxidermy text offered insights into skin preservation and form maintenance that the mortuary books didn't address.

By afternoon, Benjamin had filled forty pages of his notebook with diagrams, chemical formulas, procedural steps, and margin notes. His hand cramped. His eyes burned from the basement's harsh lighting. But he felt purpose, clarity, a sense of working toward something that mattered.

He checked his watch. 3:45 PM. He had an appointment at 4:30.

Benjamin changed into a dark suit he rarely wore, added a somber tie, and drove to Riverside Memorial Gardens on the north side. The funeral home sat back from the road, a Victorian mansion converted to its current purpose with careful architectural sympathy. Columns flanked the entrance. Manicured lawns stretched toward a line of old oaks that probably predated the city itself.

He parked and sat in his car for a moment, rehearsing. He was Benjamin Rourke, age forty-two, unmarried, no children, thinking about pre-planning arrangements. Getting his affairs in order. Being responsible.

The story was plausible. People did this. Especially people with no family nearby, no one to handle such matters when the time came.

Benjamin walked up the curved pathway to the entrance. A small brass plaque beside the door read: 'Riverside Memorial Gardens - Serving Families Since 1947.'

Inside, everything spoke of careful neutrality designed not to offend any faith or preference. Beige carpet. Cream walls. Landscape paintings that could have hung in any hotel lobby. Soft classical music played from hidden speakers. The air smelled of roses and furniture polish and something else-formaldehyde, maybe, faint but present.

A woman in her fifties approached from a side office, her smile professional and practiced. 'Mr. Rourke? I'm Patricia Norwood. Thank you for choosing Riverside Memorial Gardens.'

'Thank you for seeing me on short notice.' Benjamin shook her hand. Her grip was firm but not aggressive, her nails painted a subtle pink.

'Of course. Pre-planning is such a thoughtful gift to give your loved ones.' She gestured toward a small consultation room. 'Please, let's talk in here where we'll have privacy.'

The room contained a round table, four chairs, and several albums of casket options on a side credenza. Patricia sat and opened a leather portfolio, clicking her pen. 'Now, Mr. Rourke, what brings you to us today?'

Benjamin had practiced this. 'I'm unmarried, no children, and my only sibling lives out of state. I realized recently that if anything happened to me, there would be no one to handle... the arrangements. I'd like to make decisions now, while I'm healthy and can think clearly.'

'Very responsible.' Patricia made a note. 'And have you thought about what type of service you'd prefer? Traditional burial? Cremation? We offer several options.'

'Traditional burial, I think. I'd like to be... preserved. Viewable. I want people to remember me as I was.' The irony of that statement wasn't lost on Benjamin-he'd spent fifteen years becoming invisible. But Patricia just nodded, noting his preference.

They talked for twenty minutes about casket options (Benjamin chose mid-range, nothing flashy), burial plots (a single grave in the eastern section), memorial service preferences (simple, non-denominational). Patricia was good at her job, guiding without pushing, offering suggestions while respecting his choices.

Then she said, 'Of course, all our services include professional embalming and preparation. Our licensed mortician has thirty years of experience. We take great care to ensure a natural, peaceful appearance.'

'Embalming,' Benjamin said. 'I've always been curious about that process. Is it... complicated?'

Patricia's expression remained neutral. 'It requires significant training and licensing, certainly. But our staff is highly qualified. Your loved ones won't need to worry about any of those details.'

'Of course. I just mean... how does it work? Chemically, I mean. I'm a software developer-I appreciate understanding systems.' He offered a self-deprecating smile.

She relaxed slightly. 'Well, in simple terms, embalming fluid is introduced into the arterial system while blood is drained. The fluid contains preservatives that prevent decomposition. Then there's cavity treatment, cosmetic work, dressing... it's quite involved.'

'And how long does preservation last?'

'Indefinitely, if the casket is properly sealed. Though we recommend expedient burial once preparation is complete. But for viewing purposes, the preservation is quite stable for several weeks if needed.'

Benjamin nodded slowly. 'Would it be possible to see the preparation room? Just briefly? I know that might sound strange, but I find that understanding the full process helps me make better decisions.'

Patricia hesitated. This was clearly an unusual request. 'I... we don't typically allow that. There are privacy concerns, respect for the deceased...'

'Of course, I understand completely. I didn't mean to overstep.' Benjamin started to stand. 'Thank you for your time, Ms. Norwood. You've been very helpful.'

'Wait.' She checked her watch, made some internal calculation. 'Our preparation room is currently unoccupied. I suppose a brief look wouldn't hurt, as long as you understand it might be... clinical. Some people find it unsettling.'

'I appreciate that. But I think I'd be okay.'

Patricia led him down a corridor that transitioned from carpet to tile, from cream walls to stark white. The formaldehyde smell grew stronger. They passed a heavy door marked 'Authorized Personnel Only' and she used a key card to open it.

The preparation room beyond was exactly what Benjamin had imagined from his reading, yet somehow more real, more immediate. Stainless steel table in the center with drainage gutters and a sprayer attachment. Glass-fronted cabinets containing bottles of chemicals-he recognized some labels from Dr. Pritchard's book. Instrument trays with scalpels, forceps, arterial tubes, curved needles. A trocar hung on the wall, its sharp point gleaming under the fluorescent lights.

The room smelled of disinfectant and something sweet-chemical beneath it. Everything was spotlessly clean, organized with the precision of an operating theater.

'As you can see, it's quite specialized,' Patricia said from the doorway. 'The table is called a preparation table, with features to facilitate the process. The equipment is all professional grade.'

Benjamin stepped closer to the cabinets, reading labels. Champion Quadra-Mulsion. Index High Index. Rectifiant. Freezone. Names he'd seen in his textbooks, chemicals whose purposes he now understood. 'You use a mixture of different fluids?'

'Our mortician customizes the solution based on various factors-the deceased's size, condition, how long until the service. It's really an art as much as a science.'

'Fascinating.' Benjamin examined the arterial tubes, the different gauges available. 'And all this has to be done within a certain timeframe after death?'

'Ideally within twenty-four hours, yes. Sooner is better for optimal results.'

He committed every detail to memory-the height of the table, the position of the drainage hookup, the way the instruments were organized by function. The room's layout was efficient, everything within reach. A workspace designed by someone who understood the process deeply.

After two minutes, Patricia gently indicated they should leave. 'I hope that satisfied your curiosity, Mr. Rourke.'

'It did. Thank you. You've been extraordinarily helpful.'

They returned to the consultation room and finalized the pre-planning contract. Benjamin paid the deposit with a credit card, signed the necessary forms, and received a leather folder containing copies of everything. Patricia walked him to the door, shook his hand again, wished him a long and healthy life before his pre-paid arrangements would be needed.

Benjamin drove home slowly, processing. The preparation room had been revelatory-seeing the actual space where theory became practice, where chemistry and craft transformed death into something viewable, peaceful, preserved.

He could do this. The process was complex but not impossibly so. The equipment was specialized but available online if you knew where to look. The chemicals could be ordered through mortuary supply companies, though he'd need to research whether they required professional licensing.

At home, he descended to the basement and stood in the center of the concrete floor, looking around with new eyes. The space was larger than that funeral home preparation room. Water hookup in the corner from the utility sink. Drainage through the floor drain by the water heater. Good lighting if he added more fixtures. Climate control with a dehumidifier and maybe a small AC unit. Lockable door at the top of the stairs-he'd need to install a better lock, something secure.

It could work. This forgotten place where he'd consigned himself that night three weeks ago. This space for things that didn't matter, things that had disappeared from relevance. It could become something else entirely.

Benjamin climbed the stairs and retrieved his laptop, bringing it down to the basement. He sat at his makeshift desk and opened Research.xlsx again, looking at his seventeen entries with new understanding.

They weren't just data points. They were possibilities. Opportunities to do something that mattered, something permanent, something that would last in a world where everything disappeared. Where people disappeared. Where he had disappeared.

He could preserve what was beautiful. He could make it permanent. Keep it safe from time and decay and the inevitable dissolution that claimed everything.

The thought crystallized with perfect clarity, sharp and cold and absolutely certain.

For the first time in years-possibly in his entire adult life-Benjamin Rourke understood his purpose.

He opened a new browser tab and began searching for medical supply companies, preservation equipment, arterial injection systems. Each search refined his understanding, revealed new vendors, new possibilities. The internet was full of information if you knew what to look for, how to ask the right questions.

By midnight, he had a shopping list. By 2 AM, he'd placed orders with six different suppliers, each purchase small enough to avoid attention, carefully worded to suggest legitimate mortuary science study or taxidermy hobby.

Benjamin finally shut down his laptop at 2:47 AM, but he didn't go to bed immediately. Instead, he sat in the basement darkness, listening to the house settle around him, feeling something he barely recognized.

Purpose. Direction. The profound clarity of knowing exactly what he needed to do.

He had found his hypothesis. Now came the testing, the refinement, the careful execution of theory into practice. He would approach this the same way he'd approached every complex system he'd ever mastered-methodically, patiently, learning from each iteration, optimizing toward perfection.

Benjamin finally climbed the stairs to bed, but sleep eluded him for hours. His mind was too active, turning over plans, refining procedures, anticipating challenges. When he finally drifted off near dawn, he dreamed not of empty cubicles but of a gallery. Beautiful faces in perfect repose. Preserved. Permanent. Safe from the entropy that destroyed everything.

He woke Saturday morning with that dream still vivid, still calling to him.

And Benjamin Rourke, who had spent fifteen years disappearing into nothing, smiled.
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Chapter 3: Case File: Meredith Vance
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**CONTINUITY ISSUES DETECTED:**

*The following continuity issues were detected during generation. Please review and correct manually:*

**Contradictions:** - [CRITICAL] Timeline contradiction: The ledger establishes Benjamin's first victim (Meredith Vance) occurs in March of Year 1, immediately after his February psychological break. Chapter 2 shows Benjamin planning for three weeks after his break and ending with him ready to implement. However, Chapter 3 proposes showing surveillance footage of a white van watching the Safeway 'on multiple occasions before the abduction' and the abductor 'actively watching' to notice the camera recalibration opportunity. This suggests weeks or months of surveillance, which doesn't fit the compressed timeline between Chapter 1 (February break) and the March abduction.  *Affected: Timeline: First Victim - Meredith Vance, Chapter 2 cliffhanger showing Benjamin ready to act, Proposed surveillance footage spanning 'previous weeks'* - [CRITICAL] Contradiction with ledger fact about first attempt failure: The ledger states 'first attempt fails due to amateur preservation technique' and 'first preservation attempt fails catastrophically, buries body in state forest.' This indicates Benjamin successfully abducted Meredith but failed at preservation. However, Chapter 3 proposes showing Meredith attempting a 911 call and her phone screen being cracked, suggesting a struggle during the abduction itself. The ledger indicates the failure was in preservation, not abduction. If Meredith fought back enough to attempt 911 and crack her phone, this suggests abduction complications not reflected in the ledger's characterization of the failure point.  *Affected: Ledger: 'first attempt fails due to amateur preservation technique', Ledger: Meredith's body buried in state forest, Proposed 911 call attempt and phone damage during abduction* - [MAJOR] Investigative detail inconsistency: Chapter 3 proposes that Iris discovers surveillance footage showing the van on 'multiple occasions' and realizes the abductor was 'actively watching to notice the opportunity' of the camera recalibration. This level of evidence discovery seems unusually sophisticated for what the ledger characterizes as Benjamin's first, failed attempt. If there's this much surveillance footage evidence from the first victim, it raises questions about why it takes five years and eight victims before Benjamin is caught, especially given Iris's immediate recognition of the pattern.  *Affected: Proposed surveillance footage evidence, Ledger timeline of five years and eight victims before capture, Benjamin's characterization as becoming increasingly sophisticated* - [MODERATE] Character introduction timing: The ledger establishes Iris Calloway's marriage ends 'during the investigation' and she becomes obsessed with 'the case' (seemingly the serial pattern, not individual missing persons). Introducing her on the first victim case is logical, but Chapter 3 shows her making 'silent promises' and displaying obsessive tendencies immediately on what appears to be a routine missing person case (before any pattern is established). This may be premature for her character arc, as her obsession should develop over time as she connects multiple cases that others dismiss.  *Affected: Iris Calloway character arc, Proposed immediate obsessive response to single missing person case, Ledger description of obsession developing during multi-victim investigation*

**Risks:** - [MODERATE] The chapter provides extensive forensic detail and investigation methodology for a case that the ledger indicates ends with no resolution (body not found until years later by hikers). This creates a pacing issue where significant investigative resources and reader attention are devoted to a case that goes cold, potentially frustrating narrative momentum. - [MAJOR] If surveillance footage of the van exists from the first victim and Iris recognizes the methodical pattern immediately, it creates logical problems for why subsequent victims aren't prevented. The chapter may be providing too much evidence too early in the timeline. - [MINOR] Raymond Cho is introduced as Iris's partner in this chapter, but the ledger describes him as 'one of few people who believed Iris from beginning,' suggesting he becomes important when she develops her serial killer theory. His role in this single missing person case needs careful calibration to avoid contradicting his later significance.

—-
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CITY POLICE DEPARTMENT MISSING PERSONS DIVISION

Case Number: MP-24-0847 Date Filed: March 19, Year 1 Reporting Officer: Detective Iris Calloway, Badge #2847 Subject: VANCE, Meredith Anne DOB: 08/12/Year -21 Age: 22 Race: Caucasian Sex: Female Height: 5'6" Weight: 128 lbs Hair: Blonde Eyes: Blue Last Known Location: Safeway Parking Lot, 4200 Riverside Avenue Date/Time Last Seen: March 18, Year 1, approximately 8:47 PM

INITIAL REPORT:

Missing person report filed by roommate Julia Mendez at 11:23 PM on March 18, Year 1. Subject failed to return from grocery shopping expedition. Subject's vehicle, a 2019 Honda Civic (silver, license plate JKL-8847), located in Safeway parking lot at 4200 Riverside Avenue. Vehicle found unlocked. Groceries discovered in trunk, ice cream melted. Subject's cellular phone located on asphalt approximately fifteen feet from driver's side door. Phone screen cracked, device unresponsive to charging.

Responding officers conducted preliminary search of immediate area. No signs of subject. Store manager provided access to security footage. Detective Iris Calloway assigned to case at 7:18 AM, March 19, Year 1.

—-
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WITNESS STATEMENT #1

Name: Julia Mendez Address: 1847 Oakmont Terrace, Apt 3B Relationship to Subject: Roommate Date of Statement: March 19, Year 1, 9:30 AM Interviewing Officer: Detective I. Calloway

Statement transcribed from audio recording:

'Meredith left around eight-fifteen, maybe eight-twenty. She said she was just going to Safeway for groceries. We were having people over Saturday night and we needed stuff. She took the list I made-just normal things, you know? Chips, drinks, ice cream. She was supposed to be back in like forty-five minutes, an hour tops.

'When it got to be ten o'clock, I texted her. Nothing. I called her phone and it went straight to voicemail. That's when I started getting worried because Meredith always answers. Always. She's one of those people who checks her phone every five minutes.

'I waited another hour, kept calling. I thought maybe her phone died, maybe she ran into someone she knew, maybe she stopped somewhere else. But at eleven, I went to Safeway. I drove through the parking lot and I saw her car. Just sitting there. And I knew something was wrong.

'I got out and looked in her windows. Her purse was on the passenger seat. Her keys were still in the ignition. The doors were unlocked. I opened the trunk and all the groceries were there, but the ice cream had melted everywhere. And then I saw her phone on the ground. The screen was all smashed.

'Meredith wouldn't just leave. She wouldn't leave her phone, her purse, her keys. Something happened to her. Something bad happened to her.'

Witness became emotional. Interview suspended at 9:47 AM to allow witness to compose herself.

—-
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IRIS CALLOWAY LEANED back in her desk chair, the cheap springs protesting beneath her weight. The coffee in her cup had gone cold hours ago, a scummy film forming on its surface, but she drank it anyway. The taste barely registered. Her eyes tracked across the witness statement for the third time that morning, and each reading tightened something in her chest that she couldn't quite name.

The fluorescent lights overhead flickered once, twice, casting unstable shadows across the pages spread before her. Around her, the sounds of the station filtered through-phones ringing, voices raised in the holding area, the mechanical hum of aging equipment. March rain drummed against the windows, steady and cold.

Twenty-two years old. Blonde hair, blue eyes. Five foot six, one hundred twenty-eight pounds. Disappeared from a grocery store parking lot on a Tuesday night.

Iris picked up the crime scene photos, fanning them across her desk like tarot cards reading a bitter future. Meredith Vance's silver Honda Civic, driver's door hanging open, illuminated by harsh evidence markers. The trunk yawning wide, plastic grocery bags visible, dark stains where ice cream had liquefied and leaked. A phone on wet asphalt, screen spider-webbed with cracks, small squares of shattered glass catching the camera flash.

'You look like hell.'

She glanced up. Detective Raymond Cho stood beside her desk, two fresh cups of coffee in his hands. He set one down within her reach, steam rising in lazy spirals. Raymond had kind eyes, the sort of eyes that had seen too much but refused to harden completely. Gray touched his temples now, more than when they'd first partnered three years ago.

'Thanks,' Iris said, accepting the coffee. It burned her tongue but she welcomed the sensation. Something real, something immediate.

'New case?' Raymond pulled over a chair, settling in with the ease of long familiarity. He nodded toward the scattered photos.

'Missing person. College student, twenty-two. Disappeared from the Safeway parking lot on Riverside last night.'

Raymond's expression shifted subtly, professional interest sharpening his attention. 'Walk me through it.'

Iris organized her thoughts, pulling details into the linear narrative required by police work. 'Meredith Vance left her apartment around eight-fifteen PM to get groceries. Roommate expected her back within an hour. When she didn't return by ten, the roommate started calling, texting. No response. At eleven, the roommate drove to Safeway and found Meredith's car in the parking lot. Engine off, doors unlocked, keys in the ignition. Purse on the passenger seat. Groceries in the trunk, ice cream melted. Phone on the ground with the screen cracked.'

'Forced abduction?' Raymond reached for the photos, studying them with the same careful attention Iris had given them.

'No signs of struggle. The phone damage is the only indication of anything violent.' Iris pulled another sheet from the file, the preliminary forensics report. 'But get this-the phone shows an attempted 911 call at 8:51 PM. The call never connected. Screen cracked at the same timestamp.'

Raymond's eyebrows rose. 'She tried to call for help.'

'And someone stopped her.' Iris felt the familiar weight settling over her shoulders, the responsibility of standing between a missing woman and whatever darkness had taken her. 'I'm heading to the store this afternoon to review security footage and interview the night manager. Want to come?'

'Of course.' Raymond set down the photos, his expression troubled. 'Have you talked to the family yet?'

'Parents are driving in from Ohio. Should arrive tonight.' Iris rubbed her eyes, feeling the grittiness of too little sleep. She'd been up since three AM, couldn't sleep, had come into the station before dawn to start working the case. 'I'm meeting them tomorrow morning.'

'That's always the worst part.'

'Yeah.' Iris thought of all the families she'd faced across interview room tables, the desperate hope in their eyes gradually giving way to gray acceptance. 'Yeah, it is.'

—-
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WITNESS STATEMENT #2

Name: Gerald Hoffner Address: 926 Linden Street Occupation: Night Manager, Safeway, 4200 Riverside Avenue Date of Statement: March 19, Year 1, 2:45 PM Interviewing Officers: Detective I. Calloway, Detective R. Cho

Statement transcribed from audio recording:

'I remember seeing her, yeah. Pretty blonde girl, came in around eight-thirty, maybe a little earlier. She had a list, seemed like she knew what she wanted. I noticed her because we were having issues with the security cameras and I was keeping an eye on things manually, you know? Making sure nobody was trying anything.

'We've had a shoplifting problem the last month. Kids mostly, teenagers grabbing stuff and running out. Corporate sent someone down last week to adjust the cameras, reposition them to cover the blind spots. They were working on it Tuesday afternoon, finished around six PM. But there was this window-maybe twenty minutes, half an hour-where some of the exterior cameras were being recalibrated. Including the ones covering the south section of the parking lot.

'That's where her car was, in the south section. I know because when the police came, they showed me which car was hers.'

Det. Calloway: 'So there's a gap in the security coverage?'

'Yeah, but not a long one. Maybe fourteen minutes, fifteen at most. The cameras came back online around nine PM. Before that, it's just... nothing. Static, mostly.'

Det. Cho: 'Did you see Ms. Vance leave the store?'

'I saw her checking out at register four. That was around eight-forty, eight-forty-five. She paid with a credit card, bagged her own groceries. Two bags, maybe three. Then she headed out the front entrance. I didn't see her after that because I had to deal with a price check at register one. Next thing I know, police are here asking questions.'

Det. Calloway: 'The camera recalibration-how many people knew about it?'

'The tech who did the work, me, my assistant manager. It wasn't a secret or anything, but we didn't advertise it. The whole point was to stop the shoplifting without tipping off the kids who were doing it.'

Det. Calloway: 'I need the name of the tech company and the individual who performed the work.'

'Sure, yeah. I've got all that in my office. Do you think... I mean, you think someone knew about the cameras?'

Det. Calloway: 'I think I need to see all your security footage from the past month.'

—-
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THE SAFEWAY MANAGER'S office smelled of old coffee and industrial cleaner. Gerald Hoffner hunched over his desk, typing slowly on a keyboard whose keys had been worn smooth by years of use. On the monitor, security footage rolled backward in jerky fast-motion, time stamps blurring.

'Here,' Hoffner said, stopping the playback. 'This is when she enters the store.'

Iris leaned closer. The timestamp read 8:34 PM. Meredith Vance walked through the automatic doors, her blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, wearing jeans and a light jacket. She grabbed a shopping cart, consulted something on her phone-probably the list her roommate had mentioned-and headed toward the produce section.

'Can you show me her at checkout?' Iris asked.

Hoffner fast-forwarded, the footage jumping ahead in stuttering increments. Meredith appeared at register four at 8:43 PM. She loaded groceries onto the conveyor belt, made small talk with the cashier that Iris couldn't hear, paid with a card. At 8:47 PM, she collected her bags and walked toward the exit.

'And that's the last clear footage we have,' Hoffner said. 'The exterior cameras went down for recalibration at 8:37 PM. They came back online at 8:51 PM.'

'Show me what happens at 8:51,' Iris said quietly.

Hoffner clicked forward. The screen flickered, static giving way to a grainy image of the parking lot. The south section was partially visible, sodium vapor lights casting orange pools across wet asphalt. Meredith's silver Honda Civic sat alone, driver's door open, interior light glowing. No movement, no people, no indication of what had happened in those missing fourteen minutes.

Raymond spoke from behind Iris's shoulder. 'He knew about the cameras.'

'Yeah.' Iris felt something cold settling in her stomach. 'He knew exactly when they'd be down.'

She straightened, looking at Hoffner. 'I need footage from every day for the past month. Every angle, every camera, every hour. Someone was watching this store. Someone was learning the patterns.'

Hoffner's face had gone pale. 'You think someone planned this? You think they waited for the cameras to be down?'

'I think,' Iris said carefully, 'that fourteen minutes is a very specific window. And I think someone knew exactly how long they had.'

—-
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IRIS CALLOWAY - CASE NOTES March 19, Year 1, 11:47 PM

Can't sleep. Keep seeing that empty car, door hanging open, interior light still on when the roommate found it. Keep thinking about those fourteen minutes.

Security footage from the past month shows five different individuals spending extended time in the Safeway parking lot during evening hours. Three are store employees (verified, cleared). One is a delivery driver who parks there to eat dinner (verified, cleared). The fifth is harder to pin down.

Camera 7, south lot, March 11-white or light-colored van, no visible plates, parks in the back section for approximately forty minutes. Driver never exits vehicle. Van leaves at 9:23 PM.

Camera 7, south lot, March 15-same van or similar, back section again, thirty-five minutes, driver remains inside. Leaves at 9:18 PM.

Camera 4, main lot, March 17-van partially visible, only rear quarter panel, but paint color and body style match. Twenty minutes, leaves at 8:45 PM.

Someone was watching the store. Watching the patterns. Watching the people.

Meredith Vance was taken at 8:47 PM on March 18. The van was there the night before.

Called Raymond at home, woke up his wife. He didn't complain. We're pulling traffic camera footage from Riverside Avenue for the entire month. Looking for that van. Looking for anything.

But here's what bothers me most: the camera recalibration wasn't scheduled until March 17. The tech company received the service request that morning. Hoffner called it in because of the shoplifting issues. It wasn't planned weeks in advance. It wasn't public information.

So how did someone know the cameras would be down on March 18 between 8:37 and 8:51 PM?

Two possibilities:

1. Coincidence. The abductor got lucky, happened to strike during a brief window of no coverage.

2. The abductor was watching the store closely enough to notice the tech van, to observe the camera work, to realize there would be a recalibration period and act immediately.

Option one is statistically possible but feels wrong. That's too much luck, too perfect.

Option two suggests someone who was already watching. Someone patient. Someone methodical.

The roommate said Meredith's phone went straight to voicemail at 10 PM. The attempted 911 call was at 8:51 PM. That's over an hour gap. What happened in that hour? Where was she?

Meredith's credit card hasn't been used. Her phone is offline. No activity on her social media. No withdrawals from her bank account. She hasn't contacted her family, her friends, her professors. A 22-year-old woman with a full life doesn't just evaporate without a trace.

Unless someone made her evaporate.

I keep thinking about that van in the parking lot, watching, waiting. I keep thinking about someone patient enough to observe for weeks. Someone organized enough to strike during a fourteen-minute window.

This wasn't opportunistic. This wasn't random.

This was planned.

—-
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FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEW

Date: March 20, Year 1, 9:15 AM Interviewing Officer: Detective I. Calloway Subject: Patricia and Harold Vance (parents of Meredith Vance) Location: City Police Department, Interview Room 2

Det. Calloway: 'Thank you for coming in. I know this is incredibly difficult.'

Patricia Vance: 'Have you found her? Have you found our daughter?'

Det. Calloway: 'Not yet. But I promise you, we're doing everything we can.'

Harold Vance: 'The officer last night said something about her phone. That she tried to call 911.'

Det. Calloway: 'Yes. At 8:51 PM on March 18, Meredith's phone attempted to dial 911. The call didn't connect. The phone was found with a cracked screen.'

Patricia Vance: 'So someone hurt her. Someone took her and hurt her.'

Det. Calloway: 'We don't know exactly what happened yet. That's what we're working to determine.'

Harold Vance: 'Was it someone she knew? Some boy from school? An ex-boyfriend?'

Det. Calloway: 'We're looking at all possibilities. Can you tell me about Meredith's relationships? Was she dating anyone? Were there any conflicts with friends, classmates, anyone who might have wished her harm?'

Patricia Vance: 'No. No, Meredith was... she was sweet. Everyone loved her. She didn't have enemies.'

Harold Vance: 'She broke up with her boyfriend last year, but it was amicable. They're still friends. He goes to school in California now.'

Det. Calloway: 'I'll need his contact information, just to rule him out. What about her daily routine? Did Meredith follow predictable patterns?'

Patricia Vance: 'She was a creature of habit, yes. Classes every morning, study group in the afternoons, she worked at the campus library on Wednesdays and Fridays. She went to that Safeway almost every week. It was close to her apartment.'

Det. Calloway: 'So someone observing her could learn her schedule.'

Harold Vance: 'You think someone was watching her? You think someone was stalking our daughter?'

Det. Calloway: 'I think someone took advantage of a very specific opportunity. And I think they may have been watching the location where she disappeared.'

Patricia Vance collapsed into tears, and the interview concluded shortly afterward. Parents provided photos, social media information, names of friends and associates. Forensics is currently processing Meredith's laptop and phone records.

—-
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LATE AFTERNOON SUN slanted through the station windows, painting everything in shades of amber and shadow. Iris sat alone at her desk, case files spread before her like pieces of a puzzle she couldn't quite assemble. The station had emptied out, most of the day shift gone home, evening shift not yet fully staffed. The quiet felt heavy, oppressive.

She picked up her pen, opened her notebook to a fresh page. At the top, she wrote: MEREDITH VANCE - THEORY.

Beneath that, she began to write, organizing her thoughts into something coherent.

The abduction was planned, not opportunistic. Evidence: - Subject was taken during a precise fourteen-minute window when security cameras were offline - Van (probable suspect vehicle) observed in parking lot on three occasions prior to abduction - No signs of struggle at scene, suggesting quick, efficient execution - Subject's phone indicates attempted 911 call, suggesting brief opportunity to respond before phone was damaged/destroyed

Conclusions: - Abductor was familiar with the location and security systems - Abductor had observed subject previously, knew her routine - Abductor was patient, methodical, organized - Abductor may have technical knowledge (understanding of camera systems)

This wasn't someone acting on impulse. This was someone who planned.

She stared at the words, feeling the truth of them settle into her bones. Somewhere in this city, someone had watched Meredith Vance. Had learned her patterns, her schedule, her vulnerabilities. Had waited for the perfect moment. Had taken her in fourteen minutes and vanished without a trace.

Iris thought about the van in the parking lot, idling in darkness, the driver invisible behind tinted glass. Watching. Waiting. Planning.

She wrote four more words at the bottom of the page, underlining them twice:

He knew about the cameras. He waited. This was planned.

The words stared back at her, stark and undeniable. This case was different. She could feel it in her gut, in the way the details aligned too perfectly, in the careful execution that spoke of intelligence and patience. This wasn't a crime of passion or desperation. This was something colder, something methodical.

Something that would happen again.

Iris closed her notebook, gathered the case files. Tomorrow she would canvas the neighborhood around Safeway, would track down the traffic camera footage, would follow every lead until something broke. But tonight, she would go home and not sleep, would lie awake thinking about Meredith Vance's cracked phone on wet asphalt and fourteen minutes of darkness.

She stood, shrugged into her jacket, turned off her desk lamp. The station stretched around her, mostly empty now, shadows pooling in corners. As she walked toward the exit, her phone buzzed. A text from Raymond: Traffic cam footage is in. I'll be here late running plates. Go home. Get some sleep.

Iris texted back: Can't sleep. Be there in ten.

She pushed through the station doors into evening air that smelled of rain and exhaust. Somewhere in this city, Meredith Vance was either alive and terrified, or already dead. Somewhere, a predator was either celebrating or planning their next move.

And Iris Calloway, standing in a police station parking lot with cold coffee in her blood and conviction in her chest, made a silent promise to the empty night:

I will find you. I will find what you did. I will not stop.

She got in her car and drove back toward the station, toward Raymond and traffic camera footage and the methodical work of hunting something that moved in the darkness. The rain started again as she drove, soft at first, then harder, washing the city clean of nothing at all.
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Chapter 4: The First Subject
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Benjamin sat in his van with the engine running, parked three rows back from the Safeway entrance. The dashboard clock read 8:17 PM. Meredith Vance would emerge in approximately fifteen minutes, based on three weeks of observation. Tuesdays she bought groceries after her evening literature class. Always the same Safeway. Always between 8:30 and 8:45 PM.

He rehearsed the words silently, lips moving without sound. 'Excuse me, I'm so sorry to bother you, but my car won't start and my phone's dead. Could I possibly borrow yours to call for help?' Simple. Harmless. The kind of request that a kind person would never refuse, especially in a well-lit parking lot where refusing felt cruel.

His hands trembled slightly on the steering wheel. He gripped tighter, willing them steady. This was simply implementation. He had researched thoroughly, planned meticulously, acquired the necessary materials. The chloroform sat in a small bottle wrapped in cloth in his jacket pocket, positioned for quick access. The van's side door was unlocked, the back cleared and prepared with plastic sheeting. Everything was ready.

Benjamin had spent the day at DataStream Solutions working on migration scripts that no one would review. He'd eaten lunch at his desk-a turkey sandwich he couldn't taste. He'd attended a status meeting where Griffin Hayes had looked directly through him while asking if anyone had capacity for a new project. Benjamin had raised his hand. Griffin's eyes had slid past him to Karen from Testing.

It didn't matter anymore. After tonight, he would have purpose beyond corporate architecture diagrams and sprint planning meetings. After tonight, he would be creating something permanent.

Through the store windows, he could see shoppers moving down aisles. Fluorescent lighting cast everything in flat, institutional white. A woman with a cart full of children emerged, struggling to corral twin toddlers. An elderly man shuffled out alone, single bag in hand. Not yet.

Benjamin's basement waited. The new embalming table stood against the wall, still wrapped in protective plastic. He'd spent the previous weekend installing additional drainage, running new water lines, setting up the ventilation system. The space was ready. Clinical. Organized. A proper preparation room, as professional as Patricia Norwood's facility at Riverside Memorial Gardens.

His research had been thorough. Chloroform required twenty to thirty seconds of application to induce unconsciousness. The human body would go limp, breathing shallow but steady. He would have approximately two to four hours before she woke, more than sufficient time to transport her to his basement and begin the preservation process. The arterial injection would be quick-formaldehyde-based solution introduced through the carotid artery, standard embalming procedure. The body would remain supple for positioning, the face peaceful, the beauty preserved.

Permanent.

The automatic doors slid open. Meredith Vance emerged, paper bags in both arms, phone balanced on top. Auburn hair caught the parking lot lights. She wore jeans and a green sweater, canvas sneakers, a backpack slung over one shoulder. Twenty-two years old. English literature major. Lived with two roommates in an apartment complex near campus. Every Tuesday, groceries after class. Predictable. Observable. Perfect.

Benjamin's heart hammered against his ribs. He forced himself to breathe slowly through his nose. His hands felt cold despite the van's heat. This was simply the next step. Implementation.

Meredith walked toward her car-a blue Honda Civic parked four spaces from the entrance. Benjamin had watched her park it forty minutes earlier. She'd sat in the driver's seat for three minutes scrolling through her phone before heading inside. Creature of habit. Beautiful in her routines, in the thoughtless grace of her movements.

He waited until she reached her car before starting his van. The engine caught with a low rumble that seemed impossibly loud in the quiet parking lot. Benjamin's mouth felt dry. He drove slowly down the row, timing his approach for when she would have her trunk open, hands full, attention divided.

She balanced the bags on her car's bumper, digging keys from her pocket. The trunk popped open with a soft click. Perfect positioning-her back to the rest of the lot, facing the trunk's dark cavity. Benjamin pulled into the space beside her, his van blocking the view from the store.

He killed the engine. Counted to three. Opened his door.

'Excuse me,' Benjamin said, his voice emerging steadier than he'd expected. 'I'm so sorry to bother you, but my car won't start and my phone's dead. Could I possibly borrow yours to call for help?'

Meredith looked up, startled but not alarmed. Her face was open, friendly. She glanced at his van, then back to him. 'Oh, of course. Let me just-' She set down one bag to free a hand, reaching for her phone.

Benjamin stepped closer, moving into her space. His hand went to his pocket. 'I really appreciate this. I've been trying to get it to turn over for twenty minutes.'

'That's the worst,' Meredith said, sympathy in her voice. She picked up her phone from where she'd balanced it on the groceries. 'Do you need a jump? My roommate has cables in her-'

He pulled the cloth from his pocket in one smooth motion, chloroform-soaked fabric already pressed against her face before she could process the movement. Her eyes went wide. The phone tumbled from her fingers, hitting the pavement with a crack. She tried to scream but the sound came muffled against the cloth. Her hands came up, grabbing his wrist, pulling.

Benjamin held firm, his other hand going to the back of her head, keeping the cloth pressed tight over her nose and mouth. Twenty to thirty seconds. That's what the research said. She would go limp, breathing shallow, unconscious but safe.

Meredith thrashed. Her elbow caught his ribs, sharp pain that made him grunt. She was strong-stronger than he'd anticipated. Her fingernails raked his wrist, drawing blood. She tried to twist away, legs kicking, body fighting with desperate terror.

'Shhh,' Benjamin heard himself say. 'It's okay. Just breathe. It's okay.'

But she wouldn't breathe. She held her breath, eyes streaming, still fighting. Ten seconds. Fifteen. Her movements became more frantic, not less. She was going to scream, going to alert someone, going to-

Twenty seconds. Her struggles weakened. The tension in her body began to fade. Benjamin held the cloth in place, his arm aching, his heart thundering. Twenty-five seconds. Her hands slipped from his wrist, arms falling. Her knees buckled. Thirty seconds.

Meredith Vance went limp in his arms.

Benjamin caught her weight, staggering slightly. She was heavier than he'd expected-dead weight, muscle memory absent. He glanced around the parking lot. Empty. The nearest car was eight spaces away. The store entrance was blocked by his van. No one had seen. No witnesses.

He dragged her to his van's side door, yanked it open with one hand while supporting her with the other. Getting her inside required lifting, awkward positioning, her head lolling against his shoulder. He laid her on the plastic sheeting, arranging her limbs with shaking hands. Her phone sat on the pavement where she'd dropped it. He grabbed it, screen cracked but still glowing. 9-1-1 entered but not sent. He pocketed the phone.

Her groceries remained at her car. Her trunk stood open. Evidence of interrupted activity, signs that something had happened. Benjamin forced himself to think. He grabbed the grocery bags, threw them in his van. Closed her trunk. Keys-where were her keys? There, on the ground beside her car. He snatched them up, got in her Honda, started it, drove it to the far corner of the lot near the recycling bins where it wouldn't be noticed immediately.

Three minutes had passed since he'd first spoken to her. Benjamin returned to his van, climbing into the driver's seat. His hands left bloody smears on the steering wheel where she'd scratched him. He wiped them on his pants, started the engine, pulled out of the parking lot at exactly the speed limit.

Robinson Street to Maple Avenue. Left on Oakwood, right on Sycamore. Residential streets with speed bumps and stop signs at every corner. No main roads, no traffic cameras. Benjamin had mapped the route weeks ago. His hands gripped the steering wheel so tight his knuckles ached. Every passing car seemed to slow, every pedestrian seemed to stare. That sedan-was it following him? No, it turned off on Grant Street. That SUV-was that a police vehicle? No, just a Tahoe with a luggage rack.

In the back, Meredith lay silent on the plastic sheeting. Was she breathing? Benjamin couldn't tell from the driver's seat. The chloroform was supposed to induce unconsciousness, not death. Two to four hours before she woke. Plenty of time.

Unless he'd held it too long. Unless the dose had been wrong. Unless-

Benjamin forced the thoughts away. Implementation. He was following the plan. Everything was proceeding correctly.

Fourteen minutes to reach his neighborhood. The Patterson house showed lights in every window, dinner time for them. The Jacobson place sat dark-they were visiting their daughter in Oregon. His own house stood quiet, porch light off, exactly as he'd left it. Benjamin pulled into his driveway, killed the engine. Sat in sudden silence.

He'd done it. Actually done it. The transition from planning to execution was complete. In his van's cargo area lay an unconscious woman who would wake in his basement if he didn't move quickly. The next phase required immediate action.

Benjamin got out, opened the side door. Meredith lay exactly as he'd positioned her, limbs arranged on plastic, head tilted to one side. Her chest rose and fell with shallow breaths. Alive. Sleeping. Waiting.

He lifted her with both arms, her weight distributed awkwardly against his chest. She smelled like vanilla body lotion and the artificial floral scent of grocery store soap. Her hair fell across his shoulder, auburn strands catching light from the streetlamp. Beautiful. Even in unconsciousness, there was something graceful about her face-the curve of her cheek, the arch of her eyebrows, the shape of her lips slightly parted in sleep.

This beauty would decay. Within days of death, the body would begin breaking down. Cells would rupture, bacteria would multiply, tissue would bloat and discolor. All that grace would dissolve into corruption. Unless he preserved it. Unless he did what nature could not-make beauty permanent.

Benjamin carried her to his house, through the side door that led directly to the basement stairs. No neighbors visible, no cars passing. He descended carefully, each step deliberate. The basement lights came on automatically, fluorescent tubes flickering to full brightness.

His preparation room waited. He'd spent three weeks transforming the unfinished basement into something clean, organized, purposeful. The embalming table dominated the center of the space, its stainless steel surface reflecting overhead lights. Along the wall stood his supply cabinet-chemicals in sealed containers, surgical instruments in sterilized trays, drainage equipment with new tubing. Everything arranged with the same precision he brought to software architecture diagrams.

Benjamin laid Meredith on the table. Her body settled against the cold steel, head resting on the raised section, arms positioned at her sides. He stood back, studying her. The green sweater would need to be removed. Standard procedure called for the body to be washed and prepped before arterial injection. He had surgical scrubs purchased specifically for this purpose, a professional approach to preservation.

His hands trembled as he pulled on latex gloves. The chloroform would wear off soon. He needed to work quickly, begin the preservation process before she regained consciousness. The arterial solution sat ready in graduated cylinders-formaldehyde-based mixture at precise concentration, enough to perfuse the entire circulatory system. He'd studied the procedure extensively. Locate the carotid artery, make a small incision, insert the cannula, begin fluid injection. The formaldehyde would displace blood, preserving tissue at the cellular level. Peaceful. Permanent.

Benjamin positioned his instruments. Scalpel, clamps, cannula, tubing. Everything laid out in the order he would need it. He activated the drainage system, checked the solution levels, adjusted the table's angle for proper fluid distribution. The basement air smelled of disinfectant and new plastic. Sterile. Controlled.

Meredith's chest rose and fell, rhythm steady but shallow. How long since he'd applied the chloroform? Twenty minutes? Thirty? Time felt elastic, stretched and compressed simultaneously. He needed to begin. Now. Before she woke. Before consciousness returned and complicated everything.

He positioned himself at her side, scalpel in hand. The carotid artery ran along the side of the neck, beneath the sternocleidomastoid muscle. Palpate for the pulse, make the incision, locate the vessel. His hand shook, the scalpel trembling. He set it down, pressed his palms flat against the table's edge. Breathed deeply through his nose.

This was preservation. Not violence. Not murder. He was saving her, in his way. Making her permanent. Ensuring that her beauty would never fade, never decay, never disappear into the forgetting that consumed everything in this world.

Benjamin picked up the scalpel again. His hand steadied. He leaned over Meredith's neck, palpating for the pulse point. There-the slight throb of blood moving through the vessel. He positioned the scalpel, angled for the incision.

Meredith's eyes opened.

Not slowly. Not gradually. They simply opened, brown eyes wide and aware, pupils dilating in the fluorescent light. For a single moment, she stared directly at him. Confusion flickered across her face. Then recognition. Then terror.

She screamed.

Benjamin dropped the scalpel, hands going to her shoulders, trying to hold her down on the table. 'Wait, please, just-'

Meredith thrashed, arms flailing, legs kicking. She rolled toward the table's edge, nearly fell. Benjamin caught her, his hands on her waist, trying to steady her. She twisted in his grip, elbow connecting with his jaw, pain exploding through his face.

'Stop, please, you don't understand-'

'Help!' Meredith's scream filled the basement, raw and desperate. 'Someone help me!'

She was going to wake the neighbors. The Pattersons would hear. Someone would call police. Everything would end before it began. Benjamin grabbed for the chloroform cloth, still in his pocket. His fingers closed on fabric. He pulled it out, lunged toward her face.

Meredith's hand shot out, catching his wrist. She was stronger than he'd anticipated, fueled by adrenaline and terror. They struggled, her screams continuous, his attempts to apply the chloroform thwarted by her thrashing. The cloth fell from his hand.

Benjamin's hands went to her throat. Not to preserve. Not to make permanent. Pure desperation. Pure panic. She needed to stop screaming, needed to be quiet, needed to-

Her struggles weakened. The screaming stopped. Her body went slack beneath his hands.

Benjamin released her, stumbling backward. Meredith lay on the table, head tilted at an odd angle, eyes open but no longer seeing. Her chest didn't rise. No breath, no movement, no life.

No.

Benjamin pressed his fingers to her neck, searching for a pulse. Nothing. He tried her wrist. Nothing. He put his ear to her chest, listening for a heartbeat. Silence.

She was dead.

Not preserved. Not made permanent through careful preparation. Dead. Strangled in his basement while he panicked and made everything wrong. The plan had been so careful, so precise. Chloroform-induced unconsciousness, then arterial injection while she remained unaware. Peaceful. But the chloroform had worn off too quickly, and she'd woken, and he'd-

Benjamin sank to the floor, back against the wall. His hands shook. Blood from his scratched wrist stained his shirt. His jaw ached where she'd struck him. Meredith lay on the table above him, lifeless, her beauty already beginning its inevitable fade toward decay.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
DEV

A NOVEL ABOUT/MUTY AND MURDER

A

Q\-‘
A
QA%

> 1/





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
&





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





